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CHAPTER ONE
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Grey Dunstan looked around McGalvin’s dining area. Every table and booth was occupied. Several servers greeted him as they walked by. Jonathan hadn’t let him down. Grey knew his ex Amie Ferguson waited for him. Jonathan had reserved their usual table. Every Valentine’s Day, he and Amie had lunch together. What had started out as support after they’re mutual break-up had led to best friends and confidantes. Grey shielded his eyes knowing that Amie was probably not watching for him. She’d be reading an e-book on her phone. There was a time when his jealousy of her e-books and seeking solitude swamped him. Caused him to lay down a mandate that started their break up. Now he knew that was Amie. She worked long hours, sometimes double shifts at the hospital. His brash youthful self had matured. 

He moved forward into the dining area toward the back section close to the kitchen. A small two-person booth close to the kitchen door was theirs for the next couple of hours. As he sidestepped around a server carrying a tray laden with orders, he saw her. Amie looked up, smiled, and waved. She slipped her phone into her purse as he approached. This was a change.

Amie rubbed her lips together as she sighted Grey. His hair was grayer, more salt and pepper than last year’s. Her auburn locks were graying too. Each of them had weathered more than their share of life’s ups and downs. Neither of them had shied away from their conversations or rants and raves when they needed them. Grey was someone she trusted. Someone who knew about most of the skeletons in her past and current life. He was more than a best friend or just an ex or old boyfriend. He was another part of her life just as she possibly was his. Was she? 

Grey slid into the seat opposite her. “Hi. Same time. Same place.”

Amie laughed. “Sure is. Good to see you.” She laid her hand palm up on the table.

“Good to see you too. I thought I might have to cancel.” Grey looked down. She hoped he was noticing her hand and not looking at the menu in front of him.

“I’m glad you didn’t. Why would you have cancelled?” Amie watched Grey place his hand on the table not far from hers.

“Sandy called. You remember her. My step-daughter by my second marriage.” Grey leaned forward causing his hand to slide closer to hers.

“Yes, she married my cousin Sheila’s son Brook. How are they doing?”

“Up and down. Fight like two pissed off chickens to quote Sandy.” Grey laughed. “She called to tell me she’s pregnant.”

Amie rocked back. “Pregnant? How did...damn, I know how that happened.” She chuckled. 

“Glad you do. Means I don’t have to waste time explaining that to you.” Grey’s smile always lit up his face to the point even his eyes glowed. Another part of her caught the glow too. Now if her mind would stay on the conversation and not on what her hormones were signaling they wanted to do with Grey, she’d get through this lunch without having to fan herself.

“Not right now for sure. How are Sandy and Brook handling their news?”

“Pretty well. Sandy is gathering ideas for names. Brook is trying to decide if he likes Poppa or Daddy better.” Grey pulled his hand back.

Amie slid hers back too. She dropped her hand into her lap, glad Grey hadn’t discovered her sweaty palm. She wiped both hands down her jeans. “I’m happy for them. You gonna be a grandpa?”

“More of an adopted one. Sandy always felt closer to me than her estranged father. She introduces me as her adopted dad.  Her mother gave up on correcting her a while back. So getting used to Grandpa is going to take a bit.” Grey picked up his menu.

Amie nodded. “What are we going to try this time? Jonathan said he had some new entrees we might like.”

Grey looked up, his gaze not leaving hers. “I think food is not what I have in mind.”

Amie swallowed hard. What was Grey saying? “Uhm, I thought we were here for lunch.”

“Oh, that is part of it. I got a couple things I wanna talk about after we get caught up.” Grey went back to looking at the menu. 

Amie tried to take a deep breath, calm her fluttering stomach, and concentrate on the menu. Every time she snuck a glance at Grey, he caught her, smiled, nodded, and looked back at the menu.  She nibbled her bottom lip with her teeth as she picked up her menu and tried to decide what she wanted to eat.

Grey knew that look, knew when Amie nibbled her lip he’d gotten to her. Maybe even given her wet panties as she used to accuse him of when he passionately French kissed her. He hoped he’d gotten her hot, bothered and made her clit swell. He glanced over the menu one more time. Food wasn’t what preoccupied his thoughts. It would have to do for now. Amie needed a chance to bring him up to speed on what was going on in her life. He knew from their past and her ex relationships that being heard and understood mattered to her. He learned firsthand in his last relationship just how important that was. Being cutoff, wants and desires along with needs swept off the table with a disregard for him as a person had stung. Stung so bad, he’d not taken a chance on another date until he crossed January 31st off his calendar and turned the page to February 1st.  Almost a year had passed since that break up. Time for hiding and protecting his heart was over. 

“I think I’ll try the Cordon bleu sandwich with sweet potato fries. Jonathan makes his own five-grain bread.” Grey laid his menu on the table. “What are you having?”

Amie looked up. She grinned at him. “It’s like Jonathan is serving nouvelle meals with a twist. I’m having the Cajun chicken salad on mixed baby greens with grated gorgonzola cheese and fresh blueberries with a side of the house honey mustard dressing.”

Grey held his hand up as one of the servers approached the kitchen. “We’re ready to place our orders.”

“Very good sir.” The server set his tray on a close by empty table. He hasty wrote their order on his pad and confirmed the order. “Anything else to drink besides water?”

“I’m good with that. You, Amie?” Grey asked.

“I’m fine with water.”

Grey waited until the server left before he spoke. Amie kept eyeing him as if she expected him to say something wrong. The last time they’d gotten into a rather personal conversation, they’d dropped the topic like it was a hot potato they tossed back and forth. They hadn’t spoken to each other for two months that time. He wasn’t going to let that happen today or going forward. He knew what he wanted. Getting Amie to talk it out was necessary if they were going to move forward.

He smoothed his napkin across his lap, took a sip of water, swallowed, and cleared his throat. Amie glanced up, her lips pressed together. He hated making her wait, but she needed to know he cared about where her life was and what her focus was. He laid his hands on the table, leaned forward, and said, “I want to hear about what’s going on with you. I really do.”

Amie toyed with her napkin and utensils before meeting his gaze. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” He took a hold of Amie’s hand, entwining his fingers with hers. “You matter. Knowing what’s going on with you matters too. It’s all part of you.”

Amie didn’t pull her hand away. Good, she would have previously. Getting her to relax with him was an integral part of their post lunch conversation. Meanwhile, it was her turn to talk. 

Amie rubbed her lips together. She glanced at their joined hands. Grey had reached out to her, even touched her without obvious prodding. Heat sizzled off his palm, across her fingertips and down over her palm and wrist until she felt the warmth drip off her, and pool in her lap. It was like it sought her out, reaching out and soaking her in its presence to seep deeper into her igniting a larger flame of desire.  

“Well, I-I,” she stopped speaking. Damn, her stutter crept up when she got nervous. She inhaled, wet her lips, and started again. “I quit my job at the hospital.”

“Why?” Grey asked.
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Amie waited for Grey to say more. He didn’t. She nodded as she started speaking. “It got to be more than what I wanted. Four ten hour shift days or three twelve hour shift days were what was offered me or I could take a promotion into management. One of the charge nurses had retired. No one knew she and I had become good friends. She told me a month before she submitted her notice why she retired.”

“What was it? It sounds like over worked and undervalued.” Grey let go of her hand.

“Yes, very overworked and under paid too. The promotion only offered a four to five thousand raise. Charlotte told me follow my gut and heart. I decided it was time to work for me. I opened up a crafts shop down on Main and Fourth near the Colonial Times museum and the Artists’ Loft warehouse.” Amie settled back against her seat. She counted to ten, watching Grey, waiting for his reaction.

Grey smiled and nodded. “Good area. How long have you been open?”

“A couple of months. Business is starting to pick up. The local art and craft shows are bringing in new clients.” Amie slowly exhaled and relaxed into the booth’s seat. She’d found her love of knitting and needle point fed her artist side in ways, paints and canvass ignited her business partner’s love of art history and sponsoring young budding artists showcases at the warehouse. “Here’s the added bonus, Charlotte bought into the business and is helping out with her connections to the warehouse and her art history knowledge.”

“I like the enthusiasm in your voice. Your energy too. Congrats on finding part of what makes you juicy.” Grey’s emphasis on juicy got her hormones’ juice going even stronger.

“Thank you.” Amie let go a deep sigh. She reached across the table, her palm up again. “I need your help with something.”

Grey didn’t hesitate. He laid his palm on top of hers. Heat, followed by pinpricks across her palm and fingertips, seared its way around her wrist and encircling her forearm up to her elbow. Amie tried to take a breath. Heat enveloped her until she thought she’d start sweating.

Grey cupped his hand around hers, squeezed, and drew his hand back. “I’ll help you as best I can. How can I help you?” 

Amie looked down and back up catching Grey watching her intently like he had since he’d sat down. He was paying attention, close attention to what she said, and trying to read her body language at the same time. This was very different. That along with his saying he’d do his best to help her. Previously, he’d wish her luck and offer the names and phone numbers of people who could help her. What was going on? 

She inhaled, slowly exhaled, and said, “I need a place to stay. Rent or maybe buy. Living in the backroom of the shop isn’t working.”  She’d put it out there. There was no turning back now. 

Grey pressed his lips together knowing if he blurted out his response, Amie would think he was mocking her. He’d done that in the past. They’d worked out a truce and understanding he’d honored for the last four years. Today he wanted to tell her she had a home, a place where she could stay as long as she wanted. A place he hoped she never left. He waited a couple of more moments. “Okay,” he began as their server came up to the table with their orders. 

Five minutes passed, very tightly filled with silence minutes. As soon as their server left, Grey leaned forward as far as he could without diving across the table. He laid his arm on the table between their plates of food and placed his hand on Amie’s arm as best he could. “Let me get this out here and now. I know a place you can stay as long as you want. Details can be worked out.”

“You do? Where?” Amie put her hand on his. She’d touched him without hesitation. This might work. 

“With me.” Grey didn’t wait for her response before adding. “I bought a four bedroom house on Bay Street last year. There’s plenty of room for both of us.”

Amie pulled her hand off his, looked away, and back at him. Her gaze met his for a few moments before she looked away again. Grey slowly leaned back, removing his arm from the table. Learning how to read body language served him well. His time in therapy had taught him many things. One of the best was focusing outward when someone got quiet. Actively listening with an empathic focus hadn’t come easy. He’d worked through a bunch of crap to get to a point where he could keep quiet and give the silent person time to regroup or speak. 

Grey cut his sandwich in to quarters, laid his knife aside, and studied Amie for a few moments. She still refused to look at him. She busied herself with her salad and mixing it with the honey mustard dressing.  Next, she cut up the salad and chicken chunks several times. If, she kept dicing and slicing, there wasn’t going to be any salad left. It was going to be diced-and-sliced chopped bits. What he’d said had gotten to her. But, how and why. He’d give her a few more moments then he was going to say something.

Amie closed her eyes, slowly inhaled and exhaled. She felt every staccato beat of her heart every time she peered at Grey through her eyelashes. He’d said the one thing she hadn’t expected. Share a place with him. Live with him. They’d lived together once. Even jumped over the proverbial broomstick twice, once as a renewal ceremony. Somewhere within their second ten years together, they messed up super bad. Mucked it up good as her Granny used to say. Except she knew Grey’s summation of fucking things up horribly explained the whole episode better than she could have. Over the last four years, they’d agreed that the past was done and over with. Early on in the years right after their break up, they’d avoided each other. What was going to make this time any different? Shit, she didn’t want to lose her best friend. She liked knowing Grey was around. There when she needed him. 

She stabbed her salad, raised a fork full, and raised her head. Grey watched her. He saluted her with part of his sandwich, took a bite, and chewed. Christ, was this another of his cat and mouse games? Well, she wasn’t going to let him corner her. Not that he had since their break up. Still she felt she knew what he would do next—Or did she?

Amie laid her fork full of salad on her plate. She gripped her napkin in one hand. Grey couldn’t see what she was doing with the table between them. She waited until he wiped his mouth before she spoke. As he reached for his glass, she asked, “Are you sure? Last time we tried this...well, I don’t want to put our friendship at stake.”

Grey’s grin reminded her of the Cheshire cat from the Alice in Wonderland film she recently watched with her six-year-old great niece. He winked at her and said, “Yes, I’m sure. Very sure. This time we’ve got a whole house to get lost in. Not like that studio apartment we ended up in when I lost my job.”

Amie nodded picked up her fork and started eating. Her stomach had growled twice while she decimated her salad. What a mess she’d made of it. Now it was time to eat it and ponder her next move.

Grey finished the last quarter of his sandwich. He reached for another sweet potato fry when Amie pointed her fork at him. She’d done that before. It was like she punctuated emphatically what she said. She motioned with her hands when she felt threatened. What was it about moving in with him that appeared to unnerve her? A two-story house, her own room and bath. Damn, she’d have her own key, a place in the garage to park her second hand SUV. It wasn’t like he’d put conditions on it. He hadn’t said a word about rent. What had her riled up?
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“What’s got you stirred up?” Grey asked, tossing his napkin on his empty plate. “I’m not making assumptions. Please explain why you’re agitated about my offer.”

Amie ate another fork full of salad, slowly chewed and drank some water. “I’m not riled. I’m concerned is all.”

Grey leaned back, counting to ten as he did. He knew his expectations. Amie didn’t. Another of their prior sticking points. He learned to keep his lip zipped to quote his counselor when giving the other person room to speak. He motioned for Amie to go on.

“What are people going to think? You know?”

“No, I don’t know. I’ll tell you why I don’t know. Because I don’t care.” Grey picked up his water glass. “How long have we been meeting here every Valentine’s Day for lunch?”

“Almost five years,” Amie said.

“Right. Has anyone said something to us?  Have you heard gossip? Have our friends or family tried to talk us out of this?” Grey drank the rest of his water and set the glass on the table. “I’d like an answer please.”

Amie shrugged. She held up her hands and said, “All right. You’ve got a point. Let me finish my salad. Do you have time to go to Hoopers’ for their Red Velvet Cake frozen yogurt? My treat.”

“I do. I’d like to talk more about this. I’m serious about my offer.” Grey laid his hand palm up on the table. 

Amie nodded, leaned forward, and laid her hand—palm down—on top of his. Warmth flashed between them and faded as Amie started to pull her hand away. Grey waited a few moments until his palm cooled more before he removed his hand. A spark happened, more than once. Had Amie felt it too?

Each time they’d touched, chemistry happened. Heat flowed through and over them. If palm-to-palm they were like this, what would happen if they were nude? Grey glanced at Amie. She attacked her salad like she or it was possessed. He doubted her focus was on food. A memory came to mind. He pressed his lips together lest he start grinning. Amie in lingerie talking about how she didn’t look good in it. It had taken him going down on her twice and two hard orgasms before she stopped her lament.  He gave up suppressing his grin as one of his favorite memories flashed across his psyche. Amie in black and red silk crotchless panties as she lay on her back, spread eagle, blissed out from the orgasmic pleasure he’d given her.  He’d love to do that again and again. Amie willing of course. He wasn’t a grab, get what he wanted, and leave his partner unsatisfied. Her pleasure ramped up his pleasure, getting him hotter and harder. If he didn’t change his thoughts real quick, his intention was going to tent his pants and give away where his mind wandered. Grey blinked as his focus cleared and his thoughts cooled. Amie watched him intently, almost like a hawk determining if he swooped down on his intended prey.

Amie knew that look. The one that ignited a spark deep in Grey’s midsection close to his crotch. The place where he stored his itty-bitty brain he told her one time. Truth was, most men refused to admit they thought about sex often. She did too. Where men got the idea that women didn’t enjoy sex as much as men she didn’t get. She knew both men and women who rarely gave sex much thought past forty-five. To quote her gynecologist, when her female hormone production started dropping off and menopause began, male hormones got her brain and pussy wet. Wet with excitement and boy could they howl. Some of her dreams leading up to today were filled with flashback memories of her and Grey as lovers. Her early morning dreams the last few days took on a different feel and rhythm. She remembered waking up and reaching across the bed only to find that Grey was a dream figment. Had his hormones turned more feminine? His reason for checking in with her and wanting to talk more about her moving in with him. Did she admit the idea intrigued her? Peaked her interest and got her juicy and wet? Ah well, the discussion hadn’t gone that far. Talk about jumping to conclusions. Or was she?

Amie pulled her jacket on and wrapped her scarf around her neck as she stood. The afternoon sun was beginning to wane. She wanted to be back at the shop before the sunset. Her clerk, Roberta, didn’t live far from the shop. She didn’t like walking home after dark. Her husband was out of town and her son had pulled the late shift at the hospital. Amie faced Grey. “We can go by Hoopers—and get take out if you don’t mind? I want to get back to the shop before dark.”

Grey nodded. “I can drive you back. I drove into town today.”

“Understood. If we get take out, we can sit on the small patio I’ve got at the rear of the shop and talk more.” Amie slung her purse strap over her shoulder. 

Grey stood. “Sure, if you don’t mind more of my company and talking about my offer.”

“That’s why I offered. We need to discuss this.” Amie stepped away from the table looking over her shoulder.

Grey was putting on his jacket.  He moved up beside her, holding the check from their lunch. “My turn to buy, if I remember.”

“Yes, that’s why I offered to pay for Hoopers. My turn to pay for dessert.” Amie smiled and pointed at the check. “Unless you want to split it.”
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