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Prologue


Cormac O’Connell


I felt like a total fucking creeper as I leaned, with my hands in my pockets, against the lamppost, and stared at her through the cafe window from across the road. For weeks now, I’d found myself in the same spot, wondering when I was going to grow a pair of balls and talk to her. Man, this girl was fucking perfect. At least that was what I’d built her up to be. I wasn’t sure I could handle the disappointment if she was anything less.


I tilted my head to the left as she walked from the kitchen with a pot of coffee. I didn’t want to lose sight of her. Even in that shitty uniform, she was gorgeous. The first time I saw her, I thought she was hot. Then again, every girl I fucked was hot. But this girl was something else. She was beautiful, and there hadn’t ever been much of anything in my life you could call beautiful.


Her blonde hair was tied back in one of those messy knots that she always wore to work. Loose, I knew it was long, thick, and curly at the ends. I was getting hard as I imagined her straddling me, that hair cascading down as I fisted my hands into it. Jesus, now I was standing on a street corner at 6:30 a.m. with a hard-on. It was official. I was definitely a creeper.


Just then, Danny said something funny, and they shared a laugh. Danny was an old man, and I was still jealous. What I wouldn’t have given to have her smile like that for me. She blushed as she glanced around with those beautiful blue eyes, suddenly self-conscious that someone might have seen her laughing. She never did anything to draw attention to herself, which made her the complete opposite of pretty much every girl I’d ever met. Even from here, I could tell she didn’t have any makeup on, but she didn’t need it. Her skin was flawless, and her plump, pale, pink lips were edible. I was sure a good kiss would darken them up. If I had my way, I’d find out soon enough. Her cheekbones were a little hollow, which wasn’t surprising given how tiny she was. I had at least a foot, and over a hundred pounds on this girl, and I realized how uneasy my size might make her. She was nervous and skittish, so I was probably going to scare the shite out of her. There was fuck all I could do about it, though. It’s not like I could have made myself any smaller. Maybe if I waited until she left, then sat down before she came back, I wouldn’t seem so big. Despite her size, she had killer legs that went on for miles, and a little hourglass dip at her waist that made me want to wrap my hands around it as I kissed her.


I shifted my weight to the other foot, willing my erection back down before some arsehole walked by and got the wrong idea. To make matters worse, I was fucking freezing. I’d left my hoodie at the gym, thinking it would help my cause to show off my body. It was pretty much the only thing I had going for me. Instead, I just felt like a fucking eejit, knowing that it was too cold for anyone but a total poser to be walking round in a T-shirt. It was the sort of thing that Kier and I would take the piss over. He’d be laughing his arse off if he could see me now.


Emily.


I whispered her name as I rolled it around on my tongue. I heard it yesterday when one of the other waitresses called out to her. It suited her. I thought once more about bottling it and heading back to the gym, when she turned and walked toward the kitchen. This was my chance to sit next to Danny before she came back.


Fuck it.


Shoving my hands in my pockets, I headed across the street. I had no idea how much my life was going to change from the minute I sat down at that table.














Chapter One


Oh, my God, I am so late! I ran down the street, my heart pounding. The early morning commuters trying to make it into the office were oblivious to my plight as I dodged in and out of people. My thin summer shoes offered nearly no protection against the bitter bite of the frosty morning. By the time I opened the back door to Daisy’s Cafe, my teeth were chattering and my fingers were stiff with what I was sure was the onset of frostbite. I had no idea what I was going to do when winter really set in. I was barely scraping together enough money for rent and food, let alone having to worry about gloves and a winter coat.


“Mornin’, Em.” Mike, the owner, smiled as he turned the bacon over in the pan. For the last few weeks, I’d been pulling extra shifts at the cafe, and then studying when I got home. I thought I could handle it, but after waking up at my desk half an hour ago, I knew I was wrong. I wasn’t surprised that Mike didn’t seem mad. I’d never been late for a shift before, and more often than not, I was the last to leave. Daisy’s had heating, after all. Heating and company. Two of the things I was in need of most at the moment.


“Sorry I’m late,” I mumbled to Mike. I avoided making eye contact and raced to hang up my coat and tie my apron. Tapping down the pocket, I made sure I had my pad and pencil, and quickly scraped my hair back with one of the elastics kept permanently around my wrist. Wrestling it into a messy bun, I weaved through the kitchen and grabbed a pot of coffee. I passed Rhona who’d been at Daisy’s since the doors first opened.


“Slow down, love,” she said with a warm smile. “You just need to do the refills and take the order for table two.”


She breezed into the kitchen without waiting for a reply. Daisy’s was one of the only cafes around that offered unlimited tea and coffee refills with a meal, which meant the place was usually packed for breakfast. After running around topping up coffees, I said hello to Danny as he sat down at his usual table. We chatted for a bit and, promising him a fresh pot, I headed to the kitchen to pass Mike the order for table two. As I walked back out, I froze. Sitting next to Danny, and glancing at me over the menu, was hands down the hottest guy I had ever seen. His nose had a slight crook in it, which made me think it was once broken, but that was the only flaw in his otherwise perfect face. Razor-sharp cheekbones, tanned skin, and dark hair added to the beauty that seemed completely at odds with his stature. If it weren’t for the broken nose, he could be a model, but I knew that whatever this man did was dangerous, because everything about him exuded violence. I had no idea who he was, and the fact that he was sitting with Danny should have eased me, but it didn’t. My internal alarm was going off big time. From the set of his shoulders, to the sheer size of him, he looked like nothing but trouble. Whoever he was, it looked like Danny was raking him over the coals about something.


Danny was a small, wiry man, who couldn’t have been much younger than seventy-five. The deep grooves in his face and leathery skin spoke of hard living, but he was no frail pensioner. Mike was twice the size of Danny, but even he was a little bit scared of him. From my very first shift at Daisy’s, he’d strolled through the door a few minutes past opening, plonked himself in an empty booth in my section, and beckoned me over—which soon became our morning ritual. But that first day was different; I’d been absolutely petrified of everything and everyone. Most regulars had gravitated toward the other girls’ sections, wary of the new girl messing up their order. Danny had no such compunctions, though. He’d sat straight down and called out, “Hey, sunshine, come and get me a cuppa coffee. I don’t bite.”


Shaking like a leaf, I filled his cup, and by sheer force of will, avoided spilling the scalding liquid all over his lap. If he noticed my nerves, he’d never said anything. He rattled off his order then unfolded a crisp, clean newspaper, and read silently until I brought out his breakfast. When he was finished, I removed his plate and refilled his coffee.


“Thank you, sunshine,” he said, without smiling and without looking up from his paper.


Things went on that way for a few weeks, and when I finally stopped shaking, he spoke to me. It was never anything too personal, just remarks about the weather, questions about school, and what I thought of my professors. In the beginning, I did my best to find one-word answers, but just over a year later, Danny was the closest thing I had to a friend. I wanted to run and hide in the kitchen. But hiding wouldn’t do me any good, it never did. Ten horrific years of my stepfather, Frank, knocking me around had taught me not to speak unless spoken to and not to make eye contact. Whenever I felt threatened, those were the rules I fell back on.


Moving quickly through the tables, I wiped down a couple, gathered up a few dirty dishes, and after dropping them off at the kitchen, I could procrastinate no further and headed to Danny’s table.


“Two full fried breakfasts please, sunshine,” Danny croaked, with his usual scowl. If he ever did smile at me, I was a little worried that his weather-beaten face might crack. Lowering my eyes, I gave him a small nod but didn’t reply. It was our usual routine, and he was familiar with it. Without asking him, I filled up his coffee cup, and my hands trembled. It had been months since that happened, and I knew if I had to ask Danny’s companion if he’d like coffee, my voice would crack. I turned toward him with the coffeepot in my hand, and my eye caught on the sleeve of his white T-shirt. The biggest biceps that I’d ever seen strained the seams, and beneath, the edge of a tattoo was visible. It looked like a series of intricately woven Celtic designs. From what I could see, the artwork was beautiful.


“O’Connell, do you want coffee or not?” Danny snapped at him. I flinched at the sharpness of his tone, but he did, at least, save me from speaking.


“Yeah, sure,” the guy replied lazily, almost bored. I shook badly again, and I was sure that I’d spill it, but I didn’t. Gathering up their menus, I all but whispered, “I’ll be back with your order soon,” and fled to the kitchen to hide. The guy’s eyes were boring a hole in my back as I walked away. Ten minutes later, their order was done. Taking their warm plates through to the cafe, I placed the identical breakfasts down in front of them and escaped.


“You keep your eyes off that, boyo. That one’s not for you,” I heard Danny warn quietly.


Danny was born and raised in Killarney, Ireland, and I very much doubted that the forty years he’d spent here in London had softened his accent much.


“Why was she shaking so badly?” the man Danny had called O’Connell asked in a deep, husky voice with a slight Irish lilt that was just about the sexiest thing that I had ever heard.


Danny sighed deeply before answering. “You probably scare the shite out of her. That one’s special, but she ain’t for you, so you’d best mind yourself and leave her to her business. Now, stop looking after something you can’t have and think about what I said, ’cause if we have one more conversation about you drinkin’ and fightin’, you eejit, then you and me are gonna have words!”


The rest of the conversation was lost on me. The idea of Danny threatening this mountain of a man with anything would be enough to make me to smile, if he hadn’t mentioned the fighting. Truth be told, you only had to look at O’Connell to know that he was dangerous. It was hard to tell how tall he was, but by the way he was crammed into that booth, I’d guess he was big. Broad shouldered and ripped, he looked every inch a fighter, but with that relaxed, almost bored, indifference about him that sold the package. He could take care of himself, and he knew it.


A few more of my regulars made their way over to my section, and after doing my rounds with the coffee and rushing back and forth with orders, I realized that the seat across from Danny was empty. I let out a deep breath and began clearing the table.


“Give my compliments to Mike,” Danny told me, as I stacked up the plates.


“Sure, Danny,” I replied. “Can I get you another coffee?”


“No, thank you, sunshine. My bladder control is not what it used to be, and I’m gonna find it hard enough to get back to work as it is.”


This was more information than I needed to know. I was sure that he threw it out there just to get a rise out of me, and I humored him by rolling my eyes.


“Make sure you wrap up warm, then,” I gestured toward his coat and scarf on the bench. “It’s bitter out.”


I dealt with ringing up his check, and before he’d even closed the door behind him, Katrina Bray was up in my face. With her shirt pulled tight against her impressive cleavage, and a skirt rolled higher than her apron, she stomped her way toward me.


“What the hell was Cormac O’Connell doing in your section?”


I gave her the one-shouldered shrug. “I have no friggin’ clue, and you’re welcome to serve him next time,” would be my response of choice, but I kept my mouth shut. Katrina was the last person that I needed to start an argument with.


“You have absolutely no idea who he is, do you?”


She obviously deduced this for herself, given the vacant look on my face. Without waiting for an answer, she flounced off in a cloud of cheap perfume. Rhona, having heard the whole exchange, shoulder bumped me on her way back to the kitchen.


“Go on, girl. ’Bout time that madam had a bit of competition, and once upon a time, I wouldn’t have minded a piece of that boy, myself. I wouldn’t be turning a blind eye if I was twenty years younger.”


“Need some help?” I motioned to the dishes in her hand, trying to change the subject. It had completely escaped her notice that I was neither flirting, nor being flirted with. I was no expert, but I was sure that you actually needed to talk to someone to start a relationship.


“No thanks, love, I’ve got it. Your section is getting pretty full.”


She nodded back toward the cafe. Seeing she was right, I hurried back to take orders. People were pretty slow about coming into my section to begin with, but once they saw me waiting on Danny every day, they slowly started drifting over. The breakfast and lunch shifts flew by, punctuated by evil looks from Katrina. I guessed from her attitude, that O’Connell was on her hit list and she hadn’t scored with him yet. Which would put him in the minority, from what I hear. When Katrina wanted a guy, he usually didn’t offer much resistance. She had nothing to worry about from me, though. If O’Connell came in here again, she was welcome to him. However good-looking the package, I didn’t need that kind of trouble in my life. It wasn’t as if he’d ever give me a second look, anyway.


By the time my shift ended, I was glad to be heading to class. Waitressing was okay, and it was nice to have some company, but school was where I really lost myself. Getting a place at UCL had been the scariest and most exhilarating thing that had ever happened to me. None of it would have been possible without my former teacher, Mrs. Wallis. I had been wriggling around in my seat, trying not to let the chair touch any of the fresh bruises hidden under my sweater when she had approached me. With tears in her eyes, she had told me she knew I had a difficult home life, and as I was nearly eighteen, there was a way of escaping. If I wanted her help, I would have it. That was the nearest that I ever came to breaking down. Part of me wanted to scream at her that if she knew, then why didn’t she tell social services so they could get me? I think we both knew that would only have made things worse, though. I didn’t scream at her or cry, but actually setting out the bare bones of a plan was terrifying. The fear of being caught, and of my stepfather, Frank, discovering what I was doing, had me feeling sick every minute of every day. Using Mrs. Wallis’ address, I had applied for university places and identification. When I turned eighteen, I changed my surname legally. I accepted a place studying applied mathematics at University College London and now, eighteen months later, the only person who could ever connect Emily Thomas from Cardiff, South Wales, with me was Mrs. Wallis, an elderly home economics teacher who was the only person I’d ever trusted.


I’d breezed an access course in accounting over the summer, but my heart was in math. It was clean and pure, and in my world of gray, it was black and white. If I had any chance at building a future then I needed qualifications. The dread of being caught was always ever present, though. I guessed that Frank was looking for me but getting my degree was worth the risk. His need for power and control wouldn’t allow me to walk away from him. If I committed to staying in one place long enough to finish university, I had to keep a low profile. It was my best chance of evading him. So, I did what I’d always done. I made no eye contact and never initiated conversation. It worked in high school, but university was a completely different kettle of fish. The guys here were relentless. Politely turning down unwanted advances, without causing offense, had become an art form that I’d perfected. It was the safest way to live, but I was lonely. There were days that I desperately wanted someone, anyone, to call a friend. In lecture room three, on that frosty Tuesday afternoon, I got just that.


“This seat taken?”


I looked down at cherry red leather boots with a killer heel and looked up to see that the voice belonging to them liked to coordinate her cherry red hair with her outfit. Clearly, I was more than backward when it came to accessorizing. My hair didn’t go with anything.


“Um…” I looked around, desperate to say yes, hoping to remain as anonymous as possible. The lecture theater was only a third full, at best, and there was no reason why this girl would want to sit next to me. She wore a short denim miniskirt, a fitted black top, and a leather jacket that I would have given my left arm for. With the killer boots and her glossy hair layered artfully around her face, she looked edgy and hot. No wonder half the man geeks were drooling. My first thought was that she was in the wrong place.


“No,” I replied. Could I have been more socially inept? If she was in the right place, it looked like she’d be beating off the guys with a stick, so what better place to take cover than beside the only other girl in the room.


“Nikki Martin,” she said, sliding into the adjoining seat.


“Sorry?” I mumbled.


“I’m Nikki Martin,” she stated, expectantly awaiting a response.


“Oh, hi,” I replied, as I went back to copying down the equation from the projector.


“Oh, my God, you really are one of them,” she laughed, teasingly.


“One of them?” I answered, glancing up in confusion.


“The freaks who only speak in numbers and have no social skills whatsoever.”


“Wow, rude much?” Oh, my God! I’ve never been confrontational, EVER, but with this girl, it just slipped out. She laughed again, probably at the look of sheer horror on my face.


“So, the kitten has claws. You know, you and me are going to get on just fine.”


I had no idea what to say to that. This girl was like a beautiful steamroller.


“Okay, a name would be good about now, unless you want me to call you Mathlexy all term.”


“Mathlexy?” Yep, I was getting good at repeating everything she said back to her as a question.


“I can tell you’re a math fiend by the stack of handwritten notes you’ve got there, and you’re the sexiest thing this lot has probably ever seen.” She gestured around the lecture hall, and I wasn’t convinced that the guys would actually wait until the end of class to pounce on her. The wide-eyed looks of disbelief, appreciation, and finally hunger reminded me of starving hyenas, eyeing up their appetizer. I giggled at the image and snorted through my nose at the absurdity of the name. Snorting was neither sexy nor attractive.


“Emily McCarthy,” I offered up in return, hopeful of rejecting that ridiculous nickname before anyone heard it. The last name was new. I’d only had it for a year, and I was still getting used to it. But I figured that keeping my first name wouldn’t hurt. Emily was a pretty common name and people got suspicious if you didn’t answer to your name when called because you didn’t know it.


“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Emily McCarthy,” she answered.


By the end of the lecture, I had three sides of crisp clean notes, and Nikki had half a page and some lovely heart and floral murals.


“What’s your next class?” she asked, as we were stuffing things into our bags.


“I don’t have another one for a couple of hours,” I replied. “I was just going to the library to study.”


“Perfect, I have a couple of hours free. Let’s go and grab a coffee. My treat.”


She looped her arm through mine and all but dragged me out, clearly not caring about my plans.


Latte, espresso, tall, fat, mocha, grande. The board in front of me laid out the endless possible taste sensations, and I agonized over my decision. I loved coffee, but on my budget, regular coffee at Daisy’s was about as good as it got. So, if this was my treat for the month then I was going to make the most of it.


“Come on, Em,” Nikki moaned, “I’m growing old here!”


“A cappuccino, please,” I ordered quickly. The barista handed me my drink, and I pulled out the chair next to Nikki. She took a long sip of her coffee, sighed deeply, and turned to me.


“So… the whole social hermit thing. Is it just for a term or are you committed for life?”














Chapter Two


I was so grateful to have escaped my former life that living for three years without forming any attachments seemed like a small price to pay for my freedom. The reality was that I had escaped from hell, only to find that fear still incarcerated me in a prison from which there was no escape. I was afraid that the more memorable I became; the more likely it was that I would be found. However irrational that fear was, it made me close myself off from forming any kind of friendship. Until Nikki sat down next to me, it was the only way I knew. I’d been so caught up in surviving and staying free, that I’d forgotten that freedom was a state of mind. I might have escaped physically, but mentally, I was still giving the son of a bitch that power over me. Changing that cycle would need a conscious decision, and making a new friend seemed like a good place to start.


“Why would you think that I’m a social hermit?” I asked, already knowing the answer. I was curious, though, to find out how she saw me.


“Look, I didn’t mean to be rude. I’ve been sitting behind you in class since the start of term. Granted, most of the class seems fairly antisocial, but you don’t talk to anyone, and you seem to avoid catching people’s eye so they don’t initiate a conversation.”


“You’ve been in that class for a month?” I asked, slightly shocked.


“See, that’s what I mean. If you’d looked up from your notes occasionally, you’d have seen me.”


“Sorry,” I apologized. “I’m not much good at making new friends.”


“Neither am I,” she admitted, which surprised me. “Well, I’m not much good at making girlfriends, anyway. Most of my friends are guys. I guess my tendency to say things as they are, without filtering, puts girls off. If you ask me how you look, and I think your dress makes your arse look fat, I’ll tell you. If you ask me what I think of your boyfriend, and he’s a dick, I’ll tell you. I think that makes me a pretty awesome friend, but most girls don’t agree.” She shrugged, humorously, and I couldn’t help but like her.


“Anyway, I’m sick of not having anyone to talk to in class, so I thought I’d say hello. If you really don’t want to talk, though, I can go back to sitting behind you.”


“Like that wouldn’t be weird,” I replied. “I’m glad you sat next to me. It’s nice to make a new friend.”


“Well, don’t get too attached to me. I’m sure I’ll say something to piss you off by the weekend.”


“I don’t have a boyfriend, and I don’t wear dresses, so we should be fine.”


She grinned at me, and her smile was infectious.


“Look, one of the guys on the rugby team is having a party in a couple of weeks. How about you come with me?” she asked.


I almost choked on my coffee at the thought of dancing around in a tiny skirt and chucking back the shots.


“Um, thanks Nikki, but I’m kind of working double shifts waitressing to pay for my course. If it’s on a weekend, chances are I’ll be working.”


“Well, just think on it. You can get ready at my place and borrow some of my clothes and stuff. We’d have a blast.”


I had no intention of going, but I was blown away that this girl, who hardly knew me at all, would be so generous. I wasn’t used to such random acts of kindness.


“I’ll think about it,” I replied, knowing my answer wouldn’t change. “So, how come you’re going? Do you know some of the guys on the rugby team?” I asked, taking a sip of my coffee and burning my tongue.


“I’m friends with a few of them, and there’s a few going who I wouldn’t mind being more than friendly with.”


I looked down and blushed as I thought about O’Connell, who was pretty much the only guy I’d thought about like that in a very long time. When I looked back up, Nikki was staring at me as though she was mentally sizing me up for a boyfriend.


“I’m not interested in meeting anyone, Nikki,” I warned. “I’ve got enough on my plate between my job and classes.”


“Fine,” she sighed dramatically. “You can be my wingman when I’m wearing beer goggles. I have terrible taste in men when I’m drunk. Just pull me away from the ones I’d chew my arm off to get away from in the morning.”


I burst out laughing at the image, and it was the first time that I could remember laughing in a very long time.


* * *


I woke up the next morning shaking with fear. It had been a while since I’d dreamt at all, and I’d forgotten just how bad they were. I had no doubt that my conversation with Nikki yesterday had triggered it. New things always did. The nightmare was one of a hundred memories that I’d never be free of.


I had been about fifteen at the time and taking out the rubbish when Noah Rawlinson, a guy from my class, strolled by my house, walking his dog.


“Hey, Em, how are you?”


“Good, thanks. He’s gorgeous, what’s his name?” I asked, as I bent down to rub the coat of the overenthusiastic golden retriever licking at my hand.


“Umm… Barbie,” he mumbled, his face coloring with embarrassment.


“Seriously,” I replied.


“I know, I know,” he laughed, rubbing Barbie’s coat along with me.


“I wanted a dog when I was a kid and Mum let me choose the dog, but my little sister got to pick the name.”


I tried not to smile but couldn’t help it.


“That’s pretty tragic. Poor dog.”


“Poor dog! You should try yelling after this crazy animal in a park full of people. I’m sure he’s disobedient just to make me look stupid.”


Noah and I had caught each other’s eye a couple of times in class, and I’d been hoping he’d ask me out. He pushed his floppy blond hair out of his eyes and shifted from foot to foot, obviously building up to something. I bit my lip with nervous anticipation.


“So, were you planning on going to the end of year dance?” he asked. I carried on patting Barbie’s coat. The poor dog would be bald by the time we made a date.


“I hadn’t really thought about it yet,” I lied. Hello! What girl in my year hadn’t thought about the dance?


“Well, would you like to go with me?” Noah asked, sheepishly.


“I’d love to. Thank you,” I replied, after a slight pause.


“That’s great. So, I guess I’ll see you at school?” he suggested with a happy grin. At my nod and smile, he pulled Barbie along to continue their stroll, lifting his hand to wave goodbye as I walked inside. I was still smiling and contemplating what to wear to the dance, when the slap came out of nowhere and hit with so much force that the side of my face smashed into the kitchen cabinet. As I landed on the floor, Frank’s boot hit me straight in the stomach, and I choked back the bile that would only make him madder.


“You little fucking slut. You can’t even take the rubbish out without lifting your skirt for the nearest pussy-sniffing son of a bitch out there. Have you fucked him already? You have, haven’t you?” he screamed, not waiting for an answer as a second boot planted in my gut.


It was a long time before the hits stopped coming. Apart from the one cut to my eye, my clothes would cover the worst of the damage. I didn’t make it off the floor that night, and the next day I made it as far as my bed, but as soon as I was well enough, I gave Noah some lame apology and broke our date. He never asked again, and I stopped looking him in the eye. I stopped looking everyone in the eye. The floor had become my new favorite scenery, and my stepfather’s reign of power had begun.


* * *


I had work soon, and I needed to get my head in the right place. Using a technique I’d first read about on the Internet, I grabbed the scented candle on my bedside table, lit it, and inhaled deeply, savoring the candle’s sweet vanilla fragrance. Holding my breath, I focused on clearing my mind of everything and exhaled. After a few minutes, the panic had receded. I was always afraid, but I could think past the anxiety now. Looking at my watch, I saw I only had thirty minutes before my shift started. For the second day in a row, I was running to work again.


* * *


“Good mornin’, sunshine,” Danny croaked, in his usual gruff voice. He sounded like he smoked twenty a day, but it was probably more like fifty. The tips of his fingers gave away his habit as much as his voice.


“Morning, Danny. How are you today?” I asked. Danny looked up from the menu. He always read the menu, and I had no idea why, because he ordered the same thing every day.


“What happened?” he barked at me.


“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning in confusion.


“You asked me a question. Aside from asking me what I want for breakfast, you never do that. So I want to know what’s up.”


I could feel myself clamming up. I looked down instinctively and bit my lip.


“Now, don’t you start cowering on me, girl. Something’s happened to you, and I’m nosy enough to want to know what it is. You should know me well enough by now to know that my bark is worse than my bite, so stop looking at the floor and better still, take a seat and talk to me a little bit.”


He nodded at the seat across the booth from his. I looked up and met his gaze. You could tell a lot from a person’s eyes. I wasn’t the world’s best judge of character, but I could usually tell when a smile on the face hid meanness behind the eyes.


“I can’t, Danny. I don’t think Mike would much like me sitting down on the job.”


“Don’t you get breaks?”


“Danny, you’re always my first customer of the day. It’s a little early for a break, don’t you think?”


“Rhona?” Danny barked, as she headed toward the kitchen.


“Can you spare our girl for five minutes?” He nodded toward me, and I was stunned.


“Course I can. We won’t get many in till half past. Just keep an eye out for anyone in your section,” she called back, seeming unperturbed. So far, Danny was my only customer, so pouring myself a cup of coffee, I sat down in the booth opposite him. He waited patiently.


“Don’t you want to order your breakfast while we wait?”


“I’ve got all day,” he said. “You can put my order in when the next table fills up.


So?” he barked.


“I made a new friend,” I answered. His expression didn’t change, but the tone was more inquisitive.


“Boy or girl?” he asked.


“Err, girl,” I replied, embarrassed.


“Good. I hope she’s got a bit of spunk about her. You need someone to bring you out of yourself.”


“How do you know this isn’t the extrovert me?”


“Huh,” he grunted. “If this is the extrovert you then the introvert you must be bloody mute.”


I didn’t know whether to laugh or be offended.


“So, this is the reason why you’re so cheerful then?” he inquired.


“I guess,” I replied, swirling the spoon around my coffee. “She’s very different to me, but she seems really nice.”


“It’s about time you made some new friends and started living a little. Life is for the living, my girl, and anything else is just marking time.”


“Well, it’s not like I’m going to become a social butterfly overnight. It’ll just be nice to have some company at school, that’s all. Making friends is fine but going out with friends usually requires money. I need as many shifts as I can get at Daisy’s to pay for school. You know that,” I explained as I sipped my coffee.


“’Bout that. I’ve been having a think to myself, and I reckon we could help each other out, you and me.”


“How do you mean?” I replied.


“Do you trust me?” Of course, I trusted him. Up until yesterday, he was probably my only friend in the world. But when someone asked if you trusted them, it was usually because they were about to put that trust to the test.


“I trust you, but I’m not sure how you think we can help each other.”


“Thing is, I’ve got a business down on Barking Road here in Canning Town. It’s not really all that big, so up until now I’ve been doing all the books myself. Ain’t much work, just a couple of nights a week, but I’m ticking on now and most nights I’m just too tired to take care of it. Now, last few years business has been good, so I’m thinking to myself that a bookkeeper is a mighty fine idea. Course, I’m not paying through the nose for it.”


I listened politely until his meaning sank in, and I was floored.


“You want me to do your bookkeeping?”


“Well, now that you mention it, girl, I think that would be a grand idea.”


“But how do you know if I’m any good, and more importantly, how do you know if I’m trustworthy?”


“You’re not much good at interviews, are you, girl?” His question was obviously rhetorical, and before I could say anything else, he continued.


“I’ve known you for over a year. You’re polite, punctual, and smart.” Only Danny could bark out my best qualities like he was reading stats off a baseball card.


“I can check on your work, and as for being trustworthy, you’d have to get up early in the morning to get one over on me. So, what do you say?”


“Thanks for the offer, Danny, but I don’t think I can add another job in with school and the shifts I’m already doing.”


It sure was tempting, though. Most days my feet ached and my back hurt. The chance to get paid to sit at a desk and do something that for me was bread and butter was one I should be snapping Danny’s hand off to take. But Mike had been good to me, and if nothing else, I was loyal.


“I’ve already had a chat with Mike and Rhona, and they’re happy to drop you back to your original two shifts a week if you can finish out weekends until the end of your rota. You can pick up two nights a week with me after school, and I pay forty percent better than Mike for the sort of work you’d be doing.”


I did the math in my head, and with that pay, I could drop down to working four evenings a week on better pay than I was making now. More importantly, I’d have three nights a week off and no more dawn starts. I could have cried with relief. This morning I was stressing over new gloves, and now I felt like doing cartwheels. Danny really was an angel. Then a horrible thought occurred to me, and my face dropped.


“Are you sure the work is there, though? I’d hate to get there and be twiddling my thumbs because you’re just trying to help me out.”


“The only person I ever help, sunshine, is myself. Rhona and Mike need you Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and if you don’t mind, you’ll be working for me Thursdays and Fridays. Now…” He spit on his hand and held it out to me. “Do we have a deal?”


I grimaced at the spitting, but shook hands firmly with the angel of my salvation. I had a new friend and a new job in twenty-four hours. I was, most definitely, on a roll.














Chapter Three


Un-frickin-believable. There was absolutely no way I was going inside. I clutched the piece of paper tightly, on which Danny had written the address of his business, and looked up again at the number above the door in the hopes that I was wrong. I felt so stupid. I, who questioned everything, had never asked Danny what sort of business he ran. Apparently, my streak of fortuity had come to an end. I was standing outside of the heavy oak doors of Driscoll’s Boxing Gym.


A thickset arm reached from behind me to pull open a door by the polished brass handle, and I was jolted forward as the biggest man that I had ever seen caught me with the edge of his gym bag. As he walked inside, oblivious to the knock, he turned to hold the door open for me.


“Well then, darlin’, are you coming or going?”


I said nothing but swallowed hard. He chuckled at my obvious discomfort, winked, and let the door fall shut behind him. I stood staring at the doors like a zombie. The guy was huge and fiercely intimidating, but I hadn’t felt even slightly scared of him. A little overwhelmed, maybe, but not scared.


“Fuck it,” I said aloud, pulled the door open, and walked in with more bravado than I actually felt. I passed slowly though a narrow corridor and up a flight of steps as the sounds of the gym grew louder. On the right was a huge notice board, covered in posters promoting fights, and handwritten notes advertising equipment for sale. Among all the signs was one that read, FRIDAY IS DUES DAY. IF YOU HAVEN’T PAID YOUR DUES, DON’T EMBARRASS YOURSELF BY HAVING TO BE ASKED FOR THEM. That explained why Danny wanted me at the end of every week. If that was when dues were paid, chances were that was when he paid bills and wages, too. Knowing I couldn’t stand in the corridor forever, I approached the gym as unobtrusively as I could. The place was much bigger on the inside than you could ever guess from looking at the street entrance, and it was absolutely packed. At the back of the gym was a full-size boxing ring but all around were stations where fighters were training, some with hanging punch bags and others with speedballs or just pads. Caught like a deer in the headlights, and with a death grip on my shoulder bag, I scanned the room for Danny. One or two of the fighters noticed me and stared inquisitively, but much to my relief, no one stopped training.


My gaze stopped on Cormac O’Connell, and I doubted there was another woman under sixty whose eyes would have drifted any further. I was right about him being tall. Even from this distance, he looked to be at least six-foot-five. His back was to me as he tapped fist to fist against a speedball, and what a view it was from behind. Broad shoulders rippled with definition down to a lean waist. He was too far away to see any detail, but the tattoo that I’d glimpsed beneath his shirt spanned his arm from his elbow all the way to his shoulder and around his upper back. It was as hot as the body it adorned. As though O’Connell could feel my eyes on him, he stopped punching and turned to meet my stare. Just like that, his face lit up with a smile. Not a cocky throwaway grin, but a genuine smile, like he was really pleased to see me. I felt as though he’d caught me gawking and looked away. Thankfully, my savior, and the one who’d gotten me into this predicament in the first place, came to my rescue. Despite my fear that he would, he didn’t shout across the gym at me, but when he spotted me from a door at the back of the room, I had the sense that he wanted to. He stomped my way, and I was amused at the sight of big burly fighters hurrying to move.


“Found us okay, then?” he asked.


“You run a gym?” I squeaked stupidly, stating the obvious.


He motioned for me to follow him as he plowed another path through the fighters.


“I’ve had this gym for over thirty years. Don’t think I could ever work for anyone else. I live, breathe, and sleep this place. Smells like home to me.”


“It smells pretty bad, Danny,” I replied, with another squeak.


“It smells like hard work and pride, sunshine.”


I felt ashamed. I’d been knocking Danny’s livelihood when he’d been kind enough to offer me this job. Not knowing how to dig myself out of this one, I kept quiet.


“Don’t worry about it, girl,” Danny smirked, “you’ll soon get used to it.” He led the way to his office. With one last look over my shoulder at O’Connell’s curious smiling face, I followed him in.


I didn’t know what I expected, but there weren’t many signs that Danny spent a great deal of time here. Facing the door was a large walnut desk, which sat in front of a battered leather swivel chair. A much lower, comfier looking, but equally battered chair, faced it. Danny pointed to the lower chair with a chuckle.


“I make the boys sit there if they have to explain to me why they haven’t paid their dues. Does the gobshites good to sit lower than me while they squirm.”


I think it amused the secret masochist in Danny to watch big guys feel intimidated. Hell, I felt intimidated just being in the same room as him, and I probably weighed more than he did wet, which was saying something, given my stature. A blind, thick with dust, covered the large picture window behind the desk. In the little space left in this tiny room, a filing cabinet and small table, on which sat a coffeemaker, were tucked to one side. The desk housed an older looking computer and a huge stack of papers, so I had no idea where he wanted me to start. I asked him, and he chuckled.


“Start wherever you like. I’ve been told I should computerize my records for the next tax year, but I haven’t got a feckin’ clue how those things work,” he said, banging hard on the monitor.


“One of the boys sorted me out with the computer. Said it should have all the stuff you need. There’s a copy of last year’s return in the cabinet. Most of my receipts for the year are on the desk and entries for dues are in the ledgers, so just see what you can do.”


I sat down with a thump in the office chair and looked around dejectedly.


“Too late to back out on me now, sunshine.”


I frowned at the mess before me, and he looked at me like he knew I was going to bolt at any second. I probably would have, too, if I hadn’t been feeling so guilty about offending him earlier.


“Okay, Danny. I’ll give it a go.”


He nodded at me then jerked his head in the direction of the coffeemaker.


“Help yourself to coffee. I’ll come and see how you’re getting on later.”


With an audible sigh as he closed the door, I dropped my bag under the desk, draped my coat across the back of the chair, and got to work. By the time Danny returned, I’d given the desk a rudimentary dusting and had sorted the mess of paperwork into some semblance of order.


“So, how did you get on?” he inquired.


“Danny, your books are a mess,” I beamed.


“If they’re such a mess, what’s put that grin on your face?” he retorted.


“I had fun making some sense of the chaos, and it’s a lot less stressful than waitressing.”


“Well, so long as I’m getting my money’s worth,” he huffed, but I could tell he was pleased that I hadn’t bolted.


“Tomorrow’s sub collection, so the boys will be by through the evening to drop ’em off. That okay with you?” he asked.


I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being alone, in a tiny office, with some of these guys. But this was part of the job, and Danny was paying me too well to turn my nose up at it. I’d had a great time burying myself in the books, and if any of the boys made me feel uncomfortable, I’d mention it to Danny. That didn’t mean that I wasn’t going to make myself sick between now and then worrying about it, though.


“It’s fine,” I mumbled quickly, before I could talk myself out of it. Nodding curtly, he gestured his thumb toward the door.


“Come on then, sunshine. You’ve overstayed your welcome. You get off home now, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I shut down the computer, making a mental note of what I needed to bring tomorrow, threw on my coat, and slung my bag over my shoulder as I headed out of the door. Although the gym had emptied a little since I’d arrived, I was surprised to see people still training. As dedicated as they were, I hoped they didn’t notice me skulking toward the door.


Outside, the cold crisp air threatened snow, and I breathed deeply before rocking on my heels and contemplating how long it would take me to walk home.


“Hello, sunshine,” a voice spoke softly to me, as warm breath grazed my ear. I jumped and put my hand over my heart, as though that could alleviate the impending cardiac arrest. I turned to see O’Connell behind me. Too late, I realized that I’d instinctively cowered away from him, flinching against a blow that never came. His face dropped, as he understood what I’d done.


“Ah shite, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just trying to be friendly.”


He held up his hands in a gesture of innocence, and I was mortified.


“No, I’m sorry. I’m a little jumpy, that’s all. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be behind me.”


I could feel my cheeks coloring, making the embarrassment worse. In my defense, it was the first time since high school that I’d had anything resembling a conversation with a good-looking guy.


“So, I hear Danny’s got you working the books. You go to school around here?” he inquired.


“Um, I’m studying applied math at UCL,” I offered, reservedly. He whistled as he raised his eyebrows.


“So, does that make you out of my league, then?” he asked. I frowned back in confusion. Even if I hadn’t chosen to live a life that would make a nun seem easy, this man was so far out of my league that we might as well be on different planets. Finally figuring that he must be teasing me, I kept my mouth shut and looked away as my cheeks became even redder.


“Don’t worry, princess,” O’Connell said softly. “I get the message.”


How could this crazy, beautiful man think that I was agreeing with him?


“I’m not really in anyone’s league. I don’t date.”


I adjusted the bag on my shoulder, betraying my nervousness, and looked anywhere but in his eyes. I had good reason for being this way, but it didn’t make me feel any less stupid saying it. I wanted O’Connell, but I was completely out of my depth with him. He didn’t move for a few seconds, so I risked a look at his face only to find him grinning down at me. Not the nice smile that he’d given me when I first walked in, but the cocky grin, signaling to women everywhere that they should get ready to drop their knickers. This time I didn’t bother looking around and just gazed straight at the floor.


“I’m just messing with you. You have to loosen up if we’re gonna be friends.”


“Um, I don’t really do friends, either,” I replied quietly, as I glanced back up at him.


“Well, you do now,” he answered, as though my opinion on the subject was completely irrelevant.


“Don’t look so worried,” he reassured me, “I’m a fierce friend to have in your corner.” He turned toward the gym to grab his bag, and I saw my chance. Bolting past him, I all but ran back to my apartment. Closing the door behind me, I chucked my keys on the table and collapsed onto my bed, throwing my arm over my eyes. I’d had more human interaction in the last couple of days than I’d had in the last six months, and my head hurt. Meeting new people, and talking without fear of reprisal, was hard. I wasn’t a natural conversationalist, and any confidence I might have once had, was gone. As hard as today had been, though, and as much of a fool as I’d made of myself, I’d loved the work. It was pretty much a dream job while I was studying. Once the door to Danny’s office had closed, I’d lost myself in numbers and everything outside of that office ceased to exist. The scariest part was those five minutes with O’Connell. I’d been attracted to boys like Noah when I was younger, but once the abuse started, I was sure that part of me had died. Five minutes with the full force of O’Connell’s charm was all it took to realize that I was wrong. Everything about him, from his heart-stopping gorgeous smile, to a body that I could spend days memorizing with my fingertips, screamed sex. The man was the whole package. But I couldn’t become the sort of girl O’Connell was used to in a week, and I was pretty sure that’s how long it would take for him to realize that I wasn’t worth the effort.


* * *


I squeezed my eyes shut tight and pretended that he’d knocked me out cold. The pain in my side was agonizing, so breathing in and out to make it seem like I was unconscious was excruciating. It felt like he’d broken a rib. I had no idea whether he usually stopped beating me when I passed out, but I was guessing so. Where was the fun without the fear? As always, Mum was my Achilles’ heel. As soon as I came home from school and saw him whaling on her, I intervened. Not that I thought I’d stop him, just deflect the punishment and hope that he didn’t kill us both. She’d never done the same for me, she’d always run and hid when it was my turn, but I had hope. I could feel the sick fuck standing over me, assessing his handiwork. Frank wasn’t the type of guy to beg for forgiveness and plead remorse after a beating. The arsehole took pride in his work. I felt his big sweaty hand squeeze my breast roughly, and I fought my gag reflex to keep pretending. It wouldn’t be long now before the beatings turned to rape. As my body matured, I could sense the change in him. When his tongue licked the path of blood along my cheek, I opened my eyes and sat up with a start.


My cracked ribs, like all my other injuries, had long since healed, but breathing wasn’t so easy anymore. I ran a glass of water to calm myself down and reached for my candle. I’d have to get another one soon because the dreams were becoming much more frequent lately. It was like he could sense that I was beginning to live again, and he was letting me know he still had dominion over me. As long as the sick fuck was still in my head, I’d never really be free.














Chapter Four


“Hey, Em. Are you still rocking the hermit thing or can I park my arse here?”


Nikki, with her weight rested on one hip, held out her food tray and waited for my reply.


“Feel free.” I smiled back. As she sat down and started unloading more food than most rugby players could eat in one sitting, I couldn’t help but ask her about it.


“How come you can eat all that and stay so tiny?” She grinned back at me.


“God has blessed me with a fast metabolism. I can eat pretty much whatever I want without gaining weight. Plus, I have low blood sugar, so if I go more than a few hours without food, I get Incredible Hulk cranky.”


“Hello, baby. I see you saved a seat for me.” A big burly bear of a man dumped his tray down next to Nikki’s and landed a kiss on her head as he reached over to pinch her apple.


“What gave you the impression that I saved a seat for you, arsehat? And are you so hard up for money that you have to come and steal my food?” she retorted, sarcastically.


“Ah,” he teased, “don’t be so mean. You’ll have people thinking you don’t love me anymore.”


I guessed this was banter that they’d shared before, and it was kind of amusing to watch. Nikki seemed to decide that arguing was futile, and with a roll of her eyes, she relinquished her fruit. A couple more trays landed on our table with a clatter that made me jump, and two more bears joined the company of the first. I ate almost all of my meals in solitude. It was strange that today my table had become a Mecca for the rugby team.


“Hi. I’m Albie,” the bear opposite offered with a smile. Its genuine warmth caused me to blush immediately. My inability to control my blushes in any number of situations was as humiliating as it was annoying.


“Um, Emily. Nice to meet you.”


“Sorry, Em, I’m a shit friend. Em, this idiot is Ryan, and his much nicer friends are Albie and Ben.”


The apple thief seemed affronted by the introduction, though Ben and Albie were highly amused. I would like to have known the history between Nikki and Ryan, but we didn’t know each other nearly well enough for me to ask. They started bickering about the introduction when Albie leaned over and whispered to me conspiratorially.


“Ryan knew Nikki back when they were kids. He was always a player, and now she won’t give him a chance.”


“Are you sure she just doesn’t like him that way?” I whispered back.


“Nah,” he retorted, “just look at the two of them. They’re totally into each other. She’s just afraid he’ll play her. He doesn’t have the best history of following up a first date with a second.”


I looked more closely and frowned. They did seem to have chemistry. But with my limited experience, really, what did I know?


“So, how do you know Nikki?” he asked.


“We have applied math together,” I replied quietly. No matter how much of a gentle giant Albie seemed, I still wasn’t all that comfortable with the art of conversation.


“Wow, that’s a serious course. I’m impressed. I’m studying history,” he offered, and I gathered that he was pleased with his own choice.


“What are you hoping to do with that?” I inquired. He laughed between bites of his sub.


“You sound just like my mum and the careers advisor.”


“Sorry,” I blushed. “I’m just never really sure what employment people without vocational degrees want to go into. I didn’t mean to be rude.”


“I know you didn’t. I’m just teasing. Truth is, I’m not really sure either. I like playing rugby, and I enjoy history, so that’s what I decided to study. I’m hoping that a career choice will become clear before I graduate, but in the meantime, I just want to see how the rugby pans out.”


It amazed me that someone could be so nonchalant about their future career. It didn’t mean he was spoiled, but that kind of indifference could only come from someone who’d never gone hungry because they couldn’t find the money for a meal. Once I graduated, I needed to find a decently paid job as soon as I could to get back on my feet. It just went to show how poles apart I was from these people. A few more trays landed as I picked at my meal, but I lost the thread of everyone’s conversations quickly, not having been to any of the parties and not knowing any of the people they were talking about. I was ashamed to say that I started to panic. I understood isolation, but now the void was being filled so quickly, and I felt like I was freaking out. When I’d decided to start making friends, I had no idea that it would happen so quickly. The domino effect of one introduction leading to another left me suddenly immersed in Nikki’s social circle. It was like jumping into the deep end of the pool when you’d planned to wade in slowly. My problem was that, regardless of how I’d landed in the middle, I had no idea how to swim. Figuring that since I’d held up one end of a short conversation without embarrassing myself, now was as good a time as any to cut my losses before I had a total meltdown. Loading up my tray, I made a dipshit excuse to Nikki about needing to speak with one of my tutors. With a wave to my new acquaintances, I left. As I turned to go, I saw Nikki elbow Ryan swiftly in the ribs and mutter, “Well done, arsehole. You’ve scared her away.”


She had no idea how on the money she actually was.


* * *


My second night at the gym wasn’t nearly as traumatic as I’d built it up to be. The first day in a new job had to be the worst, but today I knew exactly where to go and what to do. I was proud of myself that I didn’t so much as hesitate when I pulled open the door to Driscoll’s. It was worth having to deal with a few thousand pounds of sweaty boys to be working with numbers. Somehow, it seemed easier to think of them as boys rather than men, and though all of them were pretty cut, most didn’t look that much older than me. I was relieved that no one really stared as I walked through. With a bit of luck, I’d be part of the furniture after a couple of weeks. Unconsciously, I searched out O’Connell, only to find him dancing around the ring, sparring with another fighter. As soon as I caught sight of him, a shiver ran though me that left me with goose bumps. It amazed me that for someone so big, he could be so light on his feet. He bounced around on the canvas like it was a trampoline, and he was full of limitless energy. As quick as he was, his direction change was so fast it must have been instinctive. Although I didn’t think I could stomach seeing him land a punch or take a hit, I had to admit he was pretty fucking beautiful to watch. Adjusting my backpack before I was caught staring, I made my way to the office. O’Connell had finished his round, and I felt his eyes follow me.


I expected the office to be uncomfortably chilly, but as I walked into the room, I found it was as warm as the gym.


“You’re back then, sunshine,” Danny barked. With a cigarette half burned down and hanging out of his mouth, he shuffled around pouring himself coffee.


“Did you think I’d quit?” I inquired, quietly.


“Well, I had my doubts. You’re a tough little nut, but I didn’t think you’d figured that out yet.”


I chuckled at his positive opinion of my good character and wondered how he could come to that conclusion, given how little he knew about me.


“Well, I’m back now, so before I get spooked again, how about you put me to work and get your money’s worth?”


“Well, well.” He laughed, with a throaty chuckle that gave away a lifetime addiction to tobacco.


“A couple of weeks ago you were afraid of your own shadow, and now you’re giving me cheek. Well, you’d best straighten up that backbone, missy, ’cause the boys will be coming to see you soon to pay their dues. Petty cash box is in the top drawer. They’ll give you their names, and the amount they owe is in the green ledger. You’ll just need to enter the amount they pay. End of the night, you give me the names of those who didn’t pay, and I’ll get to work.”


“You hound the boys for their dues?” I asked, horrified at the thought of my tiny, frail-looking friend confronting mean-looking fighters who were trained to hurt and who looked pumped up enough to do just that. Danny cackled at the look of horror on my face.


“Sunshine, most of these boys had been men long before they walked through my door and don’t you be worrying about me. If any of ’em are stupid enough to miss dues without talking to me ’bout it first, then they get what’s coming to ’em. Besides, this lot are more scared of me than I am of them.”


When I thought about it, it really wasn’t too hard to believe. He terrified me when we first met, and it wasn’t a stretch to see him mouthing off to one of his fighters. Feeling brave, I pointed to the coffee.


“May I have some, please?” I asked. Apparently, this amused Danny because he chuckled again.


“What’s so funny?” I inquired, slightly confused.


“Just getting used to good manners again, Em. Don’t worry about it. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen or used ’em, that’s all.”


He poured me a large cup of coffee and motioned to a heater that hadn’t been there yesterday.


“It was feckin’ freezing in here earlier, so I got the lads to bring a heater in. You keep that going ’til you leave.”


“Thanks, Danny,” I answered, sipping my coffee.


“No thanks needed. You get sick from sitting in a freezing office then you can’t work,” he muttered at me, cigarette still hanging precariously from his mouth.


It was on the tip of my tongue to say that he was all heart, but despite all his whining to the contrary, I truly believed he was. I thought about how nights spent constantly on my feet for minimum wage had been swapped for nights spent in a warm office, with a comfy chair and a cup of good coffee, doing something that I loved. My half smile became a full-blown grin. Danny just rolled his eyes at me with an indecipherable noise. He carried his coffee and shuffled out of the office, shutting the door behind him. Shrugging off my jacket, I hung it on the back of my chair and set to work. Yesterday, the office was Danny’s. Today, I was making it mine. Pre-armed with cleaning products from home, I cleared the desk of papers then scrubbed it until it gleamed. It might have been old, but by the time I finished, the pattern of mug stains, a legacy from yesterday’s dusting, had all but gone. Only those stains literally burned into the wood remained. When the smell of lemon and beeswax finally overpowered the smell of nicotine, I got back to the real work. Booting up the PC took almost as long as cleaning the desk had, but I got there in the end. Pulling up the program I’d set up yesterday, I reached for a stack of invoices and got to work.


Danny, I quickly learned, was used to bookkeeping the old-fashioned way. Neat cursive told the story of his business in a shelf full of green ledgers. When he had attempted to computerize his records—that was when things had gone south. What he had done was horrific, and abandonment was the only way to go. Luckily, he’d invested in a decent software package, so I had a good base to work from. Deciding to computerize everything from the beginning of the financial year, I could then keep things up-to-date while working through the backlog. I worked for half an hour before a hard thump on the office door startled me. If there was ever a time when an unexpected noise didn’t put my heart in my mouth, then I was anxious to get there.


“Come in,” I called though no invitation was necessary. A few more poundings like that and the door was coming through, anyway. The guy who entered was huge and just as built as O’Connell. He was sweating profusely and smelled like he’d been in the gym for days, not hours, but he grinned, completely unaffected, as he strode in.


“So, for once the rumor mill in this shit hole is true. There’s a gorgeous woman in the gym, and Danny’s locked you in here to save you from us.”


Obviously a heavyweight, he was seriously cut in a way that was hard earned, not gym gifted. His blond, buzz cut hair and chocolate eyes contrasted completely with O’Connell’s dark spikes and wolf-like gaze. He lacked O’Connell’s intensity, but the gentle eyes and dopey grin were still charming. Grabbing the comfy chair, he swung it out and sunk into it in a well-rehearsed move. I could easily imagine him spending a lot of time there, being balled out by Danny like a naughty school kid. He leaned back with his hands behind his head, then, thinking better of his manners, held out a hand for me to shake.


“Kieran Doherty. Nice to meet you,” he introduced himself politely.


“I’m Emily,” I practically whispered.


He didn’t make my spine tingle like O’Connell, and he didn’t have that look in his eyes that made me fear him. It didn’t matter if a man was short and thin, or tall and built; some men had a stare that gave away a poison behind it. A poison that made them want to hurt and break what most men would protect and cherish. I’d had a LOT of practice looking at that stare, and all I saw in Kieran’s eyes was laughter. If I wasn’t comfortable, it was because I’d spent so long avoiding any kind of contact, especially with men.


“Well, darlin’, you’re a breath of fresh air around here. Handing over my hard earned cash isn’t so painful when you’re doing the collecting.”


He carried on smiling as he let go of my hand, having given it a solid shake. I guessed that he expected me to make some conversation.


“Um, have you boxed at Danny’s for long?” I inquired, searching for his name in the ledger.
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