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            Chapter One

            EVELYN—

         

         It was a proven fact that if you had to be somewhere and looking presentable, Mother Nature would laugh at you while dumping torrential rain upon you…with no umbrella in sight.

         Mother Nature was a feisty bitch.

         I glanced out my car window, watching the streams of rain try to outrun each other against the glass, as I formulated a plan. My best friend’s house, the one she shared with her boyfriend and his daughter, was over a block away. Parking was tight along the Lincoln Park street in front of Callie and Aaron’s home, which wasn’t surprising considering they were hosting a post-funeral luncheon for Aaron’s grandmother who had recently passed away.

         “Shit,” I whispered to myself.

         The rain wasn’t letting up, and sitting in my car was only wasting time I didn’t have. Stopping by to give my condolences was only a gesture to Aaron, who had become a great friend to me. But gesture or not, I was going to look like a drowned rat, a drowned blond rat with red lipstick and smeared mascara, but a rat nonetheless.

         There was no point in prolonging it. I flung my car door open, and as soon as my black patent leather Mary Jane pumps hit the pavement, I was off. Dodging puddles and passing cars, I hurried my way down the street the best I could in heels while attempting to cover my head with my large handbag. When my eyes landed on the path to Aaron and Callie’s brownstone, I quickened my steps to get to safety.

         I paused in front of the glass storm door of their home, hoping to get a glimpse of the type of damage the rain had caused me. All I could make out was a tangled nest of once perfectly styled hair. While I wasn’t vain enough to think that anyone would be concerned with how I looked, I still wanted to appear presentable in front of a group.

         I reached into my bag to retrieve a comb or something from my wedding planner emergency kit that I always had on me, but the front door opening stopped me.

         “Evelyn?” Aaron said. “You’re soaked. Get in here.”

         He held the door for me as I stepped in, droplets of water falling from my hair, trench coat, and everywhere else.

         I shook out my hair and attempted to run my fingers through it, but it was no use. “How bad is it?” I asked Aaron.

         He gave me a calming smile. “You’re never not anything but beautiful, Evelyn.”

         I patted his chest as I unbuttoned my coat, thankful for the fact I had a water-resistant one. “Always with the smooth talk,” I said. “I can see why my best friend fell for you.”

         He took my coat and hung it up in the closet behind him. “So sweet of you to stop by,” he said.

         “Of course,” I said, rubbing my fingers under my eyes to try and rid them of raccoon-ness.

         “You need me to go find Callie?” he asked. “So you can, you know, fix or, you know, borrow a hairdryer or maybe—”

         I smiled at his attempt at tact before interrupting him. “Yes, please. I need to be presentable before I can go…present myself.”

         “I’ll be right back,” he said.

         I watched as he rushed down the marble-floored hallway and disappeared into the sea of the bereaved conversing. Wasting no time to begin cleanup efforts, I began to dig through my bag to retrieve a compact to survey the damage. Once found, I flipped it open and looked at my reflection.

         It was worse than I thought it would be.

         “Hurry up, Callie,” I muttered. “Hideous isn’t appropriate in this setting.”

         “I certainly hope you aren’t referring to yourself as hideous. All I see is beautiful,” said a low voice behind me.

         I didn’t turn around immediately with my compact mirror giving me the ability to see behind me; I knew exactly who it was.

         Aaron’s younger and insanely hot brother Abel.

         He also was, according to Callie and her multitude of warnings, a playboy that went through women faster than the swipe right on Tinder he probably found them on.

         I turned around to get a full view of the award-winning eye candy. Abel was dressed in a slim blue suit tailored to perfection. His dark pompadour and closely trimmed beard made his blue eyes stand out in contrast. He had always been extremely handsome, but seeing him dressed as he was kicked his allure up another notch. The entire package was quite startling.

         My head lifted because he was that tall. The few times we’d met before I’d taken notice of his stature, but standing next to him served as a reminder.

         “Abel,” I said. “So sorry about your grandma.”

         “Thanks for coming,” he said. The corner of his mouth lifted into a tiny grin while his eyes found mine. Dimples. They were just visible from beneath his beard, extending onto the smoothed skin of his cheeks.

         “You’re welcome,” I said with a shrug. “Aaron and Callie are two of my favorite people.”

         His eyes scanned up and down my body with deliberate intent. “What do I have to do to become your third favorite person?” he asked. “You know, every time we run into each other, you decline any invitation I’ve offered to get to know each other better.”

         Abel and I had ended up at the same functions on several occasions. At every one, he asked me out.

         And I said no every time.

         “Come on,” he said, touching my arm. “I think you and me together would be what Grandma Dorothy would’ve wanted.”

         He was a handsome, handsome guy. I’d give him that. No doubt a line of panty droppers wherever he went. Hell. I would’ve maybe been one of them if I didn’t think it would cause drama. My best friend’s boyfriend’s brother? Not ideal. Plus, knowing his history of getting around? Also not ideal. However, there was still something about him that caught my interest at every interaction.

         “Plus,” he continued. “Even with you looking like you fell into a very deep puddle, you’re still the prettiest thing I’ve seen today.”

         “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or—”

         He smiled again, his dimples running deeper, as he stepped in closer. “It’s absolutely nothing but a compliment, Evelyn.”

         He was trying to pick me up again. If I wasn’t so attracted him, I would’ve almost been offended.

         “Ev,” Callie said, coming up next to me. She took me in a hug as Aaron came up next to her. They were one of those couples others hated. Strikingly good-looking, her with her long auburn hair and perfect skin, and him tall and built just like his younger brother, with a smile that warmed up everything around him.

         “You poor thing,” Callie said, attempting to smooth my hair down as she pulled away from our hug. “My perfectly put-together Blondie isn’t so perfect at the moment.”

         “She looks pretty perfect to me,” Abel said.

         “Abel,” Callie sighed. “The list of phone numbers you have of willing ladies is the size of the first draft of the Bible. I’ve told you several times before. Quit creeping on my best friend.”

         And then there was Callie, who wasn’t going to give Abel any wingwoman support while simultaneously reminding me not to fall under his spell.

         That was going to be difficult. While being entranced by a cute boy was certainly out of character for me, there was something about Abel that stuck with me.

         “Are you trying to cockblock me?” Abel snapped.

         Yup. The handsome boy with the witty comebacks was the sticking point.

         Callie yanked on my arm, and tugged me away. “Really, Abel?” she said over her shoulder. “Let’s get you all put back together, Blondie.”

         As we walked away, Abel shouted, “Can I come watch?”

         Handsome and ballsy as shit.

         She guided me down the hallway with quick steps and hurried me up the stairs to the second floor. Once in the privacy of her bedroom, she closed the door behind us.

         “All right,” she said, heading into the bathroom with me following. “What do you need? Hair dryer?”

         Once I got a solid look at myself in her side-by-side mirrors and realized what terrible shape I was in, there was only one thing I needed.

         “A blowtorch?” I asked.

         Callie waved her hand at me. “Oh, stop. It’s not that bad,” she said. She pulled a drawer open and pulled out a hair dryer. “Here.”

         She handed the dryer to me, which I took with eagerness. I could sit and complain, or I could do something about it.

         I always did something about it.

         “You have a wide tooth comb?” I asked.

         She stepped back, leaning against the bathroom doorway. “Yeah. In that same drawer. You know, you didn’t have to make an appearance.”

         I glanced at her in the mirror. “I know. I wanted to,” I said, digging through her drawer until I found the comb. “How is it all going?”

         “Not bad,” she said with a shrug. “I mean, the best a funeral can be, right?”

         I began taking sections of my hair, working the comb through the tangles. “How did you get roped into having the luncheon here?” I asked.

         She rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask. All I’ll say is I blame Abel.”

         “Do I want to know?”

         “He knew someone who owned a restaurant near the funeral home, and he said we should have lunch there. And like they do, Aaron’s parents indulged Abel in his decision-making.”

         I plugged in the hair dryer and clicked it onto high and hot. Blowing my hair around, I considered what Callie said. There was never a shortage of her opinions on Abel. I knew she had love for him, and he was a huge help when Callie and Aaron had some troubles in the past, but there was always an undercurrent when she spoke of him. She thought he was immature and ran around with his zipper open. From what I could tell, she wasn’t off base.

         But what stuck with me was why did he get under my skin every time our paths crossed?

         When my hair resembled something decent, I unplugged and returned the dryer to its place. A cleanup of eye makeup and quick reapply and I was almost ready to reemerge.

         “Have any hair spray?” I asked.

         She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you think you have enough product in that hair already? Plus, only you can get stuck in a thunderstorm and make yourself look stunning in under ten minutes, Blondie.”

         I turned around and smiled. “Oh, sweetie. What a doll you are, but the hair spray isn’t for me. It’s for you. Let me help you touch up so you can go back to playing hostess.”

         She ran her fingers through her hair, bringing out a long strand to look at. “What’s wrong with it? I thought it looked okay even though I got a little windblown earlier.”

         “It doesn’t look windblown. It looks…well…it just looks bad,” I said.

         “I love that we have the kind of friendship where there is no bullshit and can tell each other when she looks like shit.”

         She opened a closet and took out a bottle of hair spray before handing it to me. I finger twisted some of her natural, auburn waves while giving her a spritz of spray. “Speaking of Abel,” I said.

         Her head moved back from my primping hands as her eyes narrowed at me. “Were we speaking of Abel?”

         “Before, yes, we were,” I said, reaching back out for her hair. “If you weren’t dating Aaron, don’t you think you’d find several things charming about Abel?”

         She snorted. “I am dating Aaron, so I don’t look at his brother like that, but to answer your question, no. He isn’t my type. And furthermore, he shouldn’t be your type, either. Haven’t we been over this?”

         I gave her one final fluff and spray before setting the can down, folding my arms across my chest. “Yes. We’ve been through it, which is why I’m wondering why you’re against Abel and me having a little fun?”

         “You can have fun with lots of guys. He certainly has fun with a lot of women. Also, I think—” She paused, narrowing her eyes at me. “Unless you’re considering more than fun. Are you considering more than fun?”

         “Just when I thought you knew me, you throw something like that at me,” I said.

         “You didn’t answer my question.”

         “Because it’s stupid. You know I don’t do more than fun with anyone. Plus, based on everything you ever told me about Abel, he’s usually one step away from uncivilized. I can deal with that, though, because those dimples, Cal,” I said.

         Mmm. Yes. Those dimples.

         “Let’s take Abel out of this for a minute, okay?” she said. “Are you ever going to settle down with one guy?”

         Here we go.

         “I’m twenty-four years old, Callie. I don’t need to settle on anything except my lunch order and how fast I can get to the top of my game in my career.”

         “Everyone isn’t Patrick,” she said in a quiet tone. “And that was a long time ago.”

         I recoiled instinctively at the sound of his name.

         Patrick.

         Man…that boy took me for a run. Everything from love to hate and everything in between. I did settle. I settled on the other side of victory and I had no intentions of revisiting a time in which a man clouded my goals and my true self.

         Callie waved her hand around. “Let’s not get into it, okay?” she said. “There’s been enough drama today. You know with burying Nana and Mr. Matthews choking on a hard candy at the gravesite.”

         “Are you serious?” I asked.

         “Oh yeah. As serious as the Heimlich maneuver Aaron had to give him.”

         I laughed and didn’t even know if I should, but when Callie joined in, I knew it was all okay.

         “All right,” she said. “Let’s get back down there and see if we can find those yummy croissant sandwiches.”

         I liked her plan, but it didn’t work out that way. Callie was pulled away from me as soon as we reached downstairs, leaving me to fend for myself and fend I did. Meandering between random conversations with strangers, and a rather uncomfortable exchange with Mr. Matthews in which he told me in great detail how he saw a “vision” of his just passed-on mother when he was choking on the hard candy. I snuck away from him as soon as I could while considering making a run for it. I didn’t want to leave without saying good-bye to Aaron and Callie, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

         Making my way back down the hallway to the foyer, I reached the closet where Aaron had hung my coat. After I retrieved it, I slipped the damp sleeves on and wrapped it around me just as I heard my name called out.

         “Evelyn!” Callie said.

         Callie and Aaron had found me with Abel following close behind.

         “Were you trying to sneak away without saying good-bye?” she asked.

         “I didn’t want to but didn’t want to bug you, either,” I said.

         Aaron and Callie came to stand next to me on one side, Abel on the other. I once again was made aware of his height, and as he leaned in closer, I caught the scent of his cologne. My head, and eyes turned upward to find him looking down at me as well.

         His signature smile appeared. “I would’ve been disappointed if I didn’t get the chance to see you before you left.”

         “Is that so?” I asked.

         “It is so,” he said.

         Aaron cleared his throat, pulling my attention away from Abel. His eyes shifted between Abel and me for a brief moment. “Thank you again for coming, Evelyn. You’re a sweetheart to do so.”

         “It’s what friends do,” I said. “I have to run and get back to work, but I’m glad I could stop by.”

         “I’ll walk you out,” Callie said, linking her arm through mine.

         “Thanks again, Evelyn,” Aaron said.

         “In my thoughts,” I replied. I turned to Abel. “Sorry again.”

         Callie and I started to walk away, but Abel’s hand on my arm stopped me. He stepped close, hovering over me. “How about a drink later?”

         “I…don’t think so,” I said.

         Callie remained quiet, but the tug on my opposite arm began to pull harder.

         “Please,” he begged, batting his dark eyelashes at me. “I’m in mourning. You wouldn’t want me to be all alone, would you?”

         Callie tugged on my arm. “Abel,” she said. “I love you, but sometimes you’re as civilized as a toddler on a sugar rush.”

         “I do have to go,” I said, allowing Callie to lead me away. “I’ll see you guys soon.”

         Callie’s arm was still linked through mine as we approached the door.

         “He’s oddly charming,” I whispered in Callie’s ear.

         She stopped in her tracks and spun around, placing her hands on her hips. Her eyes narrowed like she was looking for some hidden message behind my words.

         “Oh, shit,” she said. “Please don’t.”

         “Don’t what?”

         “Bang my boyfriend’s brother.”

         And like any best friend could, she read me like a book. It wasn’t entirely true, though.

         “I’m not,” I said. “I won’t.”

         “Good because I love you both. You’re like a sister to me and Abel is like a brother. You two hooking up would be weird. Anyway, the more pressing issue is do you want to meet me for a drink later?”

         I dug my phone out of the bottom of my purse and scrolled through my missed calls. Two from my boss, Bridget, which meant there would definitely be no drinks for me. There would be a drink for her, though. A green smoothie from the place across the street from the office, and she nicely requested for me to pick it up for her on the way back.

         “I can’t, sweetie. I have to get back to work, but how about brunch or something on Sunday?”

         “Absolutely. I miss you,” she pouted. “Your hair looks fantastic, by the way.”

         “I miss you, too. Now go be the supportive girlfriend, and then mend his broken heart in any way you can.”

         “And you…go get…to work,” she said with an eyebrow raise.

         She got me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We were full-service wedding planners at By Invitation Only. Bridget and I did everything from venue choices to invitations. Our job was to make a wedding as stress-free for the bride and groom as possible. Also, depending on price point, there could be as little and as much interaction as the couple wanted.

         I was lucky to be getting my start in the business with Bridget Harrison. She was the wedding planner of Chicago. Celebrities, athletes, political officials…they all wanted her and they paid very good money for her services. With her meticulous organizational skills, calm exterior, and stellar connections, no one could pull off a wedding like she could. In less than a decade, she not only rose to the top of the wedding field, but also opened two other locations, staffed with planners she trained to provide the same grand care she did. I had approached her when I was in my final year of college and asked if she would consider me for an internship. She had told me she usually didn’t take on interns, but she had been impressed enough with the small children’s party-planning business I had started, along with the social media campaign for our university’s chapter of the American Marketing Association, which I was president of, that led to a 25 percent increase in membership. Once I graduated, she offered me a full-time job in the career of my dreams.

         Not only was she my top pick to work with, but we also hit it off from the moment we met. We joked and talked like girlfriends. But when it was time to get down to work, we were all business. We both knew our places: her the boss and me the employee. The dynamic worked out perfectly.

         She was about refined perfection. Dressed always in designer labels, she was the epitome of professional. She began her career much like I had: interning while still in college, which led to an offered position. Then after a few years, she opened up By Invitation Only. Now, ten years later, she was at the top. My goal was to be her friendly competition someday. I was sure she knew this. How could she not? If I was where she was at thirty-six, I’d be thrilled.

         I balanced her smoothie, a large coffee for myself, my phone, and a box of programs as I hip checked the door to By Invitation Only open.

         “Anything new?” I shouted. “Green junk is here, by the way.”

         I unloaded everything onto my desk as she breezed out of her office. With her hair piled tightly on top of her head and her white silk blouse, she looked every bit as polished as the crystal chandelier that hung above us.

         “What the hell happened to you?” she asked. “You look chewed up and spit out by a garbage truck and then dragged for seven miles.”

         Yes. I wanted to be just like her except for her approach, which at times was about as soft as a scouring pad.

         “It’s raining and I was sans umbrella,” I said.

         She dropped a folder onto my desk in front of me. “Here are the proofs from the Hamilton-Norris engagement shoot.”

         “Why proofs?”

         She tapped the plastic top of her smoothie with her red manicured fingertip. “Is this kale or spinach?”

         “Half kale. Half spinach. You’re always changing your mind on which you want, so I’ve been getting you half and half for a while,” I said. “The proofs?”

         “Oh yeah. Courtney Norris wanted to see actual photos because she wasn’t sure the proofs online were”—she paused before making air quotes with her fingers—“Save the Date quality.”

         I sipped my coffee as I rolled my eyes. “They were gorgeous, but of course she would’ve found something wrong with them.”

         “Bridezilla?”

         “Kind of, but also seems more worried about planning a wedding than knowing her fiancé. She had to call to ask him what his middle name was.”

         “Aw,” she said, carefully inserting a straw into her smoothie. “Is your jaded heart bleeding all over my white carpet again?”

         “Hi Pot. I’m Kettle.”

         “Oh, you know that’s what I adore most about you. The one thing I’ve never had to teach you. You came to me perfectly bitter.”

         “Bitter is a strong word.”

         “What would you call it?”

         My phone buzzed with a text message.

         “Honest,” I replied to Bridget.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            ABEL—

         

         So, I saw you giving Callie’s friend some serious eye fucking earlier,” Marshall said.

         I was enjoying a quiet moment in the living room, my head leaning back against the sofa, as the remaining guests filtered out, but peace was short-lived when Marshall found me.

         “I wasn’t eye fucking her,” I said, turning my head to see him enter the room. “She was just…”

         He plopped himself down next to me. “Hot?” he asked.

         Yeah. Hot. Really, really hot. No matter how many times I saw her it still surprised me just how much.

         “Obviously,” I said. “But she’s…I don’t know.”

         “Did you sleep with her yet?” he asked.

         I shot him a look. While we routinely dished the dirt at the bar we worked at together, we were still at Nana’s funeral. I might have been checking out Evelyn, but I was not crude.

         “Wow,” he said, extending his hands behind his head, lacing his fingers together. “Either you have and she gave you the brush-off after. Or that look means you’re feeling the feels of a different kind.”

         “I realize this is the pot calling the kettle black, but can you try and not be a shithead while still at my grandmother’s funeral?” I asked. “Jesus, Ponyboy.”

         He earned that nickname years ago and it still fit.

         This guy, who was at least seven years older than me, looked like he belonged on the cover of some badass men’s magazine. Strategically coiffed hair, blue eyes, and teeth so white they’d blind you, Marshall had the mouth of a sailor with the looks of a bearded pretty boy except for one thing. Any area of his body that wasn’t hidden behind clothes was covered in tattoos. He was Aaron’s best friend, and now, one of mine, too. He didn’t take any bullshit. Ever. It was a good thing, too, because whenever I found myself in a pickle, Marshall was always there to lend a hand or remind me how bad I fucked up. Usually it was both. It was no wonder he and Aaron were tight. They were so much alike.

         “I was trying to lighten the mood,” he said. “Plus, Aaron agreed with me.”

         Aaron walked in. “Aaron agreed with what?”

         “That Abel was ogling Callie’s friend,” Marshall said.

         Aaron stood in front of us, shaking his head. “I didn’t say ogle. All I said was it looked like something was going on between Abel and Evelyn.”

         “Christ,” I said, pushing myself up from the couch. “You two fuckers gossip more than chicks. You sure got the whole bestie thing down.”

         The two of them looked at each other and started laughing at me, full-on fist pumping occurring. This was what they did, ever since I was a middle schooler and they became the dynamic duo in college. I was the little brother. Always.

         Marshall let out one last sharp chuckle. “Oh, relax. You two want to go get a drink?”

         “We have a sitter on the way for Delilah, so Callie and I are going to go grab some dinner. Why don’t you guys come with us?”

         “I don’t have time for dinner, buddy,” Marshall said. “In fact, I should be checking in at WET.”

         WET was the bar that both Marshall and I worked at—Marshall as the manager and me as a bartender. WET, a speakeasy lounge, was the brainchild of Aaron and considered one of Chicago’s most exclusive bars.

         He stood and gave us both a hug before taking off. I wasn’t going to wait long to follow his lead. It had been a long day, and with the night off work, I was anxious for some time away from it all.

         Hoping for a quick getaway, I waited until I was already at the front door before shouting to Aaron, “Heading out. Love you all.”

         My hand was on the doorknob but Callie’s voice stopped me from moving forward.

         “Don’t you dare leave without saying good-bye,” she shouted back before emerging at the end of the hallway.

         “I was saying good-bye,” I mumbled.

         She rushed down the hallway, calling out to Aaron over her shoulder, “Aaron! Abel’s leaving. Isn’t he coming with us?”

         “Aren’t you coming with us?” Aaron yelled.

         I sighed as I watched him turn the corner, following Callie’s path toward me.

         “And watch you two make goo-goo eyes at each other for an hour? I’ll pass,” I said.

         He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure we can contain ourselves. Besides, it’s been a long day. We’ll share some Chianti and have some bucatini at RPM.”

         “Nah. A stuffy restaurant isn’t what I had in mind. Besides, I got some stuff I need to do.”

         “Like what?” Callie said, coming up next to me with Aaron joining her.

         Her hand slipped into his just as his body immediately relaxed into hers. Everything about them was familiar. They knew each other’s looks, their bodies, their touch…it was kind of intense. It was also kind of amazing.

         “Just…stuff,” I said.

         I was intentionally vague because like with playing cards, I knew when to bluff.

         Aaron rolled his eyes again while rubbing Callie’s back. “He thinks we’ll be making goo-goo eyes at each other all night.”

         Callie gasped. “We do not make goo-goo eyes at each other. I, for one, just enjoy looking at my hot man.”

         “I mean,” Aaron said, stepping back and looking at Callie up and down. “How can I not keep my eyes on this one? If you knew what she was wearing, or lack thereof this morning—”

         She playfully slapped his chest. “Some things are private.”

         He bent down, kissing the side of her cheek. “Like when—”

         “Okay. I had enough,” I said, walking away. “You two make me sick.”

         “You both make me sick,” Callie huffed. “Both of you can’t keep your wieners in check for one night.”

         I snorted as I stepped aside, Callie and Aaron following behind me, bickering in their lovey-dovey, bullshit way as I headed toward the door. And they wondered why I didn’t want to go to dinner with them.

         “I can keep my wiener in check,” Aaron mumbled. “I was trying to add some humor into a depressing situation. I’m not completely uncivilized, sweetie.”

         “Oh, please. You grabbed my ass at least three times tonight and—”

         Aaron faked shock; it was the same look he gave his daughter, Delilah, when he had to give her a parental talking-to. “You had something on your skirt. Your very tight skirt, Calliope.”

         “And,” she continued and pointed to me. “This one was salivating all over Evelyn. I did all I could to not have him start humping her in front of the buffet table.”

         “I wasn’t humping! Or trying,” I said. “I just asked her to go get a drink.”

         “So, this has happened before?” Callie asked.

         “Abel asked me once if he could ask her out, and I told him no,” Aaron said. “That and the fact that at Delilah’s birthday party last year there was some serious looks going on between the two of them, which I noticed was happening again today.”

         “I’m free to date whoever I want,” I said.

         “But you don’t date anyone Abel. You screw around with whoever gives you the most attention. I don’t want my best friend to be one of them,” Callie said.

         “Well, unless,” Aaron said.

         “What?” Callie said at the same time as I said, “Yes?”

         “It’s not like Evelyn dates, either, really,” Aaron said. “She’s very career focused, and she just…you know.”

         “No, I don’t know,” I said.

         “Aaron,” Callie warned, pulling her hand away from him and folding her arms across her chest. “I’m going to have to ask you to stop wherever this is going before both you and your brother are single.”

         He matched her stance, his breath increasing. “What?” he snapped. “There’s nothing wrong with two people having casual sex. In fact, I think that was our intention at first, right?”

         “No. We were boss-employee with benefits, and it almost wrecked us. Why would you tell him to do that?”

         “I didn’t tell him to do anything. It was only an idea.”

         “One second you tell him hands off. The next, to go have a fling. It’s not like he needs any help making bad decisions.”

         “He’s not an imbecile. I’m going into business with him, aren’t I?”

         Yes, he was. My super-successful brother was giving me another handout.

         Kind of.

         My dream was always to be a teacher, an English teacher. My love for reading and writing was always intense. Books were read as soon as I could get my hands on them, and notebooks were filled with stories of various genres. Graduating from college, I thought Chicago would be in such need for a teacher like me. This wasn’t the case.

         Now, two years later, I was still bartending at one of Aaron’s bars, just like I did when I was still in college. Several months ago he offered me an opportunity for something new: open a new bar with him on the central coast of California. I was going to be part owner with Aaron obviously fronting the initial investment. At the risk of sounding like an ungrateful prick, I was very “meh” about the whole thing. Not only would it be a huge commitment, but more so, it wasn’t what I wanted to be doing. At the top tier of concerns? It was Aaron once again helping his little brother out. While the agreement was I would buy my way in a little at a time, at the going rate I was making as a bartender, I’d be caught up in a decade or so.

         The bickering continued, but I’d had enough. So much of my life was other people and things making decisions for me.

         “Can I go now?” I sighed.

         Their standoff posture softened, and with one little grin, they were back to holding hands. Is that what love was? True love? I had touches of it over the course of my twenty-four years, but nothing like that.

         “Do you have work to do?” Aaron asked.

         He wasn’t asking about me pouring drinks, but about the online teaching gig he thought I was doing. It was where he believed the money was coming from for my share of the California bar.

         “Something like that,” I said.

         Poker I wasn’t always good at. Bluffing I was.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Clouds of smoke rose above the green felt-covered table as I and the eight other men and women sharing it with me stared intently at one another looking for tells. After things wrapped up at Aaron and Callie’s, I was anxious and didn’t want to go home to an empty apartment. It had been an emotionally draining day, not just with losing Nana, but with my screwup over the location of the post-funeral luncheon. How was I supposed to know that my buddy’s restaurant would be closed by the health department the day before? And then my dad’s near-death experience. Per usual, Aaron was there to save the day and I was just around to watch it all.

         Then there was the girl.

         Evelyn.

         Even her name sounded as beautiful as she was. The fact that thought even crossed my mind, in those exact words, was proof enough there was something different about her.

         I thought her name sounded as beautiful as her. I didn’t do that.

         But there was more.

         A lot more.

         It was her sexy-as-hell, curves-for-days body. It was an adorable smile, and even soaked from the rain, her blond hair was beautiful. It was her voice, sweet with a slight raspy undertone. It was her confidence; the pointed way she spoke during every conversation. It was her eyes and her lips and just the whole entire package.

         And she seemed to not want a damn thing to do with me.

         At least, that’s what she gave me to work with. During our numerous other meetings, there were times I thought I was feeling the vibe that she was interested. But then I’d ask her out, and she’d decline. I wasn’t sure if she was playing hard to get or if Callie was swaying her decision, but I didn’t give a shit. There was such an insane chemistry between us, judging just by the look in her eyes, and I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. I wanted that girl.

         My focus returned to the game in front of me. These underground poker games were always in different locations—restaurant basements, empty warehouses, and tonight, a closed-down nail salon that still smelled faintly of whatever the fuck chemicals they used.

         I was losing. Badly. My mind was everywhere else except the game, and it was showing. In an effort to try and dig myself out, I was confident when I was dealt a pair of queens and went all in. Everyone began to fold after me, and it appeared that things were going how I wanted.

         The girl across from me with very long dark hair and olive skin, who I’d seen at other games, called. Her heavily made-up eyes, covered in purples and blues, were enough of a distraction without her fondling a thin gold necklace that landed right in her cleavage whenever she dropped it. The rest of the table folded.

         We were heads up, she and I, and we turned over our cards. The blood rushed from my head when my eyes landed on her ace and king. The flop came down, and I hit with three of a kind. The next two cards were two kings, giving the lady her three of a kind that trumped me.

         I tossed my cards on the table and stretched my arms behind my head. “Shit,” I said under my breath.

         I drained what was left of my Scotch, and before I could even ask, a cocktail waitress set another one down next to me. It was how these high-end places worked. Paid to get in. Free drinks. Liquor up and spend all your money. I had to take it with a grain of salt, looking at the entire picture as whole. In the several months that I’d been frequenting these games, I had done well.

         Very well.

         A bad night here and there wasn’t going to make or break me, especially since Benji, the ringleader of this gambling circus, had taken me under his wing. The guy wasn’t much older than me, but had created an empire in the hidden poker game ring. We met during my run of gambling in college, and when we ran into each other a few months ago, he invited me to one of the games. So, I went, and getting the extra cash was working to my advantage. It was harmless.

         He knew I was strong player, and the last couple of losses resulted in a strong pat on the back from him and reassurance there was nothing to worry about.

         There was only one very big problem with me being at this table at all.

         The thing was, I wasn’t supposed to be gambling.

         Four years ago, I’d gotten in over my head when a friendly poker game led to high-stakes ones multiple nights a week. When my debt exceeded far into the six figures, I had no choice but to turn to my parents for the money.

         It was one of the most humiliating moments of my life.

         I’d given my parents my word that I would never revisit the poker table for money again. The debt I owed cleaned out my trust fund and solidified my forever status as “fuck-up son” of the century. The older son, Aaron, was and still held on to the title of “golden son.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I pushed off from the table, taking my drink with me and throwing my suit jacket over my shoulder. The alcohol buzz was definitely flowing. Hell, I deserved it. I spent my nights bartending and serving the drunks. It was okay for the tables to switch every once in a while. I made my way to the makeshift bar, which was nothing more than a few large pieces of plywood haphazardly screwed together with a flimsy, booze-soaked top. After settling into an empty chair in front of it, I placed my drink down and my head in my hands.

         My mind was spinning; thoughts and decisions hung all over me like spiderwebs. I couldn’t shake it and it clouded everything around me

         It was more than the funeral and Aaron and losing. It was still the girl. Evelyn. Every time I ran into that girl, I reacted, and it wasn’t anything I was used to. She didn’t buy into my suave bullshit like so many other girls. I didn’t mind the chase, but she acted like she didn’t want to be caught. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but she stirred something in me in other ways besides what’s in my pants.

         The stories she must’ve heard about me, Aaron’s playboy, freeloading brother.

         I was sure it was all exaggerated even if at the core there was an element of truth.

         The cleavage chick from the table was now focused on me and not the game in front of her. She gave me a wink, but I wasn’t sure I was feeling it. As she rose from the table, the clingy black dress she was wearing fell to her ankles. With a slit almost up to her thigh, her long, bare legs swayed as she strutted toward me with her red fuck-me heels clicking against the linoleum floor.

         I sipped my Scotch just as she slid into the seat next to me. The scent of her perfume overwhelmed me.

         “Tough loss,” she said with a smooth European accent.

         I turned in my seat toward her. “I was…distracted.”

         Her hand settled on the middle of my thigh, and she looked up at me from beneath her fake eyelashes. “Any reason why?”

         Her voice rolled the r of reason just so, and I knew she had to be Italian. I wanted to ask, but I had a hunch there would be time for questions later.

         Okay. Maybe I was feeling it. Or maybe it was her fingers inching higher and higher up my thigh. I wasn’t sure. The only thing I was sure of was I didn’t care.

         Right or wrong. I didn’t care.

         She was here. The woman I wanted wasn’t.

         Sometimes you just needed to feel needed.

         “What’s your name?” I asked, placing my hand on top of hers.

         “Dafne. With an f.”

         She bit down on her lower lip, and I knew this girl was going to pull out all the stops. Sometimes they worked too hard. I was sure there were classes they took on the art of seduction, but we didn’t need all that shit. Men were simple creatures. If we wanted you, we were there. Even if we didn’t want you, we’d probably still do it.

         I stood and grabbed my jacket. “I’m Abel. Well, Dafne with an f, why don’t we go somewhere a little quieter and I’ll tell you all about my day?”

         I extended my hand to hers, and without skipping a beat, she slid her own into it. It was a shitty day all around. I’d be lying if I said that a beautiful woman like this wasn’t going to softly massage my ego back into top form.

         We headed outside and to my car. As I opened her side, she paused before sitting. Her long hair blew in the wind and across her face.

         “No wife? No girlfriend?” she asked.

         “Nope. Just you. Just for tonight.”

         I was nothing if not one thing.

         Honest.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            EVELYN—

         

         There were times I ran on caffeine and adrenaline. I glanced at my phone to check the time: 9:48 p.m. Bridget told me before I even started a year ago that the spring and summer months were going to be the busiest. I was unprepared the first time around. This year I knew what to expect. Sometimes it really was all about work. My twice-canceled plans with Callie since the funeral last month was proof of that. Luckily, she was always understanding. Good fortune was also on my side that I didn’t have to balance a boyfriend along with everything else. My life, with career first, was designed around my dreams. I created it that way ever since I learned how much of a distraction men were anywhere outside of the bedroom.

         I was finishing up addressing invitations for an NHL player’s upcoming wedding when it all became very ironic. My ideal job and formulated social life was all thanks to the incredibly hot but very intense hockey player I dated in high school through my freshman year of college. Patrick wasn’t a bad guy. We were bad together. It wasn’t love, but rather an obsession that led to us shutting out the rest of the world. Learning young that when life revolves around a man you don’t have room for much else was a retrospective gift.

         Bridget poked her head out of her office. “How many do you have left to do?” she asked.

         I checked my spreadsheet and color coded the ones I had marked as done. “Seven more.”

         “Okay. When you’re done, we’ll go over the itinerary for the Miller wedding on Saturday.”

         “All right.”

         It was nearing the end of April, and things were already in full swing.

         “Hey. I have an idea,” she said, leaning on my desk. “How about when we’re done tonight I take you out for drink?”

         “Yeah?”

         “Do you have other plans?”

         I considered telling her I had plans with my Friends DVD box set, but I wasn’t ready for that kind of truth, especially to my boss.

         “Nope. No plans.”

         “Great,” she said, walking back to her office. The door was almost closed before she stuck her head out again. “Oh, and Evelyn? This place where I’m taking you is very—what is the word for it?—intimate.”

         “Intimate?”

         What did that mean?

         “It’s very exclusive,” she explained. “You’ll see when we get there.”

         It was close to eleven p.m. by the time we were headed out to get our much-needed cocktail. The stress of the day weighed heavily on my shoulders, and I hoped that after one drink, I could get home to unwind. Most importantly it’d include me taking off my bra and heels.

         “Should I get a cab or I can drive if you want?” I asked as we exited the building.

         Bridget adjusted her white raincoat, tying it tight across her small waist. “No need. We’re just going around the block. Actually, on the opposite side of the building.”

         I followed her as we walked toward the corner. “I didn’t even know there was a bar on that side. I thought it was offices and the deli.”

         She stopped, turning to look at me. “That’s what most people think,” she said with a wink.

         We continued along the side of the building and turned when we reached the next corner. Bridget stopped on a neon-orange spray-painted star on the ground. It was odd, but then again, so was Chicago.

         “Come stand next to me,” Bridget said, waving me over.

         I stepped next to her, as she pointed her finger to the ground. “Twenty-eight from the star,” she said.

         “Huh?”

         “The orange star. Count twenty-eight steps forward from standing on the middle of the star.”

         I stepped alongside her, stopping when we reached twenty-eight. Bridget pivoted and approached the side of the building. As she ran her hand along the brick exterior, I wondered if she was just overworked and in need of a good sleep. None of this made any sense at all.

         Her hand stopped on a wooden panel that blended in with the bricks. She knocked three times and stepped back, fluffing her hair as she did. A door, seamlessly hidden, opened and a handsome man, who appeared to be in his early thirties with short, curly brown hair dressed in a dark suit, appeared.

         “Well, hello there, Bridget,” he said. He held the door open and stepped aside to let us pass.

         She walked in, with me close behind, and gave the doorman a playful tap. “Long time no see, Tyler.”

         I looked around, trying to gauge my surroundings, because this was, in fact, not a bar. All I saw was darkness. A hum of music buzzed around us, and my feet vibrated against the concrete floor. Bridget was standing close and talking softly to Tyler before she looked my way.

         “This is Evelyn, and she is wonderful at keeping secrets.”

         I raised my eyebrows at her. Secrets? What kind of secrets? Where has she taken me?

         “Fantastic,” Tyler said. He reached his hand out to shake mine. “Very nice to meet you. Let me take your coats.”

         We handed them to Tyler who opened an expansive cherrywood armoire that was hidden behind eggplant-colored velvet drapes and hung them up.

         “Now, if you want to follow me,” Tyler said.

         He stepped ahead of us, and Bridget followed with myself close behind as we traveled a narrow, darkened hallway. We stopped when we reached a velvet rope, which Tyler unhooked and allowed us to pass before taking the lead again. I tugged on the back of Bridget’s shirt and yanked her toward me.

         “What is going on?” I asked.

         “I told you. I’m taking you for a drink.”

         This was seriously weird. It was like one of those underground clubs, places I had read about that were sex clubs or something. Could that be it? Was Bridget trying to introduce me to something…new?

         Dimly lit lights lined the now-carpeted floor, the hue getting brighter and brighter as we walked toward the sound of the music. I heard voices, laughter, and conversation. Not loud like a dance club or something of the sort, but of a restaurant.

         Tyler stopped in front of a leather tufted door and smiled. “Welcome, Evelyn, to WET.”

         The door opened, and I was relieved it wasn’t an underground sex club. No, it was something much different. Golden hues and sparkling chandeliers lit the small room while the mahogany floors matched the small bar. Six high-back stools lined the front of the bar and low marble tables, surrounded by plush burgundy couches and armchairs, were scattered around the room. It was exquisite. And so were the people.

         I raised my eyebrows at Bridget, wondering what this wonderland we walked into was.

         “Speakeasy,” she whispered.

         “What?”

         “You know, like in the days of Prohibition, they had hidden places to drink booze.

         “I know what it is. I just didn’t know they still had them.”

         “I only know of this one. And for the record,” she said, leaning over, “that was no joke about keeping this a secret. This place is strictly members only, and you have to be invited to become one. Very private.”

         “Holy shit!” I pointed to a small U-shaped sofa along the far side of the wall. “Is that what’s-his-name from that movie and no! That is so not his wife. Do you think—”

         She yanked on the edge of my hair. “Private, Evelyn,” she hissed.

         I tore my eyes away from the movie guy and scanned the rest of the room. There were several other familiar faces, a politician or two. A hockey and baseball player. Yes, this was elite. There was beauty and power, and most of all, money.

         “How did you find out about this place?” I asked.

         “Seriously?”

         It was dumb of me because Bridget knew almost everyone in Chicago. If she didn’t know them, she knew someone who did and made whatever connections she wanted with one phone call.

         “The owner is Aaron Matthews, super heavy hitter in the hotel and restaurant game in Chicago. He is—”

         Bridget kept talking, but I stopped listening. This was one of Aaron’s bars? It was strange, but also not. Like Bridget said, I knew he owned several bars, but this place? My eyes scanned around the room again, and then something came to memory. Callie and I had a conversation once regarding a secret club that Aaron owned and took her to.

         “My best friend’s boyfriend,” I muttered, my mind still reeling.

         “Huh?” she asked.

         My head snapped to her. “My best friend is dating the owner.”

         Her eyebrows raised. “Your best friend is dating ‘the’ Aaron Matthews? Wow. That’s quite a catch.”

         He was a catch and I couldn’t be happier for her. However, I knew how nosy Bridget could get, and I wasn’t going to dish the dirt to her about Callie and Aaron.

         “Yes. They are both quite the catch. Come on. Let’s go get a drink,” I said, tugging on her sleeve.

         She shrugged, knowing I was finished with the discussion. As I followed her across the room, a mixture of expensive fragrances and pricey cocktails surrounded me. Once I sat on the seat next to Bridget at the bar, I opened my purse to casually look to see if I had any cash on me.

         “Well, if it isn’t my favorite bartender,” Bridget said.

         “Well, if it isn’t my favorite wedding planner,” a deep voice said, approaching us. “How are you, Bridget?”

         “Wrecked.”

         “I’ll ease that out of you. Want the usual?” he asked.

         “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll get a bottle. Evelyn…Evelyn…what are you doing?”

         “I was just looking in my purse for—”

         “Hey,” the deep voice said. “Evelyn.”

         Shitttttttttt…

         Because of course, why wouldn’t Abel work at a bar his brother owned?

         It took me several moments to recognize him. Maybe it was because he was behind the bar and wearing such a slim-fit, white button-down shirt. Maybe it was the lighting or the sheer surprise of seeing him.

         Or maybe it was because he seemed even more handsome than the last time I saw him.

         “Hi. Wow…small world,” I said.

         Bridget looked between us, confused. “You two know each other?”

         “Yes,” he said at the same time as I said, “Kind of.”

         He bit his lower lip and laughed. “A little of both?”

         “He’s Aaron Matthew’s brother,” I said with an eyebrow raise.

         “Well,” she said, inching forward on her stool. “How come you never told me this before, Abel?”

         He smoothed his hands down the front of his crisp white shirt as he shrugged. “You didn’t ask,” he said, turning his attention to me. “You look as beautiful as ever, Evelyn.”

         I could see Bridget, out of the corner of my eye, staring at me, her lips upturned in a smirk. “Well, well, well…”

         “What?” I asked.

         She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

         I stared at Abel as he added some ice to a martini shaker and fastened the lid to the top. He shook it rapidly, the strong muscles of his arms pulling against the tight white fabric of his shirt. He caught me gawking, but before I could even be embarrassed, he winked.

         A wink.

         It was such an underutilized gesture. It was subtle in nature, and the recipient could interpret it any way they wanted to. With him, I was conflicted because all I could think about was how hot it was. How hot he was. It wasn’t that I’d never noticed before. It was hard not to, but there was something different about him I couldn’t quite place.

         Regardless, he was under a new light now; a new light that made his blue eyes sparkle, made his shoulders and height seem even more impressive. It was the same light that made me aware of those dimples just below the surface of his beard, the beard that I wanted to reach out and touch to see how it felt under my fingertips. The light that made his smile so warm and his eyes turn down coyly.

         “Will you answer him for Christ’s sake?” Bridget said, poking me in the side. “You look like you were contemplating if Cheerios were doughnut seeds.”

         And it was the same light that made me appear like a complete jackass.

         Abel was now leaned over, laughing. “I’m sorry,” he said. He waited until he caught his breath before he spoke again. “I’ve never seen someone so confused about what to drink.”

         I cleared my throat. “I wasn’t confused. I was—”

         “Daydreaming?” he asked.

         “Ogling,” Bridget said, bringing her martini with three olives to her mouth. She took a sip and set it back down, the clank of her gold bangle bracelet the only sound I heard, even though there were conversations and low music occurring around me. “She was ogling you, Abel. Can’t say I blame her. If I was a free woman and ten years younger, I’d do the same.”

         He started laughing again and turned his attention to a gentleman who came up next to him and whispered in his ear.

         “Bridget,” I hissed. “You are mortifying me.”

         “Oh, lighten up. I’m trying to get you laid.”

         My jaw dropped. Not that I should’ve been surprised. This was Bridget. I worked for her for close to a year, and in that time I’d never known anyone else to have two completely different sides to their personality. She was the epitome of professionalism in the office. Every aspect of her business from the furnishings to the labels on the clothes she dressed in was perfection. Then, when work was over, and she was in a place where she could unravel, the real Bridget came out. A foul-mouthed, no-bullshit woman who took no prisoners.

         I whispered in her ear, “I don’t need your help.”

         “What are you girls whispering about?” he asked. “Cocktail selections?”

         “I’ll have a Manhattan, please,” I said.

         He nodded as the dimples reappeared. “A whiskey girl. My favorite.”

         I heard Bridget snort as she stood up and excused herself to the ladies’ room, leaving me alone.

         “So, what’s new?” he asked, placing a short glass on the bar.

         “I wasn’t ogling you,” I responded briskly.

         He shrugged, adding ice to the glass. “I wouldn’t have minded if you were.”

         “You’re smooth with the words. You play the bartender role right.”

         “No role.”

         He made my drink with a certain artistic flow. He added whiskey, bitters, and vermouth to the glass before stirring it well. After running a thin orange peel around the rim, he threaded two cherries through a toothpick. Just before he slid it over to me, he took a fresh hand towel and wiped the outside of the glass down, ensuring there was no spillage. I was relieved that the liquor wasn’t up to the very top because undoubtedly, I’d spill the first time I picked it up. There is little recovery when you have booze running down your chin and a wet shirt that made you smell like a distillery.

         I brought it to my mouth and took a small sip. It was sweet and strong, with the right amount of kick back from the slow burn of the whiskey.

         “Perfect,” I said. “I’m always impressed when someone stirs instead of shakes.”

         “Not even if someone asks. Always stirred.”

         “I usually ask for two cherries, but you seemed to have known.”

         He placed his hand on his chest and gave a little bow.

         “How do you know Bridget?” he asked.

         “I’ve been her assistant for the last year. I have to say, I’m a little disappointed she never brought me here before.”

         “I’m sure she had to be certain you could be trusted. Members can bring in guests, but it’s their membership if word gets out. It’s why most people don’t.”

         “Ah. I see. Well, I’ll consider myself lucky. My lips are sealed.”

         “And what a set of lips they are,” he said as he licked at his own, the tip of his tongue running across his lower lip. It was deliberate and sexy, but I couldn’t help but wonder if this was his game.

         “Are you allowed to do that?” I asked.

         “Do what?”

         “That,” I said, waving a hand between us. “Flirt. With me. At work.”

         He took in a deep breath that expanded his already large chest. “Well, if you want to get technical…”

         “Yes,” Bridget said, sliding back into her seat. “Let’s get technical.”

         “Just the person I need,” Abel said. “Do me a little favor, Bridget.”

         “What’s that?”

         He grinned, leaning over the bar. “Fire this insanely beautiful girl so I can ask her out for the fourth time.”

         “What?” Bridget said.

         “No,” I shouted.

         “I can’t ask her out if she’s a member or with one. You know that. So, fire her.”

         “Um. Do you honestly think I would risk my job to go on a date with you?” I said, pointing at him. “Arrogant bastard.”

         “Arrogant maybe,” he said, winking again. “But I’m not above playing dirty.”

         I took a large sip from my cocktail. “Good for you. I’d never give up my dream job for a guy, let alone a date.”

         I sat back against the chair and folded my arms. Who the hell did he think he was? Figuring this guy out was like dodging bullets, left and right. I never knew where he was coming from or where he was going.

         “Oh, please,” Bridget said. “You have an in with the owner, Abel. Just tell Aaron to let this one slide.”

         “My brother might’ve heard that before,” he said.

         I ran my finger up and down the side of my glass. “I’ll ask him the next time I see him.”

         His eyes fixated on my finger movements, the gliding across the wet glass. “Maybe,” he said, without looking up. “I might have said it before.”

         “That’s what I thought,” I said.

         He shook his head to clear his thoughts and noticed another customer was ready for her next drink at the other end of the short bar. I watched as his hand brushed the bar’s surface, the heat from his palms leaving small smudges across it.

         “Leave him your card,” Bridget said. When I didn’t answer her right away, she nudged me with such force she almost forced me off the stool.

         I shook my head. “No. Callie and Aaron don’t think it’d be a good idea. Plus, you heard him. I don’t want to get you or him in trouble.”

         She rolled her eyes. “His brother owns the place. He isn’t going anywhere.”

         I looked at him, opening a champagne bottle that cost more than my rent. He was completely engaged with the woman in front of him, the same way he was with me just moments before. Maybe it was just him. Being a flirty bartender was part of the job description, wasn’t it? But what about all the other times we ran into each other? Was that him being his regular, flirty self, with the ability to insert a heavy dose of inappropriate?

         As if he sensed my stare, his head turned as he poured the champagne, and he smiled. I twirled a strand of hair around my finger and wondered what I was so afraid of. I wanted to know more. I want to know more of him. I knew Callie and Aaron wouldn’t be happy about it, but they’d get over it. There was something moving between us, and every time I was near him that became more and more apparent.

         “If you don’t leave your number, I will,” Bridget said. “He’s a doll.”

         “How would you know that?” I asked.

         “Because I’ve been coming here for long enough to know,” she said. “He graduated from Northwestern a couple years ago and wants to be a teacher. It’s hard right now in Chicago to find something, so he’s been biding his time.”

         “A teacher?”

         I had no idea, and frankly, it didn’t seem to fit him. I didn’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that.

         “Yeah. High school, I think.” A familiar flutter swirled around my stomach, one that I hadn’t sensed in a long time, one that let me know that I was, in fact, swooning. Hot guy, teacher, and a brazen attitude was enough to check off a number of boxes in my imaginary dream boy checklist.

         “I can’t stay much longer,” Bridget said, looking at the time on her phone. “We have a lot of shit to get done before the Miller wedding on Saturday.”

         I took another sip of my Manhattan and started digging through my purse again. Bridget set her hand on top of mine and laughed. “No. Not now. Just not a lot longer. At least let’s finish our drinks.”

         “Oh, I know. I was looking for this,” I said, pulling out one of my business cards.

         It seemed silly, considering he knew where he could find me, but it was a gesture. An invitation. One that I hoped he’d accept.
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