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1

look who it is


Maya





“Harold, get your furry ass off the register,” I said, my voice laced with exhaustion. I was far too worn out to deal with my giant orange menace of a shop cat’s usual tantrum over being ousted from his favourite spot. Harold growled, fighting back as I prodded him with my elbow. “We’ve got work to do.” Finally, after more nudging than usual, he gave in, jumping down and landing on the floor with a resounding thud. 

The glare he shot me as he stalked away, his tail flicking with annoyance, said he was most likely off to plot my murder. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Thank you,” I called to his retreating rear end while I sorted the money and placed it in the drawer. “So generous of you to let me open the store that funds your salmon pâté addiction.”

As I counted the cash, got the espresso machine going, and shooed Harold out of the way every time he tried to climb back onto the register, my brain struggled to keep up. My thoughts were sluggish with the weight of lingering worry.

The storm last night hadn’t helped my usual insomnia. Neither had Nana’s agitation. By the time she’d settled back into bed, it was well past midnight, and exhaustion dragged at my limbs. Not even Alan Rickman’s whispered renditions of Shakespeare’s sonnets could have undone the tangled knot of worry in my head. And if Alan Rickman couldn’t fix something, it was unfixable.

When I dragged myself out of bed around three in the morning in search of caffeine, I discovered Mother Nature had other plans for me; she’d left a huge dump of snow in front of my store.

I’d postponed my quest for coffee in favour of shovelling sidewalks for hours so my neighbours wouldn’t have to deal with clearing the snow when they got to work. Now, after a too-short but seriously necessary shower—coming in smelling like a taxidermied rodent stuffed with wet socks would likely have been bad for business—I was exhausted, under-caffeinated, and running late.

The triple-shot latte I’d craved after my early morning wake-up was finally almost in my grasp when the bell above the door tinkled to announce the arrival of a customer. 

Shit. I hadn’t even turned all the lights on yet.

“Hey, welcome to Bishop’s,” I said without stopping my task. I needed this coffee after all that shovelling. I deserved this coffee. Hell, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t die without this coffee. Stifling a yawn as I poured the milk into my cup and topped it with foam, I added, “Be right with you.”

“Who are you?” The sharp voice, edged with suspicion, took me by surprise.

My head snapped toward the door where two men had come in while my back was turned. “Excuse me?”

I’d dealt with plenty of rude customers in the bars and restaurants I’d worked at before I moved to Carlisle Creek, but no one here had ever spoken to me like that. This town was friendly to a fault. In fact, it had been so long since I’d dealt with a jerk that I couldn’t even think of a snappy comeback.

“I asked who you are,” the larger of the two men said, sounding more curious this time around. “And why is it so dark in here?” He reached over and flicked the switch for the overhead lighting before stepping closer to me.

Oh. My. Wow. 

My breath hitched at the sight of him. My stomach did a confusing flip, my heart tripped over itself, and all of a sudden, I forgot how to breathe.

I sucked in several stuttering gasps as I took him in. 

Perfectly worn jeans covered muscular thighs. A pink t-shirt peeked out from underneath a fitted winter jacket. An artfully dishevelled mop of wavy, light brown hair shone in the sunlight streaming through the front window. He had sparkling, icy blue eyes framed by sexy dark-rimmed glasses, sharp cheekbones, and lips that were, frankly, a little obscene with their fullness. The man was a work of art. 

The world floated in blissful slow motion as I admired the magnificent specimen before me until my brain flashed with sudden clarity and everything snapped into blinding focus. 

Holy crap! I know that face.

Nana’s good-for-nothing grandson, Liam Bishop, had finally come back to Carlisle Creek.

The pictures Nana had shown me didn’t do him justice. He was cute when he was younger, but he was so much more attractive now. It didn’t seem fair. I mean—my god!—would you look at that face.

For crying out loud, Maya, I chastised myself. Quit ogling the man.

Except I couldn’t stop staring. He was exactly my type of eye candy. Even the butterflies in my stomach agreed. Emphatically, if their incessant fluttering was anything to go by. 

I must have done something horrible in a past life. It was the only thing that made sense. What else could explain how patently unfair it was that the first man to spark my interest in years was the one man I’d sworn to verbally castrate if he ever bothered to show his face here again?

Come on, Maya. Don’t let his looks distract you. Remember what he’s done. Remember what you promised to say if you ever met him. I couldn’t waste this chance. After all, there was no telling how long he’d be here before he disappeared again.

Sucking air into my lungs, I shoved my nervous energy down, steeled myself against the onslaught of aggravating wings in my belly, and stoked the flames of my anger. It didn’t matter how attractive he was, he still needed to be taught a lesson. And I was just the woman to teach it to him.

“Hello, miss? Are you okay?” His question interrupted my internal pep talk.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Liam Bishop.” My voice betrayed me, coming out a squeaky rasp instead of the confident and commanding boom I’d rehearsed on the rare occasions I allowed myself to imagine what I’d say if he ever bothered to come back. I cleared my throat and slammed my cup onto the counter, carelessly splashing coffee over the rim in my attempt to appear more intimidating. Get it together, Maya. You’re never going to intimidate him like this. “Look who finally remembered he has a grandmother. What happened, Liam? City life lost its shine? Or did your conscience finally catch up with you?”

He glanced around the shop as though he were wondering who I was talking to, the sandy waves of his hair bouncing with every turn of his head. My eyes rolled before I could stop them. Sexy and dumb. Why doesn’t that surprise me?

His eyebrows drew together, and he pressed his lips into a thin line. “I’m so sorry to ask this, but have we met?”

A disbelieving gasp burst from my throat. Tell me he did not just ask that. The gall of this guy. He thought he could come into my store and ask who I was? At least his ridiculous question distracted me from my preoccupation with his sexy body. Scorching fury flooded my veins, incinerating the lust I’d felt before I’d realized who I was dealing with, leaving my fingers itching to fling my coffee mug at his stupidly handsome face.

And, as if his audacity hadn’t been horrible enough, his expression of confusion had the nerve to be cute. God, I hated him. Why did he have to be so adorable?

He tilted his head, and I could almost see him sifting through every memory in his brain as he tried to place me. “Who are you again?”

Another heated scoff spilled from my lips, and he recoiled. Imagine having the balls to ask who I was when he’s the one who’d disappeared for years.

“Who am I? Who am I?” Blood rushed to my face. I’m the one who’s been taking care of your Nana, you dickhead. I’m the one who’s been her real family. “You have some nerve asking who I am after not bothering to visit for so long.”

Your dick is mine. No! I mean your ass is mine. No! Son of a bitch, Maya. Keep it together. Your ass is grass. Yes. That’s the one. Your ass is grass, Liam Bishop.

His showing up unexpectedly made what had already been a terrible day—thanks to a lack of sleep and hours spent shovelling—even worse. It would have been nice to have at least some warning. So why hadn’t Nana told me he was coming? 

Unless … My body sagged as worry replaced the irritation. Had she forgotten that he was coming? Or forgotten to tell me? 

I pushed that thought away, not ready to examine Nana’s memory issues while her neglectful grandson stood right in front of me. Instead, I crossed my arms, focused my emotions, and glared at him as he furrowed his eyebrows in bewilderment. 

His mouth worked silently, and that inexplicable heat built inside me again. He was more attractive when he wasn’t talking. 

Before I could say anything else, thirty pounds of fuzzy orange destruction slammed into me. My devil cat clawed his way up my body, digging bloody footholds into my flesh as a creature at my feet gave a menacing hiss. 

Harold dragged himself onto my shoulder as if he were clambering out of a pool, and launched himself off my head, using it as a springboard to reach the top of the nearest bookcase.

“Ow ow OW!” I gasped as pinpricks of pain flared to life along my side. “Son of a bitch, that hurts.” I slapped my hands down my body, searching for blood, but somehow my fingers came away clean. 

“Mr. Fluffy, that was rude.” A voice cut through the fog of pain, and from the corner of my eye, I watched the man who arrived with Liam scoop up the strange creature responsible for this mess.

Harold let out an indignant growl from his new perch. 

“Damn it, Harold. Your giant ass is too big to be doing shit like that. I ought to skin you and have you turned into a hat.” His hulking mass bulged over the edge of the shelf as he glared at me. “With a scarf and gloves to match.” He stared right back as I glowered at him, his gaze unrepentant and unconcerned about my empty threat. “First thing tomorrow, I’m buying that weight-control food the vet recommended.”

Harold flicked his tail, turning to show me his backside before settling in to give it a thorough cleaning. I sighed. I knew Harold would love me one day; I just wished he would hurry up about it. Because this outright hostility was getting old.

“I am so sorry. Are you okay?” The man who came in with Liam pointed the animal’s tiny face at me. It wore the cutest blue sweatshirt with the hood up. “Say sorry to the nice lady, Mr. Fluffy.”

I waved him off. “That’s the most affection Harold has shown me since I brought him home, so maybe I should thank your …” What kind of animal was that? “…furry snake? Weiner dog? Cat … sock?” 

The man snorted a laugh. “Mr. Fluffy is a ferret. I’m Greg. We came with him.” He jerked a thumb at Liam before turning his attention back to me. “But don’t you dare thank Mr. Fluffy. He’s been a naughty boy, and he’s in big trouble.” Greg shook his head at the ferret. “I’m so sorry. He usually has far better manners than this. It’s back to puppy class for you when we get home, mister.”

I stared at the ferret, temporarily distracted from the blue-eyed bastard standing nearby. I’d never seen a ferret in person before, and now I couldn’t look away. “Can I pet him?” I couldn’t resist the fuzzy little cat sock. He was just too adorable. 

“Of course.” Greg pulled Mr. Fluffy back when he hissed again. “But we should give him a few minutes to calm down first. I’d hate for him to bite you and add to your already impressive collection of puncture wounds.”

“Ahem.” Liam cleared his throat, cutting through my ferret-induced trance. “If you’ve finished fawning over Mr. Fluffy, can we get back to our conversation? I’d still like to know who you are.”

Right. Ferret snuggles would have to wait. At that moment, I was giving Liam Bishop hell.

I fixed him with a glare. “Oh, I bet you would, wouldn’t you?” I drew out my words, letting the deliciousness of the moment I’d been rehearsing for nearly two years sink in. “What’s the matter? Too busy telling Nana all about your exciting life in the city to listen when she tells you she hired someone to manage the store?”

The confusion on his face deepened.

“I’m Maya.”

Liam didn’t respond.

“Maya Parker?”

He gave me a blank stare.  

I was sure my face mirrored his earlier confusion. He didn’t know who I was? Then again, he hadn’t visited his own Nana in years, so could I really expect him to remember something she would have said during a phone conversation?

I supposed it was true what they said. The pretty ones were too full of themselves to pay attention to what was going on around them.

“Sorry, Pipsqueak. Your name doesn’t ring a bell. Do you work here?” 

The nickname Pipsqueak reignited the raging furnace of anger in my belly, but Liam remained oblivious to my reaction. He glanced around the shop, his gaze stopping at the giant copper espresso machine that sat on the back counter.

“Let me guess. You’re the one who convinced my Nana to bring that thing in? I can’t imagine she enjoys using it; she thinks the machines that use pods are too complicated.”

Frustrated, I threw my hands up. “Of course she doesn’t use it. I only finished refurbishing it six months ago. She’s barely looked at it, never mind used it.”

Liam stalked toward me, his steps confident, until he was close enough that I could smell his cologne. The scent of him, like the forest before a storm, threatened to overwhelm me. Focus, Maya. Neglectful, self-absorbed men can smell good too. It didn’t excuse the fact that he hadn’t been to visit his grandmother in years. She might not have been mad at him, but I sure was. I knew all too well what it was like when family abandoned you, and I wasn’t about to let Liam do that to Nana without some repercussions.

“What do you mean she hasn’t looked at it?” His brows knitted together. “This is her store. And that thing is so shiny it’s practically glowing. There’s no way she wouldn’t see it.”

My brain screeched to a halt so fast I swore I heard squealing tires.

Didn’t he know she had retired?

“Okay, kids. I think that’s enough fun for now.” Greg stepped between us, his tone soft as he attempted to deescalate the situation. “How about we let Maya get back to work, and you can take me to meet Nana?”

Liam stepped closer again, his gaze locked on me while he spoke to Greg. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s go upstairs to visit Nana and leave Maya”—he narrowed his eyes like he thought I’d been lying about my identity—“to get to work. I’m sure Nana doesn’t let her employees sit around doing nothing all day.”

I pressed my hand against his hard chest to push him away, but you’d think he was welded to the floor for how much I moved him. Not that it mattered. Since I’d left home, I’d learned how to deal with people who tried to intimidate me. 

Crossing my arms, I fixed him with a steely glare. “That’s fine. Stand as close as you want. I will not be bullied by the likes of you.”

“Is that so, Pipsqueak?” His disturbingly blue eyes twinkled as he took a step back. “Those are some big words coming from such a tiny woman.”

“I’m five feet and one-quarter inch tall, you dickweasel. That’s average.” I gritted my teeth. I’d been this height since I was twelve years old. I had never felt short, and this overgrown, blue-eyed bullshitter wasn’t about to make me start now.

Besides, I wasn’t that short.

“I believe the average height for women is five foot three, which makes you”—he sucked air through his teeth while making a show of looking me up and down—“below average.” He grinned before adding in a whisper, “Pipsqueak.”

That does it.

“Call me Pipsqueak again and I will hunt you down and slit your throat while you sleep.” The death threat rolled off my tongue with surprising ease, but it felt right. “And before you go stomping upstairs to bother Nana, there’s something else you should know.”








  
  

2

no take backs


Liam





“How the hell did I not know Nana retired?” My harsh whisper echoed down the hall outside Nana’s apartment. It had been a few years since I’d last come to visit. Had things truly changed so much? “I thought we were close, but how close could we be if she hadn’t thought to tell me something this serious?” 

Despite his casual stance, leaning against the wall with Mr. Fluffy in his arms, Greg levelled me with a serious look. “Come on now.”

“We talk every we—” Greg’s cocked eyebrow stopped me short.

Shit. He was right.

My chest tightened as I remembered how we used to talk every week. Before work got crazy. Before I’d started working longer hours. Before I’d started skipping calls with her because of late nights at the office. If I were being honest, my calls with Nana had been more like once a month for at least the past year, maybe even longer.

“Fine. But we still speak often enough for her to tell me she retired over six months ago, don’t we?”

“My granddad ran his restaurant until he physically couldn’t do it any longer. He never even said he was struggling. The man kept showing up, moving slower, pretending nothing changed, until he simply couldn’t go on.” Greg looked away and scratched Mr. Fluffy’s head. “So, I don’t know. Maybe Nana didn’t want to admit to you that she needed to step back. Maybe she didn’t want you to worry.” 

Maybe Nana had wanted to protect me, but I wasn’t sure. I’d hoped this visit would help ease some of the guilt that had been eating at me from not visiting, but now? Now I knew a single weekend would never be enough to make up for any of it.

“Ready?” Greg tipped his chin toward the door, then frowned, looking down at himself. “I wish I’d dressed nicer.” He smoothed his clothes. “I didn’t imagine I’d be meeting Nana for the first time wearing jeans and my winter jacket.”

With a laugh, I shook my head at his dismay. “No one told you not to wear a suit. You’re the one who said you didn’t want it to get wrinkled on the drive.”

He scowled, still brushing imaginary dust from his shirt, but didn’t argue. There wasn’t much he hated more than a wrinkled suit.

“Alright.” I inhaled deeply. “Let’s do this.” I raised my hand to knock, but the door swung open before my knuckles grazed the wood.

“Liam!” Nana’s surprised squeal and huge grin got me right in the heart. She threw her arms around me, and I was transported back to when I was ten years old and sneaking her famous shortbread cookies from the counter while they were still too hot to eat. The memory was so vivid, my tongue practically burned. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? Come in, come in. You are a sight for sore eyes.” She shuffled back, motioning us into the apartment.

“Oh, and you must be Greg.” Nana clapped her hands. “You look exactly as I imagined. Well, don’t just stand there. Come here and let me get a good look at you.”

She launched herself at Greg, wrapping him in a tight hug before cooing over Mr. Fluffy like he was the best thing since sliced bread.

“I can’t believe it took us this long to see each other face to face.” She directed the comment at Greg, but a pang of guilt shot through me anyway. She was right. It had been too long.

“You know Liam.” Greg chuckled before shooting her a conspiratorial wink. “All work and no play with that one.”

Nana cackled as though a man who worked his ass off to pay his debts was hilarious. Still, I took it with as much humility as I could muster.

It was no secret I put in twice as many hours as anyone else in the company. But I wanted to pay back every cent Nana had given me for school, so I would work as hard as I had to. And thanks to all the extra hours I’d worked, that day would arrive soon.

“Did you meet Maya on your way in? Isn’t she a lovely girl?”

Lovely girl was one way to describe her. Sexy honey badger with anger management issues would have been more accurate.

“We met,” I said, remembering the way she glared at me. Saying we met seemed inadequate for a life-altering event that felt so much more monumental than merely meeting someone. Laying my eyes on Maya Parker for the first time was a revelation. 

I damn near swallowed my tongue when I flicked that light switch and got my first good look at her. With her wet hair tied in a knot on top of her head, skin-tight leggings displaying an exquisitely rounded ass, and a cropped t-shirt that read I like big books and I cannot lie flashing the slightest strip of bare skin, it was like she’d walked right out of the file in my head labelled “Liam’s ideal woman”. Casual. Sexy. Cute. Hilariously annoyed.

But the most fascinating thing of all? Maya looked at me as if I’d stolen candy from a kid and laughed. Like I’d shaved my undercarriage and decorated the bathtub with the clippings. Like I’d left a single square of paper on the roll in the only bathroom after a shared meal of fast-food tacos. And the angrier she’d gotten, the cuter she’d looked, and the funnier I’d found the whole situation. By the end of our conversation, I was nearly choking from holding in my laughter. 

It was like watching a potentially rabid raccoon on a rampage. Destructive with a hint of danger, yet somehow adorable at the same time.

We just met. She couldn’t possibly hate me this much already, could she? All I’d done was call her Pipsqueak. And calling her Pipsqueak wasn’t that bad. Or maybe it was. She had threatened to kill me over it, after all. But even that was kind of sexy, which probably made me weird, but so be it. I couldn’t help that I found it cute when she said she would kill me in my sleep. 

“Unfortunately, we met Maya under less-than-ideal circumstances.” Greg grimaced, no doubt remembering the fiasco that transpired when we were in the store. “Mr. Fluffy spooked the gigantic cat downstairs. He poked Maya full of holes when trying to escape to the top of the nearest bookcase.” He paused before addressing Nana. “Do you have a first-aid kit? We should make sure she gets those wounds cleaned and bandaged. Cat scratches can be nasty business.”

“I’ll do it.” The words were out before I could stop them, the sudden desire to see Maya again hitting me like a punch to the gut. “Is there still a first-aid kit in the stockroom?”

Nana had barely finished nodding before I was flying out the door. After a quick stop at the workstation to grab the needed supplies, I stepped into the front of the store.

Maya stood behind the coffee counter, using the copper robot-looking contraption to make a drink for the bearded, scruffy-looking guy who sat at the counter in worn jeans and a mended flannel shirt. 

The way Maya smiled at him made my stomach drop.

Who the hell was this guy?

And why didn’t she have an angry glare for him?

“Hey, Maya,” I called out, purposely interrupting whatever that smarmy Coffee Guy was saying.

Yes, I was being ridiculous. Yes, it was petty. And yet I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I wanted her attention on me.

“Nana wants me to help you clean those scratches,” I explained when she turned to face me. “We don’t want them getting infected.”

Maya fixed me with a glacial stare, her eyes flashing with the same intriguing anger as before. “That won’t be necessary.” Dismissing me, she turned back to Coffee Guy with a smile once again gracing her lips.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend, babe?” Stepping closer, I wrapped an arm around Maya and reached out with the other for a handshake. “Liam Bishop. How do you know Maya?”

Coffee Guy glanced between us, his lip curling into an amused smirk. “Oh, I can’t wait to see how this plays out.” He gave a sardonic smile, shook his head, and stood, coffee in hand. “I’d better get to work. Thanks again for shovelling us out, Maya. I owe you one. Later, Liam.” With a two-fingered wave, he sauntered out of the store.

Maya let out an annoyed huff and pushed me away. “What the hell was that? Babe? Who said you could call me babe?”

“What?” I chuckled, feigning innocence. “You said you didn’t want me calling you Pipsqueak, so I figured I’d try something else.” I grinned, revelling in the way her cheeks flushed. “I wanted to meet your friend.” And to stake a claim like a caveman, apparently. 

Maya crossed her arms over her chest, the seconds ticking by in uncomfortable silence as she examined me.

“So, first aid,” I said finally to break the tension. “Where should we do this? Bathroom? Right here behind the counter? Take me to your bedroom and have your way with me?” I muttered the last part under my breath, but Maya still picked up on it.

“Like that’ll ever happen.” She scoffed. “Besides, I don’t need first aid. It’s a couple of tiny scratches. I’ll be fine.”

“I’m afraid I must insist.” I patted the first-aid kit. “Nana was adamant.” That wasn’t precisely what happened, but Maya didn’t need to know I’d raced down here the instant Greg suggested her cat scratches needed looking after.

She narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious, Pipsqueak.” I wiggled the kit. “Cat scratch fever is no laughing matter.” From what I had heard about it, cat scratch fever was horrible—but I didn’t have a clue how to prevent it. Cleaning and bandaging wounds was usually a good idea, though. “So, where do you want to do this?”

“You’re sure there’s no chance you’ll drop this and leave?”

I shook my head. “Afraid not, Pipsqueak.”

She rolled her eyes. “Ugh, fine. Hold on.” Pulling a marker and a piece of paper from a drawer, she scrawled a message. “And I thought I told you not to call me Pipsqueak? It’s like you want me to grab a box cutter and peel the flesh from your bones or something.” She locked the front door and taped the note to the glass. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

Maya pushed past me, heading to the stockroom without so much as a backward glance. I chuckled and followed, once again savouring the way her ass filled out those leggings.

“What did you put on the door?”

She stopped at the workstation, eyebrow raised. “Back in fifteen minutes. I normally wouldn’t bother locking the door if I’m stepping away for a moment, but I don’t want any customers walking in while you’re using your first aid skills on me.” Without warning, she ripped her shirt over her head and shoved her leggings down, letting them pool at her feet. 

My jaw dropped, and the first aid kit clattered to the floor. Maya’s answering laughter was pure music, not that it really registered thanks to how her legs held me in thrall. Creamy smooth skin. Juicy, well-proportioned, delicately dimpled thighs with a hint of muscle. They were by far the sexiest legs I had ever seen.

How would they feel wrapped around me?

“Liam? You alright? It looks like you’re having trouble breathing.” She smirked. “It’s not quite the violent end I had in mind, but I suppose stunning you into a stupor with my pale legs is a decent second choice. That’s your punishment for calling me Pipsqueak again.”

“Huh? What?” I shook my head, shoving aside my increasingly inappropriate thoughts. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m fine.” I waited a beat before adding, “If I’d known there would be stripping involved, I’d have stocked up on singles.”

“Haha. Hilarious,” she deadpanned. “How else would you get at the cat scratches?”

I stared at her dumbly, realizing I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I’d jumped at the chance to spend time with her with no plan in place. When I saw her smiling at that damn Coffee Guy, an uncomfortable knot of something that felt an awful lot like jealousy in my gut forced me to act. Thank god I’d taken a first aid course in the past, or this would have been a complete disaster.

I must have taken too long to answer because Maya sighed. “Okay … how about you come closer and clean the wounds before someone knocks on the door?”

“Yeah. Yes. Definitely.”

I dropped to my knees and shuffled across the room to sit at her feet. I clenched my fists to stop my hands from shaking. The need to touch her nearly overpowered my self-control. Which was crazy. I barely knew this woman.

“Forgetting something?” Maya smirked.

I glanced around, confused—until I spotted the kit on the floor where I’d left it. On the other side of the room.

Liam, you idiot.

In my nearly-naked-Maya induced stupor, I’d forgotten to grab the damn kit before I shuffled over. And being an idiot, I stayed on my knees and shuffled to get it before shuffling right back. I’d pay for that with sore knees that later.

“Got it,” I muttered, avoiding her stare. “Okay, where were we? Oh, right. First aid.”

I set the box at Maya’s feet and rummaged through the contents for the antiseptic wipes. “Ready? This might sting.” My hands shook so badly that it took three tries to open the packet. “So, uh … where are you hurt?”

Maya leaned back on the workstation and released a shaky breath—the sole sign she might not have been as calm about this as she’d initially appeared—then gestured to her side. “Harold used me like a ladder. If the stinging means anything, he broke skin in at least a few spots.”

Why was this so difficult? I’d been around plenty of women who’d been wearing less than Maya was now, and I’d never been this nervous. Obviously, I hadn’t thought this through. When I’d volunteered for first aid duty, I figured it would be a chance to talk to Maya some more. Somehow, it hadn’t crossed my mind that I would have to touch her. And now that I was about to do just that, I freaked out like a teenager seeing his first real-life pair of boobs. Which was completely humiliating. At least I was experienced enough now that I didn’t have to worry about coming in my pants from it like I had my actual first time. Probably.

“So … uh, I’m going to touch you now,” I warned, as much for her benefit as mine. My voice sounded steady, but my pulse sure didn’t. My heart pounded erratically in my chest. I rested my hand on her thigh, expecting her to pull back—but she didn’t move away. Instead, for a brief moment, she tensed. 

The air between us shifted.

“You good?” I murmured, my eyes flicking to hers.

She swallowed hard. “Get on with it, Bishop.” Her words said she wanted this over quickly, but her voice was a throaty whisper. Did she feel the electricity in the air like I did? Or was she really just impatient for this to be over?

The way her fingers clutched the counter behind her, the way her pupils dilated, the way her body swayed ever so slightly toward my touch, told me everything I needed to know.

I may have been in over my head, but I didn’t think I was the only one.
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she doth protest too much


Maya





Sierra walked in about ten minutes after Liam and Greg left, and found me standing behind the counter muttering to myself about the events of the morning. 

How had I let him affect me so much? He’d deserted Nana, probably because of her gradually failing memory, which made him a reprehensible worm. I shouldn’t have enjoyed his touch as much as I had. “Stupid body betraying me like that,” I grumbled. “Stupid Liam and his stupid hands.”

“Oh my god, he finally showed up?” She shouted when Liam’s name fell from my lips. Vibrating with excitement, she asked, “Today? He was here this morning?”

“Shit! I totally forgot to bring your coffee.” The memories of Liam’s handsome face, and adorable smile, and warm hands on my skin had had me reeling since he left. He’d only been back for a few hours, and he’d already disrupted my life.

She waved me off. “I don’t need you to make a special trip for me.” 

I smiled at the familiar argument. “I enjoy bringing you coffee in the morning.”

“And I thank you, but it’s unnecessary. I’m perfectly capable of walking across the street.” She slapped me gently on the arm. “Now, stop changing the subject. Is he as hot in person as he is in his pictures?” 

I huffed, rolling my eyes at the unfairness of Liam’s sex appeal. “Even hotter, if you can believe it.” Unreasonably hot. Unnaturally hot. With his bluer-than-blue eyes, square jaw, pouty-lipped smile, and perfect physique, Liam Bishop was otherworldly. “As much as I hate to admit it, the man has aged well in the last few years.”

Sierra gasped, clutching her chest as though I’d said something scandalous. “I knew it. And those ridiculous blue eyes? They’re fake, right? Contacts? Photoshop? Witchcraft?” 

A memory of him looking up at me with those electric-blue eyes like I was the tastiest treat he’d ever seen had the butterflies in my stomach flying back with a vengeance.

“He’s still not a good guy,” I said, ignoring the sudden rush of warmth I felt at the mere thought of him. “What sort of man leaves his grandmother alone—without a single visit—for three years? Attractiveness doesn’t cancel out being selfish and inconsiderate, Sierra.”

“You don’t know for sure that he’s selfish, though. He might be busy. Plus, he’s here now, isn’t he? That has to count for something.”

“Maybe,” I muttered, swirling my coffee. “I would still like to know what his excuse is for abandoning his grandmother.” And if I found out it was because of her memory, he and I would have words. Words like “violence” and “ass-kicking” and “teach him a lesson with a baseball bat”.

Her expression softened. “Maya…”

“What?” I knew what she was thinking, but I didn’t want her pity. I didn’t want anyone’s pity. My past was in the past; there was no need to dwell on it. Besides, there was a more important question to answer now. “You have to admit it’s suspicious that he disappeared right around the time her memory issues first appeared.” It was bad enough that he’d stopped visiting, but doing it so he wouldn’t have to deal with his grandmother’s health issues was beyond disgusting.

“All I’m saying is there’s a difference between ‘not visiting often’ and ‘disappearing’.” Sierra tilted her head. “Not everyone has the same standards for showing up.”

I forced a smile. “I get it.”

Sierra raised an eyebrow.

“No, really. I do,” I said, taking a long drink of my coffee so I wouldn’t have to keep talking.

“Promise me you’ll try to be nice. If only for Nana’s sake.”

“Fine,” I huffed before muttering, “but he’s still a jerk.” A sexy jerk, but a jerk nonetheless.

She chuckled, patting my hand. “I have faith in you. Nana holds a special place in your heart, after all.”

Sierra had seriously downplayed how much Nana meant to me. It wasn’t as simple as holding a special place in my heart. Nana hadn’t merely hired me; she’d saved me. She was there when I had no one. Nana was the first person who showed me any real affection after my parents had washed their hands of me. I owed her everything.

Did Liam think he could waltz back into town after three years and act like nothing had happened? Well, screw that. She was my Nana now, too, and no one treated my Nana that way.

“Um, hello? Why didn’t you tell me he was so much better looking than in those old pictures? That man glowed up!” She bit her lip and closed her eyes for a moment before continuing. “And who’s the other guy? Yowza. And that ferret? He’s wearing the latest Madame Truie creation. I haven’t even received my stock from that collection yet.” She fanned herself with one hand and shook her phone at me with the other.

Her enthusiasm left me wondering what she was more excited about: a sexier-than-expected Liam, a good-looking Greg, or a ferret wearing the latest in haute pet couture from the runways of Paris. My money was on the ferret.

“I literally just finished telling you he’s hotter than in the pictures.”

“But you didn’t say how much. He is so much hotter.” She waved her phone at me again. “You have to see this pic Andie sent me.”

“Nope,” I insisted, turning away. The last thing I needed was to see a picture of Liam looking delicious. Remembering I was supposed to hate him was hard enough without bringing my inconvenient attraction to him back into it. “Delete it. Burn it. I want nothing to do with him.”

Sierra snorted and shoved her phone in my face again. “Just look.”

A photo of Liam, Greg, and Nana sitting in a booth in the diner greeted me from Sierra’s screen. The text accompanying the photo read: Who is this good-looking guy with Nana and Liam?

Andie recognizing Liam hadn’t surprised me. She’d seen all the same photos I had, after all. Her asking about Greg, though, that did surprise me. She was so staunchly anti-relationship that she hadn’t expressed even a passing interest in anyone since we’d met two years ago. Being a single mom with a deadbeat ex would do that, I supposed.

My heart melted when I spied the gigantic smile on Nana’s face as she snuggled Mr. Fluffy to her chest. With how much animals loved her, you’d swear she was some sort of animal whisperer. She was the only one who’d ever managed to get on Harold’s good side. That giant fur ball loved her as much as I did.

“That’s Greg. And his ferret…” I blinked at the screen, distracted by the sequined romper the animal was now wearing. “Mr. Fluffy had a wardrobe change before going to breakfast?”

Sierra eyed me expectantly, and I threw my hands up with a chuckle.

“All I know is Greg is way nicer than Liam. We didn’t talk for long, so I didn’t learn much more than that.”

Even if I’d wanted to learn more, it’s not like I’d had the chance. The three of them left not long after I’d stripped to my undies and let Liam put his hands all over me.

Even now, the echo of Liam’s fingers danced over my thigh. Not that his touch had been sexual. He’d wiped some scratches with antiseptic and bandaged a few of the deeper gouges. My body had simply overreacted. But the heat in his gaze had left no question about whether he liked what he saw. And as for me? My stomach had continued doing that ridiculous flip thing that only happened when you were crushing hard on a man.

Which was absurd, because Liam was so not my type.

At all.

Not even a little. 

Forcing my rambling thoughts away, I shoved Sierra’s phone back into her hand. Liam Bishop wasn’t my type, but he was a problem, because Nana deserved better than a grandson who visited once every three years. And if she wouldn’t tell him that, I would.
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you can't fire me


Liam





“You’re fired.” 

My vision sharpened, my ears rang, and for a moment, my brain refused to process the words. You’re fired? What does that even mean?

Until my phone rang, my morning had been uneventful. I’d just stopped in the bookstore to wait for Nana to get ready to go out when my boss called me. I expected Chet was getting back to me to schedule the meeting I’d requested before coming to Carlisle Creek.

Apparently, that was not the case.

It looked like my tactfully worded email requesting a sit-down to discuss his son’s performance wasn’t as well-received as I had hoped. And I’d agonized over that wording, too. Do you have any idea how hard it was to find a constructive way to say, “Your son is a dumbass who needs to learn how to do his job before he pisses off a client with his moronic actions.”? The kid was desperate to be Don Draper from Mad Men, but he didn’t seem to understand that even Don Draper wanted to be Don Draper. It was actually a little sad how desperately he wished the advertising and marketing world operated the way it did in that show. 

Still, he was the boss’s kid, so I thought we could set a meeting, hammer out some expectations, and that would be that. Looks like I was wrong about that.

I scoffed. “You’re not serious? You can’t fire me.”

“I am very serious, Liam,” Chet said, sounding bored with this conversation already. “My son explained that you’ve been limiting his opportunities.” He sighed. “Given the circumstances, I think it’s best that we part ways.”

The long nights. The missed holidays. The time with Nana that I’d sacrificed, and for what? The throbbing in my temples drowned out the rest of Chet’s speech.

“And Greg?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, bumping my glasses carelessly. “Are you letting him go? Or will you ask him to stay on as Chad’s assistant?” Yes, Chet had named his son Chad, and yes, they were both as sleazy as their names implied. I was certain Greg would rather eat the contents of Mr. Fluffy’s litter box for lunch every day than become Chad’s assistant for a single minute, but I had to ask.

“Greg will also receive a severance package,” Chet said. “HR will be contacting him today to go over the details.”

Pressure continued to build behind my eyes, until I no longer cared what Chet had to say. All I wanted was for the call to end.

“I’m disappointed to hear you’ve been holding Chad back. Honestly, Liam, I expected more after all I’ve done for you.”

I choked on my saliva, fighting to hold back my laughter. He’d lost his marbles. That must be it. No sane man would think Chad was good at his job. “Listen, Chet, if anyone is holding Chad back, it’s Chad. I’m sure you’ll find that out soon enough. Have Human Resources email the exit paperwork. I’ll get it back to you as soon as I can.” I stabbed the end-call button without waiting for a reply and tossed my phone onto the couch.

“Well, shit.” I dragged a hand down my face as the pounding in my head worsened. “Fuck, fuckity, fuck-fuck. Shit.” A humourless laugh escaped me. “This is just fucking fantastic.”
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