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NOTHING TO…

 

Nothing to Hide

Nothing to Lose

Nothing in Between: One

Nothing to Declare

Nothing to Us

Nothing in Between: Two

Nothing to Say

Nothing to Gain

Nothing in Between: Three

Nothing to You

One Wild Night: Nothing to This
Nothing to This

 

Read them in order for maximized reading pleasure.

For other titles from Scarlett Finn, please read on after the story.

 

Click here if you’d like to email Scarlett.

 

 

Enjoy!
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ONE

 

 

“Women put up with you because you buy them diamonds.”

Xander Gauge was used to his buddies not pulling their punches, but even that was damn on the nose for Lance.

“Geez, tell me how you really feel why don’t you,” Xander said, taking their food from the room service cart to slide it across the suite’s dining table to each of his friends.

“It’s true,” Ethan said, grabbing a fork, using it to gesture around the penthouse suite. “You don’t even have an apartment. You move from five-star hotel to five-star hotel. Luxury is your norm.”

“There’s no point buying somewhere,” Xander said, sitting at the circular table with his friends. “Which city would I settle in?”

“Exactly the point,” Ethan said, jabbing the fork his way before spearing a vegetable.

Narrowing his eyes, he shook his head. “What’s the point?”

“The point is, without a lot of gravy, a woman like Courtney Sarandos doesn’t go with a guy who only calls her once a month.”

What the hell did that mean? Ethan was busy with his food when his brows rose, but Lance was ready to explain.

“Diamonds are the gravy,” Lance said. “We’re just saying no other guy would get away with treating women the way you do.”

Almost offended, Xander couldn’t believe his ears. “I’m respectful of women. What the hell?”

“You’re respectful when you’re with them,” Lance said, adjusting to twist more toward him. “Nine times out of ten, how do you get a date?” Xander didn’t respond. “Your people call their people, right? Or the other way around. There’s no… spontaneity.”

“I’m a shit date. Is that what you’re saying?”

Both Lance and Ethan shook their heads. “You don’t go through what the rest of us have to,” Ethan said. “For you, it’s like browsing a catalog. You see someone you like and get Topher to figure it out, then the beautiful, incredible model just appears in the restaurant or outside the event, just there, like you called and ordered her to your bed.”

“Okay, that’s not true.”

But his friends were on a roll. “Women agree to go out with you because they Google you or their people know who you are. They hear ‘rich’ and ‘not an ogre’ and they give you a shot,” Ethan said. “You don’t need to run the gauntlet like the rest of the population.”

“It’s not like you two are out trawling dive bars every Friday night. You clean up good too… You should, I pay you enough.”

Lance opened a hand at Ethan. “And that’s before we even get to how they fall over each other to be perfect for him.”

“Oh, yeah,” Ethan agreed. “Bet they get up to all kinds of kinky shit trying to impress him.”

Exasperated, his mouth opened wide before he got to seeking words. “What the hell are we talking about now?”

“You don’t live in the real world, buddy,” Lance said, eating some more. “Get used to it.”

Ethan leaned over his plate. “You date them while you’re in town… At most, they get a date a week, maybe every other week, depends how busy you are.”

“We’re all married to our jobs,” he said, not appreciating how his friends singled him out.

Neither of them listened. Was he on mute? 

“A month later,” Ethan said. “You blow out of town with a ‘see ya, babe.’”

Lance laughed. “But still they’re calling, asking when he’ll be back.”

“Yeah, and when he eventually makes time a million weeks later, they’re happy to be sitting there waiting… On their backs and ready.”

“Okay,” Xander said, dropping his flatware in a clatter on his plate. “What am I? A gigolo now?”

“Sort of the opposite actually,” Ethan said, frowning at Lance, who was nodding.

“We’re saying,” Lance said. “They’re so eager because in the interim, Topher’s been on it, racking up the spend on your Cartier account.”

“I don’t—” Xander stopped talking when his friends laid knowing looks on him. “Okay, it’s possible, just possible, we have accounts with a couple of jewelers.”

“And it’s never him that actually chooses the thing,” Ethan said to Lance. 

“No, Topher does that… or he just gives the jeweler a price bracket and an address.”

Both guys turned to him again. “You don’t live in the real world.”

“And no woman would put up with you if it wasn’t for the sparkly, expensive perks.”

“I’m fundamentally unlovable,” Xander said. “That’s what you’re getting at.”

Again, his friends laughed, leaving him in the dark.

“Buddy,” Lance said, slapping a hand on the table. “How many women in the last…?” he thought about it for a second, “let’s say five years… How many of them have brought up marriage with you?”

“All of them want a future,” Ethan said. “Usually after they’ve been dating him for ten minutes.”

“All of them love you, if you want to put it that way.”

“Not that they actually have a damn clue who he really is.”

Lance nodded. “He doesn’t know them either. When does he have time to get to know someone?”

“How did all this come from my telling you I ended things with Courtney?” Xander asked.

“You ended it because she wanted a ring, and you just didn’t have the time.”

“They’d been dating six months,” Ethan said. “He always needs a regular date over the holidays. And he leaves a little time after, just so they don’t get suspicious.”

“Shit, who have you been talking to? I was getting this same rhetoric last Saturday at Reid’s engagement party too,” Xander said. “Courtney and I were dating six months, so what?” 

There was a thread of pity in their next bout of laughter. “He doesn’t even know if that’s an appropriate timescale,” Lance said. “The minute women talk commitment, moving in or marriage, you are out of there.”

“I should stick around?”

“No,” Lance said. “They don’t love you. They want to be with you because you’re rich.”

Ethan shook his head. “If you weren’t rich, your relationships wouldn’t last a week.”

“What’s his average?” Lance asked Ethan. “About ninety days, right?” Ethan nodded. “By ninety days women who’ve only been out with you a handful of times start talking about the next step.”

“Which is right about when you break it off… because you don’t know how to have a real relationship.”

“And the women you choose don’t either. The money’s what they’re interested in.”

“Because no regular mortal woman would put up with you.”

“Nice,” Xander said, nodding slowly. “So all the women I date are shallow?”

Lance shrugged. “And vapid most of the time.”

The guys didn’t mean this. Couldn’t… Except he knew them well enough to read their sincerity. 

“You’re wrong,” he said while suspecting they could be right on the money. “Yes, I have experience with different kinds of women—” His friends’ sudden blast of laughter cut him off. “What? What the hell is wrong now?”

“You date exactly the same woman over and over,” Ethan said. “Every one of them is cookie-cutter glossy magazine perfect.”

“Gorgeous, glamorous, money-obsessed.”

“I’m surprised you could even tell them apart. No real woman spends six hours getting ready to meet for dinner.”

“Real woman, real woman,” he said. “Who is this real woman?”

“A woman who doesn’t know you’re worth the gross national product of a small country,” Lance said. “A woman who holds down a job. Who pays her own bills… and doesn’t have an entourage constantly reminding her how gorgeous she is.”

“How come this is all about me?” he asked, leaving the table to go to the wet bar. If ever there was a moment for a drink, he was in it. “I don’t see either of you rushing to put rings on anyone’s fingers.”

“We have real relationships,” Ethan said. “Women actually dump us.”

“Yeah, they bust our balls when we don’t call or show up too. Women hold us to account.”

“And they expect us to share.” Share? His surprised attention sprang from the decanter in his hand paused in midair over the glass. The conversation had taken a sharp, interesting, turn. “Our feelings,” Ethan groaned in explanation, glaring at him. “Not the fun kind of sharing you get with all the models lined up waiting to take their turn in your bed…” Rather than stop at a regular measure, he tipped just a little more into the heavy-based crystal tumbler. Solidarity had to come from somewhere. If not his friends, liquor would do. “I bet you lose count sometimes.”

If that was envy in Ethan’s tone, he didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. “When do I have time for these orgies?”

His friends carried on, still not listening apparently.

“Yeah, we have to talk, get sensitive,” Lance said. “We can’t just grunt a few words about our shitty day and then get our cocks sucked.”

“This is a great conversation,” he said, swinging the glass to his lips. “We should do this more often. Next time we’ll rip one of you apart.” 

The weight of his friends’ expectation hung in the air as he gulped the much-needed alcohol. Now, apparently, they wanted to listen. Instinct demanded he argue. To tell the guys they were wrong. That he did have real relationships. That the women he dated weren’t superficial and two-dimensional. 

Except if they were wrong, he wouldn’t have complained about every woman he dated being quick to bring up marriage. Even the younger women, those in their early twenties, they all eventually talked about serious commitment. 

His friends weren’t wrong about the quality of his relationships either. He didn’t connect and share. For months, maybe years, everything had felt mechanical, like he was going through the motions. At work, he knew what was expected of him. New investments, listening to pitches, the excitement of a risk, those were the things that warmed his blood. 

But in his personal life… When was the last time he’d listened when a date was talking? Really listened? He couldn’t remember. They’d go for drinks, for dinner, and they’d tell him about their careers or their friends. He’d hear them. The words went in. They just didn’t linger. He’d respond appropriately but couldn’t recite any of his own mutterings. Conversations like that didn’t stick.

Professional Xander could be bold or harsh, whatever was required. Personal Xander spent most of his life numb. Work was always on his mind. Dates felt like a waste of his time. During them, he usually focused on how quickly he could get back to work or some situation connected to the business. When was the last time he’d been enraptured by a woman? The last time he’d been in the moment with one? He couldn’t remember that either. In fact, he had no memory of ever being consumed by a personal relationship the way he was by a professional one.

Lowering the glass, he exhaled. “God, it’s depressing.”

Rather than commiserate, his friends smiled and nodded in agreement. Even his friendships were professional. Ethan Atwell was his CFO, keeping a tight rein on the many strands of Venture International Incorporated, VII, colloquially known as “Seven.” Lance Payne was his Chief Operations Officer, working his ass off to keep the wheels turning in the ever-expanding juggernaut.

“Want to talk some more about the Summit Sponsorship?” Ethan asked.

That inspired such interest, he took a step toward the table. “Yes. God, please.”

“No, no, no,” Lance said, not so quick to move on. “We don’t identify problems and then ignore them. Did we get as far as we did by giving up?”

“What are you thinking?”

Ethan might be interested to know; he wasn’t as eager. That light in Lance’s eye was ominous. He’d seen it before. Inspiration had struck his buddy. In business, that worked out for him. Lance’s ability to think fast on his feet made him good at what he did.

“We practice our people skills,” Lance said, rising to go over to the file box in the corner. “For ninety days, he’s got to make it work with a real woman.”

“What are you going to do?” he asked. “Cut my allowance?”

“No, you keep your money,” Lance said, retrieving a file. “You just can’t tell her about it. You don’t tell her your real name or what you really do. She’s got to believe you’re just a regular Joe.”

“Why would I agree to that?”

“The business won’t suffer,” Lance said, mirroring him in his approach to the table until they came to a stop on opposite sides. “You do what you do, just… I don’t know, rent a shitty, regular Joe looking office with crappy furniture and a fake plant… You do what you do remotely. We’ll pick a random city in the US. Topher will rent you an apartment, basic, one bed.”

“You want to set me up in a drug den?”

“No,” Lance said on a snicker. “You can live in a nice, safe neighborhood. The aim is to prove our point, not to get you killed.”

“Your point that I can’t keep a woman happy without money,” he said to his friend’s shrug. “Aren’t we getting a little old for frat boy games?”

Thirty-five wasn’t exactly ancient, he just didn’t have the patience for screwing around like he used to. Which was maybe the foundation of his buddies’ point and why it was breaking through. His professional life was soaring, yet he was unsatisfied. Going to bland hotel suite after bland hotel suite, his personal life was a revolving door of blah. If it wasn’t some corporate function, it was a charity event, or a date with a perfectly fine woman. 

He was the job. Nothing more. He loved the job. But he was good at it, maybe too good. The challenge used to be his favorite part. He’d gotten so good, it was almost impossible to fail. Seven was so huge now that even he couldn’t control every nuance. That was when he’d set up the Summit Sponsorship. The program invited start-up companies to pitch ideas for investment. It was supposed to help him recapture the high of the early days. Sometimes he got glimmers of that stimulation, but there was no exhilaration anymore, no real thrill.

“If you’re scared…” Lance said, smirking.

Deadpan, he looked at Ethan. “And now he thinks he can bait me into it.”

“I think it’s worth a cool million.”

A million dollars was nothing. Why would he play along for the sake of such a measly amount—Lance held up a file and then tossed it across the table. 

He didn’t have to open the file to know whose it was. “BlueGold,” he said, recalling their disagreement earlier in the day. “It’s a dud.”

“And we’ll never know,” Lance said, his smile becoming much more satisfied as he folded his arms. “Because you make the calls.”

“You want us to stake our professional judgment on a personal bet?”

Lance shrugged. “You make it ninety days committed to the same woman, a regular woman, who doesn’t know about your personal wealth, and we’ll never talk about it again.”

“If I don’t, you get the million investment.”

“And we find out who was right, you or me.”

The Summit Sponsorship always brought disagreements. He called the shots. So they’d never found out if the companies Lance and Ethan went to bat for without his support would’ve been a good investment or not. It was a bone of contention that could often lead to different companies coming up in conversation throughout the year. 

They accepted pitches at any time if they could fit them into the schedule. Some they heard alone, but they made recordings to playback for each other too. It wasn’t often that he, Ethan, and Lance got to be in the same place at the same time. Once a year, they issued their decisions. At that time, it was necessary for them to get together.

Ninety days in one place would be impossible. “I’ll still need to travel.”

“Yeah,” Lance said. “We’ll tell her you’re a traveling salesman or something.” Ethan laughed; he wasn’t as impressed. “You’re a consultant… You know those guys pop in and out all over the place, doing as little as possible.”

“I consult,” he said, still not smiling.

“Yeah, but you’re a fucking billionaire. When you give people advice they piss in their pants.”

Their seated friend just enjoyed himself while he and Lance stared each other out. 

If this was a challenge, he couldn’t back down. How tough could it be? He liked to be proved right.

He took a breath. “Ninety days?”

“Ninety days.”

“A random city?” Lance nodded, his smile growing. “The business won’t suffer?”

“You’re not that important,” Lance said, starting around the table. “We’ll cope. The place won’t fall down without your micromanaging.” If he could micromanage something as vast as Seven, he probably would. Still pondering, he turned as his friend approached, offering his hand. “Deal?”

He never shook hands on a deal without intending to give it his all. The personal wasn’t all that different from the professional in that regard. Could he do it? Ninety days as a regular Joe…

Slapping his hand onto Lance’s, they shook. “Deal.”

Ethan’s laugh rose again. “Never could refuse a challenge… Damn, this is going to be interesting.”


 

 

TWO

 

 

A random city.

Picking the city had been as simple as typing the request into a search engine. Yep, there really was a website for everything. The first metropolis that came up was Honolulu. Sea, sand, a slower pace… He wouldn’t have minded spending some time in the sun. Except Lance ran it again, stating two thousand miles from the US mainland wasn’t ideal.

Seven had business hubs all over the world. Any of them might need his attention at any time. Most everything could be done online or by video from any corner of the globe. 

Still, he suspected Lance wasn’t interested in their deal granting him a three-month vacation surrounded by women in bikinis. Hence why his friends settled on the Midwest choice.

He might say organizing an office and apartment was easy, except he hadn’t been the one to do it. Topher, his assistant, had traveled ahead, dealt with everything, and met him at the airport to hand over the essentials. It was odd for them both that Topher was the one taking the jet while he stayed put with nothing more than a set of keys and a roll of twenties.

Out in the world on his own. He could do this. Live a regular life, couldn’t he? It couldn’t be too hard. People did it every day of the week. Not people like him, but people with fewer opportunities and less cash. His “people” were still on the end of the phone. Employees and buddies. Nothing was permanent, but this was a challenge. He couldn’t help but relish those. 

Lance thought it was a big deal, that this would be a stretch, but he wasn’t worried. No matter the circumstance, he always rose to the occasion. One way or another.

Apparently, the apartment was kitted out with everything he’d need. Clothes, food, all necessities, and rent paid for six months; the landlord didn’t offer three-month leases. Topher was efficient in everything and usually got the details right. Usually.

From the airport, he caught a cab to his block. His block. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a block… or an apartment. Had he ever?

Before checking out his new home, he headed into the coffee place across the street. It wasn’t like he was a complete moron; he knew how to order coffee… Though he’d probably want something stronger after seeing the place Topher leased for him. With Lance calling the shots, it was smart to be wary. His friend never passed up an opportunity to have a little fun at someone else’s expense. 

Inside, assaulted by the scent of java, a dozen people lined up at the counter. He moseyed over to wait behind them and took his phone from his pocket to dial Lance. This was going to happen, he just had to know where to start. 

As usual, he answered within a couple of rings. “Missing us already?”

“I’m here,” he said. “Now what?”

“Whoa, bad attitude. You were much more positive at dinner last night.”

“I had someone cleaning up after me last night,” he said, though hard work wasn’t something he shied from. “I don’t want this to be a waste of time.”

“Then you better get started. Clock doesn’t start ticking until you meet her.”

He’d figured that. “Right. How do I do that?”

Lance laughed. “You want me to tell you where to put it when you get her on her back too? Pick up a woman, how difficult is that? Oh, wait, right… you’ve never had to pick one up.”

He sneered. “I can pick up a woman.”

“Really?” Lance asked, making no secret of enjoying himself. “You can’t even find one. Can you only notice attractive women photoshopped in a magazine? Shit, man, sometimes you’ve got to take a chance and date a woman you haven’t already seen in a bikini.”

“Never knew you thought of me as such an asshole.”

Lance laughed. “You know I love you, man. Whatever happens. But she won’t just crash into you and introduce herself.”

The line moved, so he did too. A person coming the other way tripped. There wasn’t time to react before freezing liquid cascaded down the front of his pants.


 

 

THREE

 

 

Oooooo! Rainie Tait caught herself against the arm of the guy in the line who’d just taken her frappé to the groin. 

Leaping back, she gasped at the dark stain seeping down the front of his pants. 

“Oh my God! Oh my God, oh my God. I’m so sorry.” Thrusting the plastic cup at another guy in the line, she grabbed for the napkins stuffed in her purse and dropped to a crouch to try mopping up the stain. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Oh, I’m such a klutz! I’m so sorry.”

No matter how hard she rubbed at it, the stain didn’t go anywhere. The poor guy had picked his fancy tan chinos out the closet that morning oblivious their paths would cross. Maybe if he’d known, he would’ve gone with a darker fabric.

Flattening her palm on his thigh, Rainie pushed up and down, trying to scrub his pants dry to no avail. 

“Bill me for your dry cleaning,” she said, still working on the stain. “Do you dry-clean chinos? I don’t know… I’ll buy your detergent… Want me to get it now?” She surged to her feet so fast that her balance wavered, and her body bounced off his. Wow, he took up a lot of space. Something about him did. His presence? It was… hmm… His height? Those shoulders had sure seen some hours in the gym too. “I’m Rainie, by the way, Tait. Rainie Tait. I work literally around the corner at Viva Marketing. Eric Donal, he’s head of my division. I don’t know him really, but you can call Stacey, she’s my supervisor…” Remembering the stain, she leaped aside. “You should go wash up, in the restroom.” But, uh… “You’ll lose your place in the line…” That was easy fixed. She hopped in front of him. “I’ll keep your place, right here.” Taking his arm, she tugged him out of the space. “Go clean before it sets. Go. Go.” The guy’s mouth opened like he might say something. There wasn’t time! She yanked his arm again. “You’ll be sorry if you don’t get it now. Hurry. Hurry!” 

Pointing to the back of the room, to the restrooms, she urged him to go. When he took her suggestion and turned to head over there, she breathed out. 

The people in front of her were staring. She glanced behind and found they weren’t the only ones watching the performance. 

“What?” she appealed to the gawkers. “It was an accident.” 

Those in front seemed surprised she’d addressed them. That was the problem with social media society. People thought it was okay to get in each other’s business. To watch and comment and share. Voyeurs. That’s what the world was full of. Watchers. 

Staying in the line, waiting to get up front, she admired the cakes behind the glass. They were so pretty. Each looked yummy… Admiring them, she played the game of deciding which she would eat first, which would be second and third, and so on. She never ordered the tasty treats. They weren’t supposed to eat at their desks. Coffee was permitted, providing it was covered. 

She and Stacey worked in client relations. Details were their job. Anything customers needed. Setting up meetings and rendezvous. They did necessary research and once in a while got to travel to meet with clients. They were the invisible middle-people between the customer and the brains of Viva, who put the marketing campaigns together. 

If there was one thing she sucked at, it was being invisible. Her memory was great. She cared about things others might consider ridiculous. Bonuses in her professional position. 

In other areas of life, she wasn’t so perfect. As her most recent accident proved. If there was ever a chance of doing something stupid, she’d find it. Tripping over air was her specialty. It only happened every once in a while. Whenever it did, she managed to make it a doozy. Maybe she wasn’t the most finessed or the most observant person, but she was thorough where it counted. 

At least that was what she thought until she got to the front of the line and the guy at the register asked, “What can I get you?” 

With her mouth open to take in plenty of air, her own order was on the tip of her tongue. But, huh, what did Ice Pants Guy want?

“Okay,” she said, showing the guy a hand. “See, I’m actually just keeping the place for the guy I sort of assaulted… It wasn’t like a real assault, you know, not a deliberate assault… I didn’t hurt him.” She paused. “I don’t think… I guess I might have caused some shrinkage, but that’s not painful…” Her head tilted as she blinked at the register guy. “Is it?” When he didn’t answer, she looked to the man behind her in the line. “You want to hold my place? I’ll run and find out what Ice Pants Guy wants.” She grinned and bounced up to her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you!”

The restrooms were off a little hallway in the back corner of the coffeehouse. Of the three doors back there, she figured the one with the picture of a skirt-less figure was the best bet. Tapping a knuckle against it, she waited for a response. When there wasn’t one, she got closer, pushing her lips to the side as she leaned in to angle her ear nearer the wood.

“Hello,” she chirped in a low, sing-song voice. “Are you in there, Ice Pants Guy?” What was he doing? She couldn’t hear anything so got even closer. “Hello?” The snap of the lock jolted her back to nestle against the frame. When the door opened a few inches, she did her best to show contrition. “I’m sorry.” He didn’t say anything. His expression wasn’t easy to read either. “The ice was worse than the coffee, right?” He nodded once. Filled with sorrow, she cringed. “I’m a noodlehead. I’m so sorry.” Rainie took a shot at smiling. “I didn’t get your order. There’s a guy in the line holding our place… What do you want?” He didn’t say anything. Was he mad? Like really super mad? “Do you want to call a cop? Have me arrested? I’ll accept the charges; you just have to let me call my boss so I don’t get fired. Girl has bills to pay, you know?”

Her awkward laugh didn’t do much to ease his tension. What the hell else could she offer? Her mind was blank. She was still searching her brain and his brooding brown eyes when, all of a sudden, he thrust the door further open and snatched her hand. 

“Oh, we’re walking,” she said, her arm stretching from her shoulder as she hurried to keep up. “Where are we going? Oh, Ice Pants Guy, you’re fast.” Grabbing her purse that was hanging across her body, swinging back and forth in the space between them, she didn’t want it to smack him in the ass… that really would be assault… One her hands might envy the accessory. “Where are we—”

Whoever he was stopped and swung her around in a wide arc, bringing her to a stop only when she dropped into the chair at a table near the edge of the room. Still trying to catch her breath, she recoiled when he slapped one hand to the table and bent down to get in her face.

“Mocha frappé?”

Her order. “No whip.”

He nodded once and strode off toward the counter. With rounded eyes and her mouth still open, she wasn’t sure what was going on. Her heart beat hard and fast, like she’d just run a couple of miles on the treadmill.

The guy was… whoever he was. Strong, sure, determined… and, unless he planned to buy her drink only to pour it over her, he was forgiving too. Her lunch break was finite, though Stacey wouldn’t be surprised to hear she got waylaid after being a ditz. 

If it wasn’t her clumsiness getting her into trouble, it was her mouth. Her lack of spatial awareness was one thing; that was physical. She stood too close to people, leaned on things that shouldn’t be leaned on, and tended to miss basic observations. The only time she wasn’t falling all over the place was when she and her girlfriends went dancing. Somehow, her rhythm was just fine… most of the time.

Still, for all the occasions she’d said something stupid or been maybe just a little too blunt, someone could be forgiven for thinking she’d have learned just to keep her mouth shut. But, nope, that failsafe circuit most other people had between their mouth and brain didn’t exist in her anatomy.

The line to the register was shorter. The guy who’d said he’d keep her place was nowhere in sight. Ice Pants Guy wouldn’t have known who he was anyway. She could go over there. Except IPG had put her in the seat for a reason, no doubt to save himself from anymore of her drinks being spilled over his clothes. 

When everything was going wrong, the simplest, most comforting thing to do was sing. Music rose in her head, something fun always cheered her up. Cyndi Lauper was a good call, and her lips moved in silent recitation of the lyrics. 

She was in that coffee shop at least once a workday and often at the weekend too. Her gym was close by and the apartment she shared with two roommates half a dozen blocks over. There were other coffee places between work and home, but she loved loyalty. And that was why she frequented so many of the same places rather than shop around.

Rolling her tongue side to side in her mouth, she sang in her head, passing the time. It was crazy just how bad she was at sitting doing nothing. The unexpected sound of a phone vibrating on a hard surface startled her. The device on the table. Ringing. There was a phone right there. A random phone. Did it belong to IPG or was it left there by a previous customer?

IPG put her in that seat, she shouldn’t go anywhere. Knowing her luck, if she got up with the phone, she’d only drop it or find some other way to damage it. Figuring that she spent her days answering calls and taking messages, she picked up the phone and swiped to answer. 

“Twice in five minutes, what’s going on?” The abrupt male voice didn’t land on angry or amused. How should she respond? “Hello?”

It took a second to kick herself from her stupor. “Uh… Hello?”

Silence. “You’re a woman.”

Glancing down at herself like she actually needed to check, she nodded at no one. “I am.”

“That’s not your phone.”

“No, it isn’t… But I can take a message.”

“A message? Where is he?”

“Uh…”

“Who are you?”

“Who are you?” she asked in return, exhilarated by the quick-fire exchange.

“I’m the guy calling my guy’s phone, you tell me who you are.”

My guy. She smiled. Was IPG’s boyfriend worried about his fidelity or his safety? 

“You could be some crazy telemarketer trawling for personal information or an identity thief,” she said. “Are you an identity thief? Hmm?”

“How do I know you’re not a crazy mugger?” the guy asked. “You’ve got my guy’s phone and no good explanation why… I’m calling the cops.”

“I already offered your guy to call the cops. I think he’s going to buy me coffee instead. I was pretty freaked, he’s such a good guy.” She smiled. “You should be proud of him. You found a good one.”

“A good one,” the guy said with a note of sly intrigue. “I found a good one.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “He’s hot. He hasn’t said much yet, but, you know, he didn’t scream in my face, which is something that happens more than you might think… Your guy’s a good guy.”

“My guy’s a…” When he cleared his throat, she thought there might have been a whisper of a laugh in there. “Yep,” he declared. “Crazy in love with that guy, I am.”

Oh, she loved people in love. Their openness and vulnerability were humbling. “You’re very lucky. I promise not to corrupt him.”

“I’d appreciate that.” The lightness in his voice was reassuring, he must have been really worried. Alleviating his concern was the least she could do. “He works hard, you know? Sometimes I just worry he’s being taken advantage of.”

“Well, not by me,” she said. “I can promise you that. Do you want me to tell him you called?”

“No,” the guy said. “I’ll talk to him later. You enjoy the rest of your day now.”

Polite and kind. How sweet! Both of them were lucky to have found each other. “You too.”

There was a brief chuckle before the line went dead. She put the phone back on the table with a broad smile still stretched on her face. People in love were adorable. She envied them and their relationships. 

The kind of security she wanted, the type of relationship she craved, didn’t exist. Time and experience taught her that. Everyone she talked to about her romantic aspirations told her they were an impossibility. And despite her desire not to believe these others, it was becoming more and more difficult to refute the longer time went on.

Coffee appeared in front of her before she saw him coming. As he went around the table to sit perpendicular to her, she swept the cool plastic into her hand. 

“Thanks,” she said, righting her purse in her lap. “What do I owe you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, putting his own coffee down. 

Curious about his order, she smiled at his black coffee. “Americano?”

“Americano,” he said. “Easy to please.”

“You’re very understanding.”

For a few seconds, he was confused, then clarity hit. “The coffee,” he said, leaning back to glance at his lap. “I have plenty of pants. Don’t worry about it.”

“You have to get home like that. I am so sorry.”

He smiled. Wow, and that dazzle was a sucker punch.

“I live right across the street. I’ll be fine.”

Shaking off the shiver his smile sent across her shoulders, she licked her lips. “I am in here every single day.”

“And you’re wondering why you’ve never seen me before?”

“No,” she said, almost laughing. “I’m expecting kudos that it’s taken until now for me to spill on you.”

That earned her a laugh. “And I’d give you it, except I’ve just moved to the neighborhood.”

“Damn,” she said, sucking in a breath. She shrugged. “I guess I’m the welcoming committee. Couldn’t get much worse, right?” She frowned. “Wait, forget I said that. I don’t want to tempt fate.”

“I think we can take fate if she comes for us,” he said, watching her slip the straw between her lips. “So Viva Marketing, what is it you do there?”

Swallowing the coffee, she released the straw. “How come work is always the first thing people ask new people about?”

“Because it’s safe. Neutral.” The power of his subtle smile was enough to mesmerize her. “Not like you can walk up to a new person and ask, ‘Am I the only one thinking about sex right now?’”

She laughed. “True! That would definitely give the wrong impression. Though…” She rolled her eyes at herself. “That’s exactly the kind of thing I would say. My filter has been faulty since birth.”

“You can’t keep secrets?”

“Oh no, I can keep secrets. I just don’t realize how awful something sounds until I see the reaction of the person I’m talking to… I’m not subtle.”

“Being direct isn’t always a bad thing,” he said.

“It isn’t my only flaw.”

“Everyone is flawed.”

Locking her fingers around her cup, that comment drew her closer. “What’s your biggest flaw?”

Another flash of a smile. “Oh, I meant everyone except me. I’m completely perfect.”

The guy was hilarious. His suggestive wit gave him a shrewd, sly air that somehow made her skin sparkle. She didn’t know how he did it or why her body reacted to a man who wasn’t even attracted to her sex, but she wasn’t surprised. If there was a way to sabotage herself, she’d find it.

“I talk to myself… and inanimate objects. Not just talk, but converse like I hear them respond,” she said. “I think I should be a crazy cat lady, but my roommates won’t let me get a pet.”

“So you’re a crazy cat lady without a cat.”

“Exactly,” she said. “I play music in my head sometimes… Rain is my favorite weather. Ironic given my name.”

“Is it short for Lorraine?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Rainie is it. Maybe that’s why I love to be outside in the rain… I’ve always wanted to make love in the rain, but never found a willing guy…” She frowned at herself. “Does that sound like I just go around asking guys to have sex with me when it’s raining?” His lips curled, which was confirmation enough. “I don’t… I really don’t.”
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