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Hunter & Claire 






Claire Smith’s career was back on track. She was loving everything about living in Tampa, aside from being excessively aware of every situation involving Hunter. He was brilliant and charming, but her maturity level was in the dirt. Claire didn’t learn anything from past mistakes because she wanted to say yes. 

Hunter Allen’s love life wasn’t up to par. It wasn’t from lack of availability. His crush was a sassy-sweet beauty, but she had her heart set on giving him a rough go. It seemed they had a falling out he wasn’t aware of. Hunter was all for the chase. All Claire had to do was say yes. 








  
  

Chapter One 


Hunter Allen 





Tampa, Florida 


My work day was winding down. Everything was on track, career-wise, but my dating life wasn’t up to par. Not from lack of availability. Claire was sassy sweet, but she had her mind set on giving me a rough go. Damn, if I didn’t like it. 

My reasons wouldn’t be explained, but Henry was still in my office. I glanced at him. He quickly chuckled. “You didn’t accept my invite. A little downtime and small talk.” 

“You and Archie can hold down the fort. Owen might be there. He’s your third. You don’t need another person.”

Henry wasn’t convinced. He thought about it and then shook his head. “Owen rejects invites.”  

“His responsibilities far exceed rowdy drinking.”   

Henry didn’t agree. “A wife and kids shouldn’t mean Owen can’t let loose. How did you get him onboard?” 

“I didn’t. He mentioned heading to Gilroy’s for food and drinks. The location is our company drinking place.” 

“Right. The women will still outnumber the men.” 

“Why is that a bad thing?” I asked while glancing at the queue. Service tickets were constant. Still, it wasn’t reason enough for Jana to work past shift. My laptop was turned off while Henry was stating his reasons. 

Jack walked in to have a word. “Getting told no is still a problem for you. Did you come by to hassle Hunter?” 

Henry glanced at him. “So what if I did. It’s Happy Hour. Hunter shouldn’t miss out. You’ll go home early. Some people are sickly in love. They should give it a rest.”  

We chuckled. Henry’s passive aggressive approach wasn’t taken to heart. He was a competitive guy in business. His edge was how he excelled in his department, but Henry didn’t like anyone having anything he deemed important. Owen and Jack having wives bothered him. 

The proverbial knife was getting pushed in deeper. I glanced at Jack. “How are Amy and the kids?”  

“Great. Amy is having a girls thing with her best friend. Jacqueline and Jayne are spending time with them. Jack Junior is doing his best to avoid the girls. My plan is to eat at Gilroy’s and then hang out with my son. We’ll play video games and hit the sack early.” 

I laughed, “Good strategy. Stay unseen.” 

“No. Hunter’s wrong. Why avoid them? You should see what they’re up to,” Henry gave his unwarranted opinion. “What’s her name? How long is she staying?” 

“A week from mind your business,” Jack told him. “Samantha is already spoken for. He’s worth hundreds of millions if not billions.”  

Henry groaned, “He’s not a rich guy. You’re lying.”

“The hell I am,” Jack seriously said. “He’ll fly in on a private jet. Skip the talking and get to it.” 

Henry slowly spoke, “Okay, well, they have friends. Hunter, back me up on this.” 

“No. None of their friends are interested in us. Henry, we’re Jack’s work buddies. Respect his boundaries. What’s going on with you? Did date night go wrong?”

Jack chuckled. Henry glared at him. “Managing a fiancée while she’s planning a wedding is stressful.” 

“She’s the love of your life,” I told him, “She doesn’t need a manager. A partner, a husband, her other half.” 

Henry shrugged. “So you say. You’re not married.”

“Nevertheless, I’m husband material.” 

Henry couldn’t say a word against it. Most of the boxes would get checked, regardless of how the list was stacked.

Bachelor life wasn’t for everyone. Being single by choice or circumstance does happen. Sometimes people get into relationships because they don’t want to go it alone. Can’t say what kind of person Henry was, but adjustments were needed for the life he would be committing to.

Henry slowly said. “Okay, you have a point. I love my fiancée, but I have wants too. The wedding is all about Victoria and what she likes. It’s getting outrageous.” 

“You’re using it as an excuse to seek out random women for useless flirting,” Jack replied. “I’m happily married to the woman of my dreams and living the good life.” 

Henry muttered, “Show off. All you do is brag.”

“It’s a good time from Tampa to Myrtle Beach, but you’re not one to talk about bragging,” Jack gave him grief. “Guys, check out my new house with six bedrooms and seven bathrooms. Guys, look at my boat. Guys, I have to spend all my money because status is everything.”  

Henry scoffed, “I never said the last part. Her parents are paying for the wedding, so it’s fine to spend more.” 

Jack chuckled, “You’ll regret not managing your money better, my friend. A hard head makes a soft ass. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes, with or without you. Know it.” 

“Gilroy’s is the location. Don’t change it,” Henry called after Jack. He should’ve made his exit too. He didn’t. 

I wasn’t giving him leeway. “Henry, enough already. I may or may not stop by. Take that as you will.”  

He was grinning, “Confirmation received. I’m telling everyone you’re in. Don’t back out. See you there.” 

Henry was about to tie the knot. Being a bachelor was a thing of the past. He would be reminded of it in the next hour or so. I chuckled and shook my head. Life lessons. 

It was quitting time for most. My corner office was situated back a ways. It was carefully chosen for my sanity. Time was spent recharging and working on projects or technical problems. Quiet was required. 

Henry was laughing nearby. Getting roped into talking about unimportant topics wouldn’t happen. I navigated the maze of cubicles. Jana was still working. She was our newest hire, and one of the hardest workers. It held merit. 

I stood in view, so she wouldn’t be caught off guard. Jana glanced at me, so I mouthed the words Happy Hour. She shook her head with a shy smile. Jana finished her ticket. I leaned against the cubicle across from hers. 

“Jana, you’re always chained to your desk.”

“You’re not wrong. I need downtime, and thanks for thinking of me. Really, but no thank you. I’m reserving the same answer for future invites, and I’m smiling too because it’s not about you. It’s a personal preference.” 

I laughed, “I didn’t think it was me, not for a second. What should I tell our co-workers? Jana is not available for drinks in the foreseeable future. Is that it?” 

“Yes or use whatever works,” Jana’s attention went back to her screen. “Have a great time.” 

She was polite and to the point. Another chuckle happened on my end. “Thanks. If your reserved no ever returns to a maybe, please say so. You’re always invited.” 

Claire was watching. Beautiful blinked and her lashes fluttered. Claire would try me. Sure enough, she fixed her sassy little mouth to say something careless. “Jana might reconsider if you sent her flowers. Did you try that?” 

My eyes locked on hers. Claire was referring to her flowers. Next time, she should list her favorites. We weren’t in the right environment to discuss it. 

My greeting was sincere. “Hi Claire.” 

Her lush pout parted. She wanted to say something. Was she jealous? Upset? I couldn’t get a read on her. 

Claire glanced at Jana. “Will you be ready soon?”

“Yes. I want to check my schedule and then I’ll be finished.” Jana was quietly pleading with her friend. 

Claire already had an attitude. Verbal spars didn’t bother me. Conflict was considered normal. Resolution depended on a number of things. Communication was needed. Claire didn’t want to engage. “I’ll wait outside.” 

She was leaving our conversation unfinished like she had for weeks. Our signals were crossed. It seemed we had a falling out I wasn’t aware of. Either way, it couldn’t get sorted unless Claire wanted it to. Once again, we were leaving everything where it was. “Have a good night.” 

Claire visibly reacted to my being polite. Her feelings seemed hurt. Claire backed my observation by gesturing. 

I chuckled more while shaking my head, “And Claire just flipped me off. Interesting. Well, have a good one.” 

Jana replied, “Thanks, you too.”

I left to pack up and head to Gilroy’s. Time was spent with drinks and texting. Being with a beautiful woman was never a bad way to end a night, but plans weren’t happening. Claire still had my attention. 








  
  

Chapter Two


Claire Smith 





My mood was taking hit after hit. Why was he flirting? Not the guy next to me, wanting attention. Hunter. He caught me staring earlier. It couldn’t be helped. Hunter always looked and sounded incredible. His hair stayed excessively wild like he had been running his hands through it. He wore everything like it was made for him. 

Guilt crept up and then it was gone. Hunter may or may not be the wronged party. We haven’t talked about it yet. Thoughts of him were constant, now, his parting words. 

Have a nice night. 

Oh, Hunter needed to have the night he had. 

A quiet sigh was to release all my frustrations. Money troubles weren’t a thing for me, but dating was problem after problem without any breaks. Powerful men were my weakness, and trust seemed past the point of no return.

Clinking glasses mingled with laughter and voices. The lounge was busy, so my drinks would be slow coming. 

A handsome guy wanted attention. I didn’t give in. Meaningless sex didn’t need to happen. He chuckled, “You’re stunning. We’re in a nice place with a great crowd. Why so sad? It’s Happy Hour. Key word being happy.” 

I didn’t say anything. What would be the point? Oh, the sexy bartender was making my drinks. He glanced in my direction with a playful wink. Perfect. He would’ve been the absolute perfect way to end my night, but I didn’t flirt. 

Handsome spoke. “It’s okay to say hello.” 

“I have a question for you,” I said it without hesitating. A glimpse of embarrassment crossed his face and then it was gone. His left hand went into his pocket. He would try a different approach with the next woman. I was sure of it. 

 Giggles and then a woman squealed. The guy with her looked like a good time. I couldn’t remember the last time I laughed in a man’s presence. Good laughs shouldn’t be reserved for the girls. Was I complaining? No. Managing Client Services came with a great salary. International vacations and shopping sprees were the best kind of pick-me-ups. Being content with my career was a major plus.

Actually, my life was amazing, aside from being excessively aware of every situation involving Hunter. He had so much audacity, and my maturity level was in the dirt. 

Hope was silently sent to the entire damn universe. Hunter wasn’t someone to get over, but I was trying. 

The hotel was stunning and drinks in the lounge were always an experience. Jana’s Vesper Martini should reflect it. We were getting situated. A nervous second went by. Jana sipped and sighed, “Oh, it’s perfect.” 

Relief was instant. I sipped my spritzer. “I need to hang out here more because they know how to mix drinks.” 

Jana nodded, “So, a guy came by when you were at the bar.” She explained their exchange and then laughed. 

“I’m definitely out of practice, but he didn’t ask if I was with someone. Maybe I would’ve answered differently.”

“You would’ve said yes. His reaction probably would’ve been the same. Is he still here?” 

Jana was checking for him. She described his clothes. I looked, and he was staring back with a welcoming smile. 

Jana shook her head, “No. He shouldn’t try it now.” 

I laughed, “He figured you were on a date. Now, he knows you’re not, but he didn’t expect to be rejected.”

Jana sighed, “He shouldn’t be surprised. We don’t have chemistry. What did the guy at the bar say?” 

“He complimented me. It wasn’t polite but not overly aggressive either, but I noticed his wedding band. He was still looking for conversation.” 

 “Craziness. Attached men are the biggest flirts.”

“I know. I asked if his wife knew he liked to be in the company of other beautiful women,” I sipped my spritzer. “He seemed less interested after my question.” 

“Maybe it gave him perspective.”

I motioned to the bar. “The hell it did.”  

The guy was in a heated conversation with another woman. She snatched up her drinks and then shot a dirty look at him. He tried again with another woman.

Jana shook her head again, “I’m speechless. Wow.”  

“I know. I can’t complain or say that honest single men aren’t around. I just always fall for the wrong type.” 

“I understand. So, I’m going to ask you something.”

Jana was straightforward in an encouraging kind of way. She cared about people’s feelings. I was mindful, but their feelings were theirs. Mine were enough to deal with.

Jana was waiting. 

I laughed, “Thanks for the warning.” 

She visibly relaxed. “You’re welcome because it’s personal. What happened between you and Hunter? He seems to care about you.” 

My friend noticed my craziness with Hunter. Somehow everything kept going back to him. I needed to speak on it. 

“Hunter is interested in most of the women we work with.” My nonchalant statement probably gave it all away.

 It did. Jana noticed. “You’re upset from my mentioning him. Claire, you can be honest. I won’t judge you.” 

Confession time. 

“Okay. The truth.” 

Talking about my ex came with a bitterness that shouldn’t still be happening. But I actively disliked him. Worse. He was a habitual liar and genuinely dishonest. Did Robert know he was a terrible person? Of course he did. Pretending to be outwardly confident won’t change it. 

Jana listened without judging. She was a great friend and so sincere. “I’m sorry you went through that.” 

“Don’t be. I’ve made my choices.” 

“Right. I know how it feels to trust the wrong man.” 

Jana was supportive, but I always gave as good as I got. Maybe there was a lesson from all of it. Hunter could be different. He should be, but I was still so guarded. 

We went back to talking. My crush on Hunter had been ongoing, but the day my laptop went haywire changed everything. I said how it went and then finished with a frustrated sigh. “He called to follow up the next day, and I was tempted to say such inappropriate things.”

“You hardly behave yourself now.”

I have been terrible to Hunter. Really awful, but I had the decency to blush. “I’m not being mean on purpose.” 

Jana replied, “So try not to be.” 

There wasn’t a reason to lie. I kept telling the truth.

“Professionally, I should. Personally, I don’t want to.” 

“Thanks for being honest. What happened next?” 

 “Hunter had flowers delivered with a request to meet for lunch. The restaurant was in the business district. I walked from the office. Hunter was with someone. She pulled him close, kissed his cheek, and left the table.” 
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