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  To my readers, thank you.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Screw playing it safe.




  I stood outside the Dive Bar, hands shaking, heart crashing around inside my chest. Goddamn nerves. Let them do their worst. No way would I scurry back to Seattle and hide. Not now. Beware,

  beautiful hot man from the Internet. I had arrived. Yes, fate in the form of me, and a return-trip plane ticket, had come to Coeur d’Alene, northern Idaho.




  Right. This was it.




  I took a deep breath and fluffed up my hair (shoulder length and brown). My bestie, Val, had applied my makeup several hours earlier and the woman knew her shit. None of it would dare move. I

  smoothed out the creases in my dress (little and black). Shoulders back, boobs out, as per instructions. And okay, sure, my toes were turning into frozen stumps in the stupid sky-high black suede

  heels, and my bare legs and arms were covered in goose bumps. But never mind. Val and the girl in the shop had sworn I looked amazing in this outfit. Definitely doable and about a billion times

  better than normal, care of the push-up bra above and the Spanx below.




  So what if I felt a little like a high-class hooker. Never mind. First impressions were important. And if Val and the salesgirl were right, this particular first impression was the way to

  go—as opposed to my usual boring date attire: boots, jeans, and a blouse. But then, I wasn’t usually gaga about the guy in the way I was about Eric Collins. Those dates were solely

  about scratching an itch.




  Yes, I know. Shock horror. A single woman regularly indulging in casual sex. Absolutely not even a little attachment to the male in the equation. Burn me at the stake and drown me in a river.

  Valerie called me an emotional coward, but I liked my life uncomplicated and largely spent alone at home dressed in pajamas. And relationships? They were one hell of a complication. Yet, here I was

  in northern Idaho hoping to get all sorts of involved and complicated, against my better judgment. The outside world terrified me, but Eric Collins mattered too much to just be relegated to the

  role of some passing Internet fancy. I had to see him, to find out why a week ago he’d up and disappeared on me. Turning up at his birthday party just added a bit of serendipity to the

  event.




  Maybe I’d played with Bridal Barbie once too often when I was young. I don’t know.




  The closed sign hung in the restaurant window, the outside lights were dimmed. Inside, however, things were happening. Muted music and the sound of low chatter carried through the cold night

  air. Lightning crashed in the distance, the breeze picked up. Even the weather was telling me to stop procrastinating.




  Despite the sign, the door was unlocked. Carry-on suitcase bumping along behind me, I ventured inside. No one noticed me at first. A good dozen or so people were hanging out at the long wooden

  bar, drinking and eating. My stomach turned inside out at the scent of delicious pizza. I’d been too nervous to eat anything on the flight or beforehand.




  I gasped. There he was.




  Holy shit, his profile photo hadn’t begun to do him justice. The man put supermodels to shame. He literally glowed, his long dark hair shining beneath the lights, and his pearlescent smile

  even more so. (Not that I didn’t admire and respect him for his mind, because I did. After all, our relationship had so far sat entirely at the platonic level of cyber-messaging. I was

  overdue for seeing a little flesh. So there.)




  All of the tension inside me unwound, my shoulders sagging in relief. The smile on my face, however, just grew bigger and bigger. People said nobody told the actual truth about themselves on the

  Internet. Lying to strangers and sharing cat pictures were basically why the World Wide Web had been invented. And yes, it’d been a huge leap of faith to get on that plane. He could have been

  some five-hundred-pound pervert hoping to get pictures of my tits to whack off to. He could have been married with five wives and forty-three children, hoping I’d be willing to join the

  family and push out some more bambinos.




  But no. The man was everything he’d said he was. I just hoped I lived up to his expectations. The tension inside me wound right back up into a hard ball. I’d told no lies about my

  thunder thighs or my modest bra size. Either he’d like me in real life or not. There was nothing I could do about it now.




  First one person turned, noticing me. Then more followed, until the whole party was hushed, waiting.




  “Hi,” someone said. “I’m sorry but we’ve already closed for the night. This is a private party.”




  “I know,” I answered, circumnavigating the tables, walking toward him. Not taking my eyes off the man for a second. Tears welled, the absolute thrill of the moment threatening to

  undo me. I’d never forget this night as long as I lived. He was so gorgeous, so wonderful. I’d crushed on him hard just through reading his emails, but it was this, us finally being in

  the same damn room together and feeling the connection between us, which sealed the deal.




  Eric Collins was going down. The dude would be wooed so hard it hurt and I, Alexandra Parks, would be doing the wooing.




  Once I got close, I couldn’t hold back any longer. I burst into action, flinging myself at him. And just as I’d known he would, he caught me.




  “Happy birthday, Eric,” I said, my smile trembling from both nerves and joy.




  “Thanks.”




  I laughed. It sounded only slightly hysterical. “I can’t believe I’m really here.”




  Exquisite jade-green eyes stared down at me in shock.




  “So . . . surprise,” I exclaimed.




  “Wow.” A pause. Then, gazing down at me, he licked his perfect lips and said, “Do I know you?”




  Everything stopped.




  “What?” I asked.




  A low, masculine, yet distinctly uncomfortable chuckle. “We’ve met before, huh?”




  “Eric,” I chided.




  He said nothing. Just kept looking at me in confusion. As if I was a total stranger.




  “Is this a joke?” I asked, my whole body stiffening in his hold. “Eric, it’s me. Alex.”




  Nothing.




  Absolutely positively not a fucking thing.




  Everyone was watching, the same bewildered look on all of their faces. Eyebrows raised and hesitant smiles, etc. God. For months I’d played this moment over and over inside my mind. It

  most definitely never turned out like this. Whatever this was.




  I stepped back from my supposed beloved’s arms, doubt trickling through me, first a little, then a lot. Soon it was a whole damn tsunami of disbelief crushing my heart and mind. I was

  drowning, panic slowly but surely closing over my head. This is what came from stepping outside of your comfort zone. Bad things. Deeply shitty soul-crushing things. Why the hell had I ever left

  home?




  “I don’t understand,” I said, voice rising in pitch and volume. “Of course you know me. We’ve been talking for months. E-mailing.”




  Still nothing.




  “We met on Heartingdotcom. Remember?”




  They were still watching me with blank stares. Eric included.




  I glared back at him. “So you’ve just been stringing me along, haven’t told anyone about me, and now you’re just going to deny everything? That’s how you’re

  going to play this? Really?”




  “Or maybe I haven’t told anyone about you because I have no idea who you are,” he countered, looking me up and down. Something close to doubt flitted across his face.

  “Hold up. Are you the chick I doggy-styled in the walk-in closet at that party in Spokane?” His smile somehow managed to be sympathetic, apologetic, and leering all at once.

  “Shit, you are, aren’t you? I’m sorry, I should have known you right away. Maybe if you’d shown me the back of your head.”




  I had nothing.




  “It’s just sometimes it’s hard to remember faces after a big night, you know? And I’d been mixing Flaming Blue Jesuses for them. You know, with the rum, peppermint

  schnapps, and peach liqueur, with the thinnest layer of tequila on top.” He licked his lips. “I really do like those.”




  Slowly, I shook my head. “You didn’t dog-style me in a closet.”




  “No? Are you sure?” he asked. “Can I just see the back of your head for one minute?”




  “We didn’t meet at a party, Eric,” I said through gritted teeth. “Emailing. You and me. Constantly, for months.”




  “Not me.”




  “Yes. You.”




  “Come on, that’s not even realistic.” Eric put his hands on his slim hips. “Everyone in this room knows that’s not me. My attention span just isn’t that

  long.”




  “True,” said someone. Lots of nods from other people. And he might be persuading them, but he wasn’t fooling me.




  “Right,” I shot back. “So I’ve just been, what? Imagining all of this?”




  “Depends.” He smirked. “Did I start constantly emailing you around the time you went off your meds?”




  “Eric,” scolded one woman. Slim, redheaded, and pregnant.




  “You’re Nell.” I gave her a finger wave. “He told me about you, sent me pictures of you all and the Dive Bar.”




  The woman’s eyes widened.




  “He never mentioned you were expecting, though. Congratulations.”




  “Thanks,” she said hesitantly.




  Next I turned to the other redhead in the room. A tall, nicely built guy covered in ink. “And you’re Vaughan, Nell’s brother. You’re a musician. You recently got engaged

  to Lydia there, the lovely blonde at your side. Hi.”




  “Hi.” Lydia’s lips thinned in surprise. “Huh.”




  “If I’m a crazy person, how would I know these things?” I turned back to Eric, my own hands sitting on my own damn hips. “How would I know that you went to school with

  most of these guys? That you only lived a couple of streets away from each other when you were kids?”




  Eric’s mouth opened but nothing came out.




  “Oh my God.” A familiar gorgeous, dark-skinned woman with a head full of corkscrew curls stepped forward. “Are you one of those psychics? Mom’s always watching that shit

  on TV. I never believed before, but . . .”




  “Nah, she’s a stalker,” said Eric. “Got to be. I was bound to pick one up eventually.”




  “I am not a stalker.” Given how tight my fingers were rolled up into fists, however, I might soon very well be accused of assault and battery.




  “Do me,” said the dark-skinned waitress. “Who am I?”




  “You’re Rosie, one of the waitresses here.”




  “Got it in one!” Rosie smiled. “Can you tell me anything about my future?”




  “I’m sorry. I’m really not psychic.”




  “Oh.” Her smile turned upside down. “That sucks.”




  “What’s going on?” asked a deep, booming voice from behind us.




  I spun, staring straight into the startled eyes of a man who could only be described as a blond Bigfoot, a case of beer casually hoisted on one enormous shoulder. His golden mane flowed down

  over his wide shoulders, a beard covering the bottom half of his face. I guess it kept him warm in the winter, but seriously. Who needed that much hair?




  “Hi, bro, welcome to the crazy.” Eric slapped the big man on the back. “You didn’t happen to send me a psychic stripper for my birthday, did you?”




  Dark shocked eyes fixed on me. Joe. It was his brother Joe, of course. The man was just a whole lot bigger in the flesh than I’d ever imagined. Not that I’d spent a lot of time

  imagining him or anything.




  “What?” He shook his bearded head at Eric in confusion. “No. Of course not.”




  “A stripper?” I asked in disbelief. “Seriously?”




  Eric’s gaze went straight to my shoes. “You got to admit, those are some serious heels.”




  He had a point. Still, I highly doubted I looked like the kind of woman who wore pasties at parties on a regular basis. Let alone as if I had any dancing skills or could even attempt to climb a

  pole.




  “All right, enough,” ordered Nell. “I think this poor girl might be the victim of identity theft.”




  I froze.




  “Look, ah . . . obviously something’s up here. Why don’t we take this into the back office?” said Joe. “Somewhere a little more private. We don’t want to

  embarrass her.”




  “I think I’ve pretty much reached peak embarrassment overload,” I said, giving him a forced smile. “But thanks.”




  Strange, the man’s skin, the bits visible, at least, had turned a kind of ashen color. He honestly looked ready to hurl at any moment. That or faint.




  “You okay, man?” asked Vaughan, also noticing.




  “Yeah, yeah. Never better.” It was a wonder the guy’s pants didn’t catch on fire. Even I could tell that one was a blatant lie.




  “So you’ve never met Eric in the flesh before?” Nell asked. “Only online.”




  I nodded. “Yes. We only ever swapped emails.”




  With a pained look, Nell came closer, lowering her voice. “It couldn’t have been Eric. I’m pretty sure he couldn’t even find a computer’s on switch, let alone write

  actual emails on a regular basis. It took him forever just to learn how to spell his own name.”




  Eric screwed up his forehead. “Hey. That’s beside the point.”




  “Shush.” Nell waved a hand at him. “I doubt it was him who set up the account on this dating site at all.”




  “I did set up the account,” said Eric, distinctly unimpressed. “For fuck’s sake, Nell. Stop acting like my half of the baby is going to be dumber than your half.

  It’s not.”




  “Do not call my baby ‘it,’ ” warned Nell, poking him in the chest with a finger.




  And suddenly it was all clear to me. It was all horribly, perfectly clear.




  “That’s your baby?” I asked the sleazoid male standing in front of me. “It is any wonder you’re pretending you don’t know me? God. You asshole. All of those

  things you said to me and meanwhile, you’re playing house with her.”




  “What?” Eric’s “you’re crazy” look tripled. “No. I . . . shit. Joe helped me set up that stupid dating account and then I pretty much forgot about it.

  Didn’t need it. So I told Joe . . .”




  Silence.




  “Joe,” Eric repeated. Then he blinked and turned to his brother.




  Nell too turned to face the big blond guy.




  Joe squirmed under their gaze. He had that look about him as if he wanted an emergency trapdoor beneath him to disappear into.




  “You email her, bro?” asked Eric.




  “Yeah.” And the blond Bigfoot did not look happy about it. “Yeah, I . . . we’ve been talking for a while. We know each other.”




  “No, we don’t.” I frowned at the man who was most definitely not my type. His brother? Yes. But him? Nuh-uh. “I know Eric, not you.”




  Bigfoot sighed.




  I pointed an accusing finger at the beautiful dark-haired man of my dreams. “That’s the guy who was in the profile photo. The one I basically bared my heart to. Not you. I

  don’t know who you are.”




  “Let me explain.” Joe/Bigfoot’s gaze intensified, focused wholly on me. His dark brown eyes were so earnest, as if he could will me to understand this shit storm. “I read

  your message and . . . I don’t know. You seemed like someone—”




  “You could lie to?”




  “No.” He dragged a hand across his face. “Fuck. You were so funny and real and—”




  “Real?” I could only shake my head, taking another step back.




  “Yes. Real. At first I was just helping out my brother. Trying to get him interested in someone nice for a change. Someone who had more to recommend them than the size of their

  breasts.” His gaze dipped to my uplifted, yet still extremely modest, chest and panic flashed across his face. “Not that you’re not—”




  “Don’t even bother.”




  “But then I started to get to know you better and you were someone I could really talk to.” The side-eyes he gave the assembled crowd were purely sheepish. “I guess I was

  lonely. I don’t know.”




  Aw, was the poor asshole embarrassed? My heart bled for him.




  “But it was Eric you’d reached out to, so . . .”




  “So?”




  The man said nothing.




  “Are you actually trying to tell me that your motives were pure? Seriously?” All I could do was shake my head. In wonder or horror, I don’t even know. “I believed in you

  and you were nothing but a lie. All along, just lies.”




  His lips firmed. “That’s not true. I’m your friend.”




  “Bullshit. A friend would never do this.”




  Murmurs circled from the people gathered round. And seriously, whatever this was, fuck it. Fuck Eric, Joe, all of mankind, the Internet, and all of my hopes and dreams. I was running straight

  back to my apartment and staying put. I retreated another step, my butt bumping the back of a chair. It made the most awesome crashing noise as it toppled over, hitting the floor. “Shit.

  Sorry. I, um . . .”




  The faces surrounding me blurred and a rushing noise filled my head. Christ. All those personal, deeply private things I’d told him. How honest I’d been. But I was just one more

  stupid girl dreaming of love and a life that was somehow larger. There was nothing for me here.




  Time to go.




  I turned and made straight for my suitcase. Grabbing the plastic handle, I ran back out the door, the cold night air like a well-earned slap in the face. Out on the sidewalk I tripped in the

  stupid shoes. Then I continued. I walked faster and faster, putting as much distance as possible between me and the whole debacle.




  My case rattled and rolled over the asphalt. From top to toe I felt numb. Nonexistent. The first few drops of rain should have passed right through me instead of soaking into the cotton of my

  borrowed dress.




  “Alex,” a voice yelled from behind me. A male voice. Him.




  It only spurred me onward. No cars or signs of life ahead. The whole world seemed to have emptied out. There was just me, that voice, and the storm.




  God, I’d been so wrong to come here. So damn wrong.




  What the hell had I done?




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  

    

      Heterosexual female age 29.




      Graphic Artist. Works from home.




      Seattle born and bred.




      Enjoys reading romance, watching action, sci-fi, and horror movies, and shows about building renovations.




      No pets unless the squirrel in the tree outside counts. His name is Marty.




      Most prized possession is my laptop. All of my work is on there. Except the backup USB I’ve entrusted to Marty.




      Most proud of establishing and running my own graphic design business.




      In five years’ time I see myself further developing my business, investing in a property, and dabbling in renovating.




      Looking for someone who is employed, artistic, neat and attractive, has a sense of humor.




      Looking for a fun night out with a new friend.




      Sexual compatibility is important.




      Most important value in a relationship is honesty.




      Heterosexual male age 28.




      Restaurateur.




      Northern Idaho born and bred.




      Enjoys movies and music.




      Most prized possession is family and friends.




      Most proud of establishing and running a restaurant/bar business all on my own.




      In five years’ time I see myself settling down with the woman of my dreams to raise a family in a home we’ve helped to build with our own hands.




      Looking for someone who is attractive.




      Looking for someone who is open to developing new friendship starting with a fun night out.




      Sexual compatibility is extremely important.




      Most important value in a relationship is open-mindedness.


    


  




  “Alex!” called a deep male voice.




  I should have known better than to take a chance. Such an idiot. I should have just stuck to crushing on various men on TV. Much safer. As for Valerie encouraging me to buy the plane ticket and

  instilling me with all of that false hope, the chances of her being beaten over the head with a wet fish in the near future were exceptionally high. And those bastards. Those heartless, soulless

  assholes playing me for a fool. Men sucked more than any known creature.




  “Hey, hold up.” Joe’s big hand wrapped around my arm, bringing me to a halt.




  I didn’t even think, just bared my teeth at him.




  “Whoa.” He took a hasty step back, setting me free.




  “Do not touch me,” I said coldly—right as the heavens opened and rain poured down. Awesome. Just awesome.




  “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m sorry.”




  “Go away.” I sucked in a harsh breath. “Joe, Eric, whoever the hell you are, it doesn’t matter. Just leave me alone.”




  Face set, I turned and continued on my way, in whichever direction would take me far from the Dive Bar and those people, as fast as fucking possible.




  “Wait, please,” he said from behind me. “Alex, you have to let me explain. I know I shouldn’t have lied, but Eric was never going to get back to you. I was just going to

  send a note, telling you not to worry about it. But then I liked talking to you.”




  “Good for you.”




  Head down, shoulders drawn in, I trudged on. Strands of wet hair clung to my face, the cold seeping into my bones and making me shiver. I was top heavy on account of the padding in my push-up

  bra absorbing roughly twenty-one ounces of rain on either side. Dolly Parton didn’t have a damn thing on me. And my end-of-season-sale, four-hundred-dollar designer suede shoes were ruined,

  but there wasn’t much I could do about that. The money was already gone from my “hoarding for a dream home” savings account. Yet another reason to hate the guy.




  Shelter was required. Shelter, dry clothes, and a large alcoholic drink, in that exact order. Heavy-assed footsteps splashed along beside me as thunder rolled across the dark and cloudy sky.




  “Look, I’m sorry you feel let down. I know you’re after a pretty boy with all the smooth moves and that’s definitely not me,” he continued. “You’re not

  exactly my type either, for that matter. No offense.”




  Douchecanoe.




  “But I still think you’re great and us being friends, it’s a good thing. We support each other, Alex.”




  I walked faster.




  Sadly, with his long legs, the man had no trouble keeping up. “We can talk to each other about anything without any worries about being judged or gossip getting around. I swear, these last

  few months, you’ve pretty much been the only thing keeping me sane.”




  I trotted along as fast as possible, trying to escape him. It still didn’t work.




  “Fuck. I told you we should put off meeting.”




  I ground to a halt. “Wait, are you actually trying to turn this around on me?”




  “No,” he growled. “What I’m trying to do is make a point.”




  “And what might that be?” I made my mouth a mean line. “Hmm?”




  Water dripped off his beard, soaking into the T-shirt already plastered against his body. I suspected he was carrying off the storm-drenched look better than I was. Bastard. Even by streetlight

  it was obvious he was fit and strong. A big guy. More barrel-chested where his brother was lean. “My point is that we work as friends and that’s worth saving. And also, I get that you

  would not have been interested in talking to me if Eric’s photo hadn’t been attached. Would you?”




  “I guess we’ll never know.”




  “Bullshit.”




  “Fuck you,” I spat straight back at him, stabbing him in the chest with a finger. “You lied to me. Over and over again, you lied. You let me believe you were someone else. Does

  that really say ‘friend’ to you? Blame it on your insecurities, your loneliness, sibling rivalry, whatever. I don’t care. But you made the choice to do that. Not me. You. The

  end.”




  And I meant it. I strode on, leaving him standing there, scowling up a storm. Pun intended.




  Lumbersexuals were clearly the worst. Truth was, I’d never been especially into beards. At best, I’d been indifferent. Now, however, I outright despised them. Horrible hairy frames

  for lying lips and duplicitous tongues, that’s what they were. Loathsome whiskery bastards. Burn them all in a fire.




  “It’s late at night in the middle of a storm,” Captain Obvious bellowed out after me. “Where are you going, Alex?”




  I ignored him and kept walking. Midtown, where the Dive Bar was located, didn’t offer many options. A couple of shops, all currently closed. Coeur d’Alene itself, however, was a

  decent-size place. As soon as I escaped my stalker I’d pull out my cell and call an Uber. Find the nearest hotel or something.




  “Downtown’s another six blocks. You seriously going to walk all that way in the rain?”




  And now I knew I was heading in the right direction.




  “At least let me help you with your suitcase.”




  I gripped the handle of my half-rolling, half-bouncing suitcase harder, and ignored him.




  A steady flow of grumbling punctuated by more than the occasional profanity followed along behind me. It was pretty much just him, me, my rattling suitcase, and the sound of the rain. He had to

  give up and go away eventually. Surely.




  But he didn’t.




  When I at long last trudged up the steps to the Lake Hotel, it was with him still in tow. All the way I’d ignored him. Now he stood, waiting patiently out in the rain, as I entered the

  building. The place was nice. A glowing fire pit with a leather lounge, and big floor-to-ceiling windows looking out into the darkness.




  “Can I help you, ma’am?” A polite young man stood behind the front desk, smile frozen in place.




  “I’d like a room, please,” I said with as much dignity as I could muster. Not easy with me dripping on their tiled floor. Oh, and my legs were splattered with drops of mud. The

  designer suede heels had turned a sad sort of brown from walking through puddles along the side of the road. Lovely. The cold rain had almost frozen me solid and blisters covered what remained of

  my feet. I couldn’t have felt more sorry for myself. “If you have one available?”




  “Of course.” It took a moment longer than it should have for his gaze to move from me to the computer. Fair enough. “I have a Classic or we also have a—”




  “Does it have a hot shower and a mini-bar?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  “Then I’ll take it.”




  He blinked. “Ah. Yes, ma’am. I’ll arrange that for you right now.”




  I almost wept with gratitude. But the boy behind the desk looked weirded out enough by my sodden self already. Ever so subtly I peeked over my shoulder. The street was empty. He was gone.

  Phew.




  I wondered how long it would take for this whole little adventure to turn into some funny story I told people. Except no part of me was amused. Not even a single cell. My Eric, the

  beautiful man from the Internet, didn’t exist. Not really. Because the guy who’d charmed me with long, rambling emails about life and everything was a liar. And everyone knew, you

  couldn’t trust a liar.




  Again I gazed over my shoulder, out into the rain. He was still gone. I’d probably never see him again and that was for the best. It was. Tomorrow I’d go home. Back to the safety of

  my apartment and my neatly organized, uncomplicated life. Eventually I’d forget all the things we’d shared in those emails, the sense of companionship and the excitement of seeing that

  name in my inbox. The way I’d started to shuffle my life around reading his nightly missives. For not the first time tonight, I blinked back tears, ignoring the sting of saltwater in my

  eyes.




  Yep, it would all fade. And I’d be fine.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  

    

      Message received six months ago:




      Alex,




      Saw your profile. Looking at traveling to Seattle for business soon. Would love to take you to dinner if you’re available?—




      Eric




      Message sent:




      Hi Eric,




      Nice to meet you. What dates are you thinking you’ll be in town? I’d be interested in hearing more about your restaurant. Are you seriously considering

      working on your own house? I’ve got grand schemes to update my one-bedroom apartment sometime. But a whole house . . . wow.




      Alex


    


  




  “You’re kidding,” cried Val, her outrage coming through on my mobile as a tinny squawk.




  “Nope.” The elevator doors slid back and I stepped out into the hotel lobby. The bright morning sun glaring through the hotel’s windows mocked my crap mood. “Wish I

  was.”




  “Lying fucking asshole.”




  “You said it.” I stopped to blow my nose. The sound was anything but pretty. Yes, care of the delightful walk in the rain last night, I’d woken up with a raging head cold. Sore

  throat, red and runny nose, and pounding head. It basically felt like someone had hung me upside down and filled my nasal passages with quick-dry cement. Just when you thought things couldn’t

  get better.




  “God, you sound horrible,” she said. “To think, he friend-zoned you before you’d ever even met. I’d had such high hopes for him.”




  “You and me both.” I sighed.




  “And I encouraged you.” A pause. “Shouldn’t you be pointing out that deep down you were right and I was wrong? You should probably also be lecturing me about your

  uncomplicated-life theory.”




  “Meh. You’ve heard it all before and I don’t have the energy.”




  “Aw, you poor thing. If you can’t even manage an ‘I told you so,’ then you really are feeling sucky.” She huffed out a breath.




  Valerie and I’d had each other’s back since the same group of bullies had targeted us in eighth grade. I’d always been mousy, clutzy, and generally clueless. An easy target for

  the cool kids wanting to establish their supremacy in the school hallways. Back then, Valerie had been Vincent, and he’d never fitted in either. We’d nursed each other through all

  manner of insults, broken hearts, and then a sex change. So I guess it fell under her job description to get up in arms on my behalf now. But I, on the other hand, was done. Mostly dead and

  emotionally spent. Every last fuck I had to give had fled during the night, never to be heard from again.




  “I’m coming out there,” she announced, voice firm.




  I scrunched up my face. “Why on earth would you come out here? Hopefully, I’ll be on a plane home this afternoon. Tonight at the latest.”




  “Doesn’t matter. This Joe-Eric-jerkoff needs his ass kicked. I’m coming.”




  “You’re not coming.”




  “I’m coming and I’m wearing my fiercest pointy-toed stilettos,” she said. “You haven’t seen these ones, they’re new. Leopard print. That boy’s ass

  is grass.”




  “Oh, that reminds me. The heels got trashed.”




  She gasped. “Not the half-price YSL!”




  “Yep. I told you I couldn’t be trusted with designer.”




  “But those shoes looked so good on you. That settles it. I’m definitely coming out there to hurt him.”




  I took a deep breath. Through my mouth, not my nose. My nose just wasn’t an option.




  “God, you sound like shit,” said Val.




  I grunted and blew my nose. A mucus factory, that was me.




  “Yuck. That’s disgusting. Seriously, I’m not sure you should fly in that condition,” she said, voice concerned.




  “I’ll be fine.” I shoved my wad of tissues back into my jeans pocket. “I just need coffee.”




  Even from behind my sunglasses the early morning light dazzled. I stepped out of the hotel and paused, giving my eyes a chance to adjust. Downtown Coeur d’Alene was quiet first thing in

  the morning, with the odd car cruising by, and a couple of signs advertising cafés sat out on the sidewalk farther up the street. All of the assorted fancy-clothes and gift-shop-type places

  were still closed. The cool air tickled dangerously at my nose and throat. Stupid cold.




  A heavy sigh from Val. “Are you sure I can’t come out there and commit violence in your name?”




  “I appreciate the thought.”




  “There’s lots of woods in that area. I promise they’d never find the body.”




  “Be rational,” I said. “You know you hate nature.”




  “You never let me have any fun.”




  “I know, I’m the worst.”




  “Call me if you change your mind,” she said. “I’ll be here . . . sharpening my shoes.”




  “Thanks.” I laughed softly. It was the only semblance of mirth I could manage. “Later.”




  Coffee. Right.




  I could do this.




  A beat-up silver Bronco sat at the curb. The thing was basically a monster truck—probably normal around these parts. Getting up hills in heavy snow would take some work. Though it

  wasn’t the truck that caught my attention. Nope, it was the ridiculous tangled mass of blond hair and beard pressed against the side window that made me stop in my tracks.




  Damn. It couldn’t be. I stepped closer. “Eri . . . Joe?”




  Sleeping Beauty slept on.




  Don’t tap the glass. Let sleeping stalkers lie. Don’t tap the glass.




  And yet . . . ever so politely, I tapped on the glass.




  “Huh?” A groan accompanied the batting of eyelids and much squinting. “Yeah, yeah. I’m awake.”




  Slowly, the window rolled down.




  “Hey,” he said, voice still thick with sleep. “Morning.”




  We just kind of stared at each other, perplexed.




  “You slept in your car?” I asked.




  A shrug. “Didn’t want you to leave before we had a chance to talk.”




  I turned away, crossed my arms.




  “Look, Alex . . . can we talk?” The car door cracked open and I took one giant step back as he stood tall on the sidewalk. He looked beyond rumpled, fitting, given the circumstances.

  Before beginning his vigil, he’d obviously changed out of last night’s wet clothes. Long legs were encased in another worn pair of blue jeans, and a faded gray hoodie covered his upper

  half. The width of his mighty shoulders was stretching the material a little. Equally large feet, or at least seriously large sneakers, completed the outfit. I wondered, did guys ever buy oversize

  shoes to try and benefit from the feet-to-penis-size belief? Was there a market for that? And I was standing there staring at the man’s crotch in a total daze.




  My gaze darted to his face, cracked wide yet again on a yawn. Thank goodness he hadn’t caught me. That would have been bad. I really needed to get my sick wandering thoughts under

  control.




  “Please?” he asked, eyes all intense.




  “I’m pretty sure we covered everything last night.”




  For a moment he hung his head, then he looked me straight in the eye. “I’m pretty sure we didn’t. Please. Let me buy you breakfast. You need food, right? Coffee?”




  Sleeping in his car definitely showed commitment. Plus, I did need coffee. “Okay.”




  He smiled. It wasn’t a full-out grin, more a cautious curving of the lips. “Great. Thanks.”




  I nodded.




  “There’s a good place just down here,” he said, stuffing his hands in his jeans pocket and giving me side-eyes as we started walking.




  Man, this cold sucked. I pulled out my wad of tissues and blew my nose for the umpteenth time this morning. Gah. Already, I could feel my poor nostrils chafing. Aloe vera Kleenex was urgently

  required, along with more aspirin. “Is there a pharmacy nearby?”




  “About a five-minute drive. You sick?” He gave me a dubious once-over. “You’re not looking so hot, but I didn’t want to get in any more trouble by saying

  something.”




  “Wise.”




  The man held his silence.




  “I must have caught a chill last night from walking in the rain.”




  He winced. “Ah, shit. I’m sorry.”




  I shrugged.




  “Be happy to take you to the pharmacy or wherever you want to go.”




  “That’s okay,” I said, ambling alongside him. Walking any faster would have required energy. “I can go in the Uber on the way to the airport.”




  No reply.




  Halfway up the next block he stopped outside a café, holding open the door. “Here we are.”




  The place seemed nice. Bright green walls covered in community notices. Only a few of the shiny old diner-style aluminum tables were taken this early in the day. He pulled out a chair for me by

  the window and I sat, mumbling my thanks. Breakfast was going to be awkward as all hell. Maybe I’d just caffeinate and run. Hit the road to Spokane. Sure, I’d be loitering around the

  airport for hours and hours, but even that had to beat rehashing my oh-so-recent embarrassing past with this guy.




  What I really wanted to do was swan-dive into a big soft bed and sleep for about a week. Too bad that wasn’t an option.




  Opposite me, Joe sat forward in his seat, arms braced on the table. I’d returned to my usual attire, skinny jeans and boots (there were only two pairs of socks and about a hundred

  Band-Aids covering my poor blistered feet) and a black bulky, comfy sweater. No makeup or hairstyling, that’s for sure. If the man was surprised by the lack of last night’s glamour, it

  didn’t show.




  With all the body-shaping underwear, lip gloss, heels, and tiny dress, you could almost say I’d been fibbing about who I was. His lie, however, left my Spanx and push-up bra way

  behind.




  We both stayed silent, watching each other warily.




  A cute, perky waitress appeared, smile stretched wide at the sight of Joe. A curious gaze looked me over, then dismissed me. I swear, it took the woman no more than a nanosecond to decide I

  wasn’t any competition for my disheveled, hirsute, tattooed companion. Little did she know I’d always thought Jean Grey in X-Men got it right, Cyclops was a way better bet than

  Wolverine. All of that testosterone and bad attitude mixed with a scruffy face and general give no shits about his appearance was not so wonderful. In all honesty, I’d take cool, calm, and

  well kept over anger management and body hair issues any day of the week. Joe was all hers. She turned slightly and hitched her hip, subtly blocking me out of the conversation.




  Oh yeah, I’d be leaving her a real big tip. Something along the lines of “fuck off.”




  “Hey,” purred the waitress. “Good to see you, Joe.”




  “Hi, Jess.”




  “The usual?”




  Joe turned to me, apparently unaware he was being oh so obviously hit on. Interesting, his eyes were hazel in the sun, chocolate brown flecked with amber. Last night they’d seemed dark and

  furtive, brimming over with secrets and lies, but this morning, he was just a guy. Funnily enough, one I thought I’d known, though it turned out I hadn’t had a clue. Or maybe it was the

  other way around. I thought I hadn’t known much about him, but actually in a strange sort of way I did—which only complicated things further.




  “They do great coffee and fresh juices here,” he said. “Excellent pancakes. Sound good?”




  “Sure.”




  Again, a small, safe smile, then he ordered for both of us. I did my best to tune out Joe and the waitress. Proving she had all the moves, however, cute, perky waitress then placed a hand on the

  table and leaned forward, giving the man a clear view down her shirt. All right, so I might have had a bit of breast envy on account of my minimal mammaries. And yeah, care of recent events and my

  head cold, my mood registered right around crap level. But if she was the universe’s way of messing with me, in an effort to pass along the message that Joe was in fact attractive, well . . .

  duh. I already knew that. Beards and bulk were on many a woman’s wish list. They just hadn’t been on mine. Could be I’d watched Keanu Reeves in The Matrix one too many

  times. That slick dark hair and cool outfits. Rawr.




  “Are you sure I can’t get you anything else, Joe?” she asked, sucking on the end of her pen in a manner that would have made a porn star feel mildly uncomfortable.




  “No, I think we’re good.” Joe looked my way. “Alex?”




  “All good over here.”




  “Thanks, Jess.”




  “Tell Eric I said hi,” said the waitress.




  Joe gave her a friendly smile. “Will do.”




  With a wiggle of the fingers, cute waitress sashayed her tiny little butt back off inside. Yes, fine. I’m a little sensitive about the size of my ass too. In all honestly, my issues are

  many.




  “Friendly girl,” I muttered, hunkering down in my black wool coat.




  Joe said nothing.




  “Hypothetical question,” I said, my chin inching up a bit. “A waiter hits on the woman you’re with, what do you do?”




  He blinked. “There a reason for this question?”




  “Just curious.” I shook my head. “Never mind.”




  It’s not like it mattered, because after this unfortunate breakfast we’d probably never cross paths again. So the waitress had rubbed me the wrong way. Such was life. Let it go. Move

  forward. Blah blah blah.




  He cleared his throat. “If a waiter hits on the girl I’m with, I do nothing.”




  “Nothing?”




  “Not unless it’s upsetting her.”
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