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      Holding a smile in place for hours should have been the number one line item on Jessica’s resume. No matter what happened around her or how she felt, she could keep her lips tilted in the perfect, quirky half-smile. No one likes ugly. The flash of the bulb snapped her from her reverie of recalling the long-ago words.

      “Beautiful, perfect. You’re gorgeous. Tilt your head to the side? A little more,” the photographer directed.

      She cocked her head and swiveled on the bar stool she’d been provided. The smell of industrial cleaner hung in the air. She fought off a chill at the bare, unexceptional loft space. Aluminum, concrete, and wood were not warmed by the streaks of cool, early May sunlight against the stark white backdrop. In the strange room, she almost had an out-of-body experience. Like she observed herself acting out the role everyone expected. She’d spent so much of her life pretending, and she was tired.

      Camera flashes continued, and she followed the man’s directions. Not so long ago, posing for a photo shoot and a feature in the lifestyle magazine for Chicago’s jet set would have thrilled her. Fast forward to the present, she couldn’t wait to get the whole thing over with and done.

      The photographer guided her through various poses. Top forty radio hits belted out up-tempo beats. Her gaze nearly glazed over so she forced herself to laugh. The sound was foreign. Giving her head a shake, she tossed her hair then stood. She crossed her arms over her chest, flashing him a smile she hoped reached her eyes. Wearing a white collared shirt and dress pants, she’d layered on the jewelry to keep from resembling a caterer. In this pose, she projected a woman in charge of her future and destiny—the very image she needed to present to the world at large. She clung to the false image, as her whole empire threatened to unravel.

      “You look sensational.” Brittany stood next to the photographer.

      Jessica raised an eyebrow and smirked. At some point during their collaboration, her Public Relations maven had become one of her best friends. For the most part, Brittany James kept from offering Jess the fawning platitudes she administered to the rest of her clients. The glint of humor in Brittany’s gaze told Jess she was teasing.

      “And we’re done.” The photographer stopped shooting, about-faced, and ambled away.

      Jess took in a deep breath. Over. Finally.

      “I think the article will be good. Really good stuff.” Brittany approached and handed her a water bottle.

      “Thanks.” Jess opened the plastic bottle and took a sip. She sank onto the stool steady on its mark on the white backdrop. One of the many photo shoots she’d been a part of, this morning’s work shouldn’t be any different. Show up, smile, listen to direction, and go home. The morning, however, had been draining. After avoiding cameras and shying away from the aggressive paparazzi hounding her for the past eighteen months, she drew in a breath. Smiling for the lens felt unnatural. She had to present the image she needed Now: Chicago magazine to help her maintain. Jessica Edwards—lifestyle guru, immaculate, and always together.

      Not the thirty-two-year-old woman struggling to make sense of where to take her life. “Thank you for arranging the interview and photo-shoot. I needed some positive press, Brittany.” She kept her voice low, not eager to draw any curious ears from the table of snacks set out near the windows overlooking Millennium Park.

      “Don’t mention it.” Brittany waved off her thanks.

      Jessica nodded and took another gulp of water, returning her attention to the small crowd gathered by the windows. The magazine staff had laid out a full table of treats. Of course, out of the group of six, only the two assistants snuck any of the food. Jessica smiled, watching the younger women snack while their bosses, higher-ups at the magazine, reviewed the photos with the photographer and chatted. “I guess they have everything they need?” Jessica tilted her head to view Brittany who, at the earliest lapse, typed on her phone.

      “Huh?” Brittany’s head bobbed up, for a moment her smooth brow wrinkled. “Oh, yeah, I think we’re good. They’re shooting everyone today. They’ll call later in the week to set up a time for the interview.”

      “Great. Let’s get going.” Jessica capped the water bottle. She ambled back to the corner of the room to retrieve her purse and coat. Early May still required fortification against the icy gusts off Lake Michigan. Stuffing herself into the coat, she crossed the room to approach the magazine staff and the photographer. “Thank you again for having me.” Jessica shook hands with the editor-in-chief.

      “Of course,” the older woman replied. “What kind of top Thirty-Five Under Thirty-Five list would it be without the Jessica Edwards?”

      Jess fought to keep her expression neutral and pleasant. She fought to keep from wincing or, worse, grimacing. Yeah. The Jessica Edwards, lifestyle blogger, whose pursuit of perfection spawned an empire. The woman desperate to get out from the weight of her image and live her life, if she had a life beyond her carefully curated brand.

      “But, I do wish you’d let us feature you in the top eligible singles of Chicago issue,” the editor said.

      Her responding wink curled Jessica’s toes. Thank heavens Brittany put a stop to that nonsense. “Maybe next year.” Jessica kept her expression cheery. Everyone loved poking the open wound in her otherwise-pristine image. Fighting against the digs became second-nature.

      The editor smiled and about-faced.

      Brushed-off. She’d been raised in this exact fashion. Over the years, her skin had toughened from such curt dismissals. This time, she hadn’t been stung. She nodded her goodbyes to the remaining team at the table and spun on her heel.

      The door opposite the windows banged against the wall, the sound reverberating in the vast, cavernous space, causing a minor commotion. The rush of air and the unexpected clap of noise grabbed everyone’s attention.

      Jessica was one of the crowd turning toward the door.

      In strode a ghost.

      The water bottle crackled in her tight grip. She took a step forward and then another. “Leo?” she asked, her voice a tentative whisper.

      The man froze.

      She approached him with Brittany. Standing at average height with brown hair, olive skin, and brown eyes, Leo Martinelli should have been unremarkable. The man she’d meet in her first, and only, year of law school had been anything but. His laugh was joyful and lit up his whole face. His deep voice, while he patiently explained legalese she really ought to have known, was warm as the sun. His mother’s cannolis were life affirming.

      “Leo Martinelli?” she called out, stopping only a few feet away. Dressed in a dark gray overcoat, revealing a suit underneath, the man looked ironed and perfect. His thick hair had been slicked back. Jessica looked up and waited for some sort of acknowledgement. The heavy five o’clock shadow she remembered always tracing his jawline had been wiped clean. Even without the facial hair, she couldn’t deny the man before her was her one-time study partner.

      At one point in time, she might have even imagined a future together. Of course, back in law school, she hadn’t been searching for the easy masculinity he’d worn as well as his current tailored overcoat. The nice guy in a hoodie and jeans hadn’t fit her type back then. She’d wanted a male model dressed in a suit, exactly like his current get-up. Seeing him in business attire, however, she wanted to send him away. The persona wasn’t him.

      She’d learned the hard way how false appearances could be. Now, she was forever paying the price for her folly. Maybe she always would.

      “Hi, Jessica.”

      His deep voice swept over her, warming her toes. She wanted to protest his use of her name. They’d been on a nickname status a decade ago. Why the sudden professional distance? “How surprising.” Jess smiled. Her cheeks pinched and her mouth stretched into her first real grin of the day. Seeing Leo again, under any circumstances, was a welcome surprise. When he darted his gaze side to side, however, the pleasure evaporated.

      He shifted his weight and adjusted the briefcase in his hands.

      Clearly uncomfortable, he surveyed the setting, like a man who’d wandered in on something salacious. “This is my PR guru, Brittany James,” Jess introduced. She took a step back, letting Brittany lean forward to extend her hand. They look good together. They’re the same height. Jess bit the inside of her cheek. She’d never cared about being short before, but suddenly standing next to Brittany and Leo had her feeling like she might be squashed under a heel like a bug.

      Leo cleared his throat and dragged back his gaze. “Could I have a minute of your time?”

      “Of course.” Jessica furrowed her brow and adjusted her purse over her shoulder as she followed Leo out to the hall. She flashed Brittany a not-sure-what-this-is-about look and then was out of the door.

      The lock clicked as the door settled back into the doorframe. She spun to face him.

      He extended something.

      On instinct, Jessica grabbed the thick, unmarked envelope. She opened the flap and slid out the first sheet. “What?” Her fingers tightened on the pages. She jerked up her head and scanned the hallway, bouncing off the industrial carpet and the track lighting.

      Leo continued farther down the corridor. The elevator doors opened with a whoosh, and he stepped onto the elevator. “You’ve been served,” he called out as the door slid shut.

      Oh, no. A lawsuit did not fit with her plans, not so close to taking charge of her destiny. She clutched the papers and her purse tight. She ran toward the exit, yanking open the door to the stairwell. Her heels pounded against the steps, metallic clangs only fueling her frantic race to the bottom.

      Leo Martinelli owed her an explanation. She intended to get one.
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      Lawyers don’t serve papers.

      Leo punched the elevator button and was rewarded with the instantaneous ding as the doors slid open. He tapped the button for the lobby and balled his fists in the pockets of his overcoat, madder with himself than anyone else. When the case—the woman suing a blogger for false representation seeking compensation for injuries and legal fees—stumbled across his desk, he hadn’t been impressed. Working in corporate law, he never had to tackle ambulance-chaser cases. He’d been glad to stick with cases involving copyright infringement and intellectual property.

      On this case, however, his hands were tied. “You’ve been served,” he called out with seconds to spare before the doors shut. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Taking a deep breath, he willed his body to calm. He was doing his job. If he hadn’t come, he’d think himself a coward. By showing up to face her, he acted like a fool.

      One of his clients had grown from a small start-up to an international brand. They retained him for legal counsel, but they were one in a stable of clients. If he could settle the case fast, he’d been promised a promotion. He’d move to their London headquarters as sole legal counsel with plans to expand the department across the globe. The faster the company grew, the more litigation came their way.

      Nothing about the case presented a challenge.

      The elevator dinged once again as the stainless steel doors opened to the lobby. Leo clicked his dress shoes against the limestone floors. He stared at his feet, not eager to make eye contact. He’d acted like a jerk. He didn’t want to see confirmation in anyone’s gaze. After years working downtown, he didn’t need visual landmarks to know where he headed. Every office building in the loop followed the same layout, exit the elevator bank, cross the limestone floor to the wall of windows, and leave via the rotating door.

      “Wait!”

      The cry sounded at the moment the revolving door thrust him outside. He proceeded through and paused.

      With her hands against the glass door, Jess glared, her blue eyes flashing hot.

      Anger? Confusion? He didn’t know. He never had, no matter how much he wanted to once upon a time. She hadn’t aged a day in the decade since their final study session.

      Her blonde hair was silky, the stick-straight strands not even daring to wave as they hit her collarbone. Her bright, blue eyes were even more luminescent. She matched exactly with his memory, until he peeked closer. He noted the determination in her step and furrow of her brow. The petite powerhouse exited the door and headed in his direction. He made no move to get out of her way.

      “What on earth is this about, Leo?” She gasped.

      “I can’t discuss particulars with you, Jess.” An apology sounded in his voice. He hoped she heard it. “Everything is there. Have your lawyer review the papers and get back to me.” He stepped to the side, raising his hand to hail a cab. If he’d had the car service drop him off, he would have been whisked away by now. He wouldn’t have to stand here stupidly, evading her questions, as he inhaled the familiar scent of her coconut shampoo.

      He’d engineered the situation to see her again. Suffering from repressed memories was his fault.

      “Come on, Leo,” she whispered, taking a step to stand at his side.

      Standing close, he took a deep breath of her familiar scent that haunted his dreams. His mind tangled the tropical fragrance in a loop of what-if thoughts and nostalgia.

      Under the honking of car horns, the screech of tires, and the howl of the wind off the lake through the caverns of the loop, he could barely hear her words. Scrutinizing her, he understood the meaning immediately from the curve of her shoulders and flare of her nostrils. Frustration. If, at first glance, he’d stumbled onto a glamorous photo shoot of a woman at the top of her game, maybe his initial assessment had been wrong.

      The squeal of taxicab brakes in need of servicing snapped him back to the present. He really shouldn’t have come. Curiosity led him here. Handing the papers to an assistant or a courier would have been easy. After her name filtered past his desk, he wanted to see her again.

      He tugged open the taxicab door and didn’t make a move to discourage her from climbing in, too.

      She gave him a quick look.

      Her gaze was suddenly uncertain. He waved her into the cab. Good thing he wasn’t in his usual car with his driver. Better to have a stranger overhear their conversation than a man with knowledge of every detail of his life.

      The stench of stale bodies and faux leather inside the cab overwhelmed him. He longed to draw her close and bury his nose in her sweet-smelling hair. Leo shut the door, reluctant to box himself into the vehicle and face her reckoning, even if only for a few minutes. He gave the cab driver directions before facing Jessica’s glaring sapphire eyes. “Jess, I shouldn’t have come. I really can’t give you too much information,” he said, suddenly unsure.

      Still gorgeous. Still unattainable. Sitting prim and proper, with her legs and arms crossed, Jessica Edwards was every inch a lady. He remembered being in awe of her the first semester of law school. He’d never have approached her. He’d never been exposed to a person like her. The woman was so sure of herself, so perfect, and yet, so kind. She shouldn’t be real. She should have some terrible hidden secret. But, he’d never found any during their time as study partners when she’d asked for his help.

      “I’m being sued, right? You’re here to serve me papers?” she asked, shaking the envelope.

      He scanned her big blue eyes, searching for any hint of what she might be feeling. Her words, delivered without any emotion, gave him no hint about what turmoil might lie beneath. He’d been good at reading people but oddly never her. “Jess, have your legal team review the case.” He lowered his voice, softening his words. He’d never been sued, and he’d never put himself in the position of the other party, until now. He rubbed the palm of his hand against his heart. Something ached at her reaction. “The papers are in order. The process is fairly cut and dry.”

      “Maybe to you but to me? I don’t need drama, Leo. I don’t need complications right now.” She shut her eyes and tilted her face.

      Please don’t cry. If she sobbed, then he’d feel like a jerk. Then maybe he’d beg off this case and lose the promotion. If he backed out, he’d stay and his career would stall. He shuddered. Losing wasn’t an option.

      The cab lurched to a stop.

      Leo handed over cash and hopped out of the vehicle. He needed space. At his side, she radiated warmth like the sun. He stood on the curb and held open the door.

      Silently, she exited.

      Standing side by side, Leo wanted to hug her. A quick embrace of friendship and protection and… No, he refused to involve his emotions. Coming to face her had been a mistake, and he didn’t need to compound his slip-ups. “Jess, I’m sorry. Hand the papers to your lawyer and settle. You don’t need a protracted court case. I don’t either, believe me.”

      She opened her eyes and held his gaze.

      He tried not to flinch. Something had changed. Some steel found her spine as she straightened.

      Never wavering in eye contact, she smoothed down her hair.

      Holding her ground, she was a woman who would make trouble. She would fight. Gone was the vulnerability he’d witnessed a moment ago. Maybe he should be on edge. Maybe he should take a step back and assess his opponent. Something else crossed his mind. The woman currently standing in front fit the image she’d projected. Behind her veil of perfection, he’d glimpsed the woman he’d wanted to hold in his arms. The woman he’d longed to protect. But, she’d been real with him for a moment. And he was intrigued. Which version was the real Jessica Edwards?

      He’d often wondered what she’d been up to since abruptly leaving law school. She never had a passion for law. She always was a creative, an artist, and a dreamer. When the case hit his desk, he searched her blog and lost a day to browsing her website. He followed the shift of many organizations to blogs but had never paid much attention to the lifestyle genre. He followed news and sports blogs, those sites reported what the newspapers couldn’t afford to anymore. Her world of parties, projects, and perfection were utterly foreign. He was as captivated by the site as he’d been of the woman.

      Jessica Edwards was endlessly charming. He’d remembered natural smiles and encouraging conversations. Every time he remembered a conversation, he realized how little they'd discussed about themselves. Her site was much the same. Her blog entries were as easy to read as if she was having a conversation with a long-cherished friend, but they revealed little about the woman behind the keyboard.

      “I intend to fight the lawsuit.” She raised her chin and stuck out her hand.

      Gripping her hand in his, he returned the firm shake.

      She stalked away.

      He could only stare at the retreating figure. She had grown up, and he had no clue who she was. Too bad he didn’t have the time to figure her out, no matter how enticing the prospect. He had to get the case settled quickly and forge ahead with his life. The sooner, the better. Before he did something crazy, like track her down again to tell her. He’d confess how the kid on the scholarship back then, struggling to find time to study and work, had grown into a man worthy of her and her time.

      Except, she’d never been interested.
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      With a sponge gripped in one hand and the other balancing the pan, Jess scrubbed in tight concentric circles, removing whatever had burnt onto the nonstick coating. Nonstick. She sniggered. Nothing in her brother's apartment was ever free of stickiness.

      She gave up, submerging the pan and both hands into the warm sink. Usually, this sort of thing soothed her. Usually. Jess squirted more lemon-scented soap onto the sponge, releasing the bright burst of citrus. Today, she didn’t feel any calm. Keeping everything neat and tidy was not a compulsion as much as a learned behavior. Over the years, she’d learned a lot of little things, most importantly no one wanted to see ugly, dirty, or anything hard.

      Hours after Leo served her with papers, she scrubbed every dirty pot and pan she found. The tension knotting between her shoulders, however, tightened. Her typical balm of cleaning away a physical mess provided no results. Not even after she polished her apartment down to the floorboard screws, before sneaking downstairs with the spare key to access the first-floor unit.

      Removing the drain stopper, she turned on the faucet. The water rinsed away the bubbles. She wished she could wash away her multiplying thoughts. To see Leo again, after so much time, was upsetting enough to have her dusting the baseboards and shining the doorknobs. She hadn’t seen him since she leaned over, poised for a kiss, and nearly fell flat on her face.

      Her cheeks burned at the memory and at how she misread his body language cues. Leo Martinelli lingered in her thoughts, establishing himself as something of a yardstick for any other potential love interests to be measured against. Today, he appeared and excitement surged through her. When he handed documents suing her, she couldn’t make sense of his actions or her feelings. She scrubbed the deep sink, removing food stains out of what should be a stainless steel finish. The sink should be spotless. If nothing else could be pristine, at least one thing had to be clean.

      The deadbolt slid out of the lock, and she froze. Swearing under her breath, she turned off the faucet. She dried her hands on her pants in a lame attempt to hide the evidence.

      “No way. Come on, Jess, we talked about this.” Her brother’s admonishment rang out.

      Her cheeks flushed hot. They had talked about her habit of breaking and entering to clean. They agreed to terms, but desperation spurred her to sneak in again. “I know, I know,” she muttered.

      His approaching footsteps creaked on the restored maple floors. He stopped inches away.

      With her gaze cast down, she stared at his extended hand. She shook off the protest forming in her mind, grabbed the sponge off the counter, and handed it over. She dragged her gaze up to the older brother who’d been equal parts protector and tormentor. Christopher Edwards resembled a surfer, even when stuffed in a suit. His dirty blond hair needed a cut to free the too-long ends from the collar of his button-down shirt. Jess opened her mouth to tell him and then shut her lips. Nothing good came of pointing out anything about his appearance. He was a successful trader at the Mercantile Exchange and an adult. He told her often enough he could handle himself. He’d been doing so their entire lives.

      Besides, superficial trappings didn’t hold his interest. How he dressed, how he lived, and how he spoke had been ripe for use against him at one point during their lives. They each needed to make their peace with the demons their upbringing stirred up. Despite suffering together, their histories diverged significantly.

      “Jess, I’m not content for your blog. Stop cleaning and sit.” Chris softened his tone.

      Maybe he sensed her cleaning mission had more to do with stress than a new angle for her website. She took a seat at one of the two bar stools in his tiny kitchen, not ready to venture any farther into his unit. When their parents died suddenly a decade ago, Chris had a crazy idea. Use the remaining money from their estate and buy a three flat in Logan Square. At the time, they found an ideally situated building off the boulevard for a song. They used their inheritance money and their labor to transform the dilapidated mess into a showpiece.

      Jess managed the purchase and the start of the renovation during her first year of law school. She began a blog about the experience and her knack for transformation. Her following started small but grew with regular postings. Before an exam during a particularly grueling semester, she made a rash choice. Jess quit law school. She pursued her passion, building her brand the moment her unit's renovations begun.

      She lived on the top floor, her brother lived on the bottom floor, and they rented out the middle unit for enough to cover the entire building’s expenses and then some, thanks to the real estate appreciation of the neighborhood. Living together might have been a problem for other siblings but not them. Her brother had been her sole family for so long, she liked the stability of their continued proximity. After they established their rules, like she would never enter his apartment to compulsively clean, they lived in harmony.

      “I’m sorry,” Jess muttered. “I didn’t mean to sneak in.” Her brother shot her the narrowed eye glower, and she squirmed. As a kid, she’d confess to anything, even falsely, to escape his direct stare. “Okay, I didn’t mean to get caught,” she grumbled. “But, you need a maid or something. Your place is a sty.”

      “Am I part of some new blog series? How to deep clean in an hour?” He eyed her.

      “An hour? I’d need three weeks to clean, at least.” She snorted.

      “Jessica,” he warned.

      Hopping off the bar stool, she crossed the floor to rummage around in his fridge. Behind the takeout containers and shelves full of condiments, she found a rogue diet soda. She gave up the faux-sugary drinks years ago. Only moments of high-stress warranted the indulgence. “No, no. I swear I’m not here for content.” She resumed her seat and cradled the soda in her hands. The healthy living series remained one of her most popular. She couldn’t forget the details of the effects of sugary drinks on the body. In the moment, she didn’t care.

      “What do you mean? Last time I checked, your blog had made you a local celebrity. Didn’t you have a photo shoot or interview or something today?”

      She swallowed a groan. Heaven help her from a brother who listened. “Yes, I did have the photo shoot,” she acknowledged. “But, you think the blog is my life?”

      Chris shrugged. “Isn’t it?”

      The pop of the lid filled the silence, and she took a long, savoring drink. Carbonation burst on her tongue and the roof of her mouth, her nose scrunching from the sensation. Her brother was her barometer of outside opinion. If he thought the blog was her life, everyone else probably did, too. She hadn’t cared, until she’d seen Leo.

      “You're very quiet today. Everything okay?” Chris interrupted her thoughts.

      Jess drew back her shoulders. Things moved so fast in her life, she had few opportunities for heart-to-heart conversations together in recent days. She couldn’t remember what she’d told him and what she hadn’t. “I’m on the verge of closing down the blog.”

      “Really? Why?”

      With a one-shouldered shrug, she peered down at the wrapper on the bottle. Running her finger along the seam, she folded and unfolded the paper, worrying it. If she applied enough consistent pressure, she’d break open the subtle closure. If she wasn’t careful, she’d split her world in half. She had to apply pressure in a delicate balance. Otherwise, the whole thing would fall apart before she was ready. “You said it.” She studied her brother’s concerned face. He was one of the few people she surrounded herself with and trusted. Until today, she’d counted Leo in the company. “My life is my blog.”

      “Your life is more than your blog.” His features softened.

      She fought off a wince at his expression of worry. Neither pity nor empathy had any room in her life. Over the past year and a half, she experienced too much of both. She needed to get on with life on her terms. “I hope so. I’d like it to be.” She raised her chin, meeting his gaze head-on. “I’m in talks with Haute Chicago to join their team. Could you imagine anything better for me than working for an event firm? It’s a dream opportunity.”

      “And you’d close your blog?”

      “Yes, I would. I’m ready. I’m tired of being a local celebrity.” She shivered. Notoriety wrapped around her brief taste of fame. Reading her name in print lost its thrill when the articles were more slander than success story. “Every action is analyzed and studied. I’m critiqued for everything I do. I want to be a regular person again.”

      “But I thought you loved the blog.”

      “I did. Back before…” She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Her brother introduced her to the man who nearly collapsed her empire. In the aftermath of the disaster, when she struggled to rebuild, she had a moment of clarity. She didn’t want to fake her life for the sake of others. She wanted to live. “I’m close to landing the job. I have a few more interviews, and the role is mine. Today, at the photo shoot, I hit a snag. I was served papers. I’m being sued.”

      He frowned. “What? Why? How?”

      “When I was reviewing the life efficiency app, I made an offhand remark to utilize it to see if your significant other is efficiently romantic.”

      “Come on, Jess, Suzette wouldn’t let you get sued. She’s the most thorough lawyer I’ve ever met.” Chris slid a finger to loosen the collar on his button-down shirt.

      The tip of her tongue tingled to ask her brother how many lawyers he’d met over the years. Instead, she shook her head and rolled her neck. No matter how curious she was, she hadn’t gone through with law school long enough to be any good at interrogation. “I’m talking about a partnership before Suzette.” She sighed. “The product endorsement led me to Brittany’s attention. Six months later, I had enough business and income to hire a lawyer. I reviewed the contract and the terms on my site without outside assistance. I thought I did an okay job until I was served.”

      “Come on. No way can the case have merit. Why did the suit take so long to be filed? Doesn’t a time limit exist on when you can be held liable?”

      Jess sipped her soda. The liquid usually cut through her taste buds, leaving her feeling refreshed more than plain water. Today, the soda left a too-sugary, too-sweet aftertaste. She leaned forward and dumped the rest of the soda in the sink. The remnants of the lemon dish soap fizzed with the sugary drink and bubbled over the drain.

      Her brother glared.

      Entering his unit with the intent to clean, she’d also hoped she could talk. Offering up an explanation, however, wasn’t easing the burden she shouldered. Laying out her situation made her see how much she stood to lose. If she didn’t get the job, if a lawsuit messed up her chances, she didn’t know her next step. “I don’t know why there was a delay. The defendant first sued the company and now they’ve teamed up with the defendant to sue me. Their lawyer served me.”

      A flash of Leo in his suit with his dour expression replayed in her mind. Her initial thrill at seeing him forced his scowl from her brain. After an early call, running into an old friend in a different place and time had reenergized her. Years ago, she shoved aside her feelings. Seeing him again, however, made happiness and optimism surge through her veins. He strolled in and offered her an unexpected second chance. The instant he handed her the lawsuit, however, the good feelings evaporated.

      “You’ll fight,” Chris replied. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been in to see Suzette, yet. I called and left a message. I am so close to being out. Landing the event job is what I need. Moving away from the blog is what I need.”

      “Then you’ll be happy? And everything will be perfect?” He scoffed.

      She didn’t glance up. She didn’t want to see Chris’s face filled with admonishment and concern. They’d had the same talk a thousand times. Somehow every conversation ended in the same place. “I didn’t say that, Chris,” she murmured.

      “No, you didn’t. But, you haven’t dealt with everything, not Todd. Or Mom and Dad.”

      The air shifted. Her brother’s efforts at consolation boiled over into frustration. Deflated, Jess hunched forward, resting her chin in her hands. He was right. She hadn’t dealt with any of her feelings. She wasn’t about to start today. With a heavy sigh, she slid off the stool with a heavy sigh. “You know what?” She raised her chin, noting her brother’s steady observation of her every movement. He’d been the undisputed champion of the staring game. This conversation counted as another victory to add to his list. “You were right. I shouldn’t have shown up to start cleaning. I need to go back upstairs and call my lawyer again.”

      He tilted up his chin, his gaze never wavering. “Let me know if you need my help. With anything.”

      She nodded but didn’t respond. Instead, she strode out the door and climbed the steps to the top-floor unit. She didn’t breathe until her front door shut and locked. The one constant in her life, Chris witnessed every heart-break and celebrated each success. She couldn’t shut him out, even if she wanted space.

      In her life, she had three people she could count on for support, no matter what. Despite the no-questions-asked policy, they didn’t stop doling out advice. Her two best friends understood her in a way her brother never would. But he’d lived through almost everything and knew the things she never shared. At one point, she wanted Leo to join the small number of people she loved and trusted. Fear shut her down from confession then. Was she to pay the price now?

      If she shut her eyes, she’d again sniff Leo’s musky, clean scent. The smell she associated with him was strong, warm, and steady. Pent-up emotions built behind her eyes and her head throbbed.

      Their study sessions had been filled with laughter and food as much as exam review. She remembered sitting side-by-side on the floor with a feast spread out on his beat-up coffee table. She demolished everything he offered her. When she finished eating, the air changed around them. The comfortable companionship heated to a sizzle, the space between practically electric with tension and possibility. He leaned in, and she shut her eyes. She tilted up her head, her breathing fast and shallow. She waited. After an eternity, he mumbled something about studying, and she bolted out the door. The next day, she left the program.

      Add Leo to the list of regrets she needed to work on one of these days. She massaged her temples, willing a calm she desperately needed. One of these days, she wouldn’t have the ability to put off everything she didn’t want to face. One day, soon, she’d face her regrets.
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      Hushed conversation and the occasional burst of laughter provided background noise for Leo and his date. His weekly dinner reservation at his favorite steakhouse was a comforting ritual. Some Friday nights he had company, like his companion for the evening, and other times, he was satisfied to eat alone. Every week, he earned a nice cut of meat after logging another sixty plus hours behind the desk.

      He glanced up at his date, the slim brunette moving her fork around her plate, her gaze focused on the risotto she was not eating. He set his own fork to the side of his plate and took a sip of his wine. Dating models meant a beautiful woman on his arm but not often much company in enjoying a delicious meal. Not like the time Jess crashed his study session, desperate to prepare for a major test, and ate all the home cooking his mom dropped off.

      A smile tugged at his lips as he remembered how she’d devoured a full plate of lasagna before she inhaled three cannoli. She ate with abandon, and he still heard the gasps of pleasure and the sighs. She shut her eyes and indulged with every one of her senses. He had never witnessed anything more sensual or primal. She savored food. He’d never doubted she enjoyed everything in her life.

      Sipping his wine, he let the rich notes wash away the dull aftertaste in his mouth. If he imagined regret filling his mouth, he swallowed and shook off the ridiculous idea. He was a successful lawyer on the verge of a major promotion at dinner with a beautiful woman. In what world did a guy in his position have regrets? Reaching across the table he traced the back of his date’s hand.

      Her gaze lifted.

      “Are you enjoying your dinner?” He rested his hand on top of hers.

      She smiled back.

      But the gesture didn’t brighten her face. Her big, wide green eyes looked dull, and her hand underneath his felt cold. He met Tiffany a few weeks ago, and already, they were bored of each other. He drew back his hand and took a final sip of his wine.

      His distraction was entirely Jess’s fault. After law school, getting her out of his head took years. Before the case, he hadn’t thought about her beautiful eyes or sparkling smile. Her name dropped on his desk and immediately sent him into reminiscence. He spent hours combing through social media, news articles, old morning show interviews, and her blog. He fell deep into his detective behavior again, looking for clues to answer the question long haunting him.

      Why had she left law school?

      He remembered a sharp, witty, charming woman who maybe, admittedly, needed a little more study to catch up. Her struggles with the subject matter weren’t so great she couldn’t have overcome. Together, they could have worked it out. Not that there had ever been a they…

      “How is your work? Any big shoots coming up?” Leo speared a mushroom and stuffed it in his mouth. He had to fix the evening. Flipping around a conversation to get back on track was his go-to cure.

      “I am.” She sat straighter and swished her long straight hair behind her shoulders. “I’m leaving for a fall photo shoot in two days. I’ve been booked…”

      Her voice continued but his focus trailed off. A petite blonde paraded past in his peripheral vision over Tiffany’s shoulder. His breath caught. If the woman was Jess, he should go say hello and maybe apologize. When the woman thanked the waiter holding out her chair, the profile was wrong. Nothing about her was perfect. Jess had always been the ideal. From what he’d learned researching over the past week, she used the principle to build an empire.

      He cut another bite of steak, eager to chew and stop his ridiculous thoughts. What was he doing? Why rush to apologize? He wasn’t doing anything wrong. She was. She failed to protect herself well enough from litigation. The lawsuit wasn’t his fault. He was protecting an up-and-coming company. With any luck, he’d score a dream job, too.

      The vibration in the breast pocket of his suit couldn’t mean anything good. Replacing his fork, he swallowed his last bite of steak and offered an apologetic smile to the woman opposite him. The woman he’d been tuning out for the duration of the evening. He didn’t need to apologize to Jess. She’d ruined his date without even appearing. She was solely at fault.

      When he glanced at the picture flashing on his home screen, his stomach dropped. He expected a call from the office. Maybe he forgot to sign a paper, or his assistant wanted to remind him of something important. Those things, while annoying, happened before and would again. The image of his parents at their latest wedding anniversary, smiling and wrapped up in each other’s arms, however, scared him. They shouldn’t be calling.

      “I’m sorry. My family is on the phone. I’ll be right back.” His chair slid against the tile floor. He stood and, without another word or a glance, strolled across the dining room to the corner of the bar. A secluded nook where he could hear everything the caller said. Once before, his family had a health scare. Leo had been shaken to his core. “Mom? I’m here? What’s wrong?” He flattened the phone to his ear and kept his voice low.

      “Leo. Caro, are you having a nice time?”

      Ma didn’t call on a Friday night to make small talk. Her singsong voice over the line did nothing to alleviate the sudden pounding headache. She knew where he was and what he was doing. She waited until he got home. She’d been his guest several Friday nights over the years. “Ma, what is it? What’s wrong?” He persisted.

      “Caro, I’m worried Pops pulled something. I think he tweaked a muscle or tore a ligament or something. Can you come home and see?”

      Her voice was hushed, like Pops might hear. The subterfuge wasn’t a good sign. If she hadn’t cured Pops with her usual balm of ointment and pasta, the situation was serious.

      “I’m on my way.” He dropped the phone back into his pocket. He was halfway back to his table before he noticed his vacant seat had been filled. Slowing his steps, he assessed the man seated opposite Tiffany, holding her outstretched fingers and raising her arm as he dropped a kiss on the back of her hand. A slow burn sizzled along the back of his neck as Leo connected with the man’s gaze. Slicked back hair and a smirk, recognition hit Leo after a few seconds.

      Ryan.

      The wide grin of pleasure at usurping Leo’s chair had Leo raising a hand to his collar to rub at the raw nerves the snake-in-the-grass lawyer always set aflame. Ryan and Leo had been hired together and that was their first and last moment of camaraderie. They rose through the ranks, each man with his own guiding principles. Leo found inspiration in his parents’ example of working hard to do his best. He couldn’t begin to fathom what Ryan’s inner code might be beyond making a lot of money.

      “Good evening, Ryan.” Leo stood next to Tiffany and placed his hand on her bare shoulder. Under his palm, she shivered. He recoiled and drew back his hand. He hated the possessive, jealous person he became in Ryan’s presence. The slimy, suave man was forever sniffing around Leo’s clients and his dates. Ryan was a nuisance but not a threat. Leo didn’t like the he-man urge threatening his composure. He stuffed his hands into his pockets.

      “Leo.” Ryan gave his head a barely imperceptible tilt of acknowledgement. He made no attempt to vacate Leo’s chair. “How funny to run into you.”
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