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			CHAPTER 1
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			No sound was quite as satisfying as the little bell hanging above the front door of the shop. Emma Green looked up from the book she was reading, marking the page in the crisp-spined hardcover with a fingertip as she looked for the new customer. The young woman paused right inside the door, blinking to adjust to the dimmer light after the bright outdoor sun, scanning the quiet bookstore. Her gaze landed on Emma, leaning on the glass countertop and smiling in welcome, finger still marking her page. The girl’s answering smile was too quick, all thin lips and anxious eyes, the “please don’t notice me” evident in her drawn posture. She was in her early twenties, probably attending one of the local Boston universities near the shop. Emma recognized the look well, her anxiety all too familiar.

			“Let me know if I can help you find anything.”

			The girl’s nod was nearly imperceptible. She lingered near the day planners at the front of the store for a while, long fingers worrying the edge of her infinity scarf. She had a wan, studious look, the kind of student who could spend hours in a bookstore. Emma opened her book and found the line where she’d left off.

			When she looked up again, the girl had wandered past the counter and was staring with great focus at a bookcase of home repair books. What she really kept glancing at, though, was the “Relationships and Sex” section one bookcase over. Putting that bookcase within eyesight of the register was one of the first things Emma had learned in designing the store layout. Initially she had preferred to give people privacy to browse, but after pulling the third pair of panties out from the shelves, she’d moved it up front. Some people had no class. Unfortunately, it caused a fair amount of anxiety for customers like this one.

			To ease the young woman’s mind, Emma made a show of flipping the pages of her book, even turning slightly away on her stool. As if she cared where this girl browsed, so long as she didn’t slip her panties in between the books. Hopefully she’d actually buy something, or several somethings, and maybe she’d come back with a dozen friends who would all buy five books each, and Emma would be able to pay the heating bill. Sighing, she held her novel splayed open on the counter with one hand while she took a sip of coffee from the mug next to her.

			Emma became so caught up in pretending to be absorbed in her book that she actually did become absorbed in her book, somehow missing the sound of the bell over her door.

			“Hey.”

			The voice right in front of Emma made her jump, her flailing hands knocking her coffee mug forward on the counter. The man jumped backward but wasn’t fast enough, coffee splashing up onto his shirt and pants.

			“Shit!” Leaping to her feet, Emma jerked the book out of the way of the spreading puddle. “Oh, shit, Ian, I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear you come in.”

			“Yeah, I figured.” Ian Cooper stared down at himself. The stain went down one side of his blue button-down and onto his pants. “Well, at least the pants are brown.” She could hear the wry amusement in his voice, and she relaxed. At least it wasn’t a stranger. She and Ian had never developed more than a casual acquaintanceship during the misery of Catholic high school, but now he was a frequent customer, and they had the kind of superficial ease common to people who saw each other frequently but spent little time together.

			He looked around at the counter and behind him, then back down at himself. “Do you have a bathroom in the back or something? I know I’m not an employee, but maybe you could make an exception since you assaulted me?”

			“It was an accident.” Emma led him past the girl, who was now sitting in the “Relationships and Sex” section, an erotica anthology open on her lap. Emma slid open the curtain to the back room and gestured to a door in the corner while she gathered up some paper towels for the front counter. “Take your time.”

			While she mopped up the spill, the only customer got back to her feet with the anthology and a copy of Sex Matters for Women. The girl’s posture had relaxed quite a bit in the interim; apparently watching the shop owner dump hot coffee on a customer was a good cure for social anxiety. “Is he okay?” She set her two books down on the counter in the spot Emma had just cleaned.

			“Oh, yeah. Probably. I know him, though.” Emma tossed the wet paper towels in the counter and picked up her mug, which fortunately hadn’t fallen off the counter. It was one of her favorites, a white Etsy ceramic mug with black script that said “Prufrock Is My Homeboy,” referencing her favorite T. S. Eliot poem. She set it aside and began scanning the books.

			The girl looked off toward the back room, tucking a few strands of blond hair back under her loose knitted cap. “He your boyfriend?”

			“What? Oh, no. Ian? No. He’s just a friend.” Even “friend” was generous: He was someone who bought books on a regular basis.

			“Oh. He’s kinda cute.” The girl looked Emma up and down as if seeing how she measured up to Ian. Emma flushed, conscious of how her sweater didn’t disguise all her excess softness, the curves of her body and generous hips that were impossible to hide without wearing two sizes too big all the time. Another reminder that, despite their both having been a little socially awkward in high school, she wasn’t exactly in Ian’s league. Or anyone’s league, probably. Books and business, she could handle. Dating? Not in her wheelhouse.

			“That’ll be twenty-nine seventy-five.” Emma managed to keep her own sudden discomfort out of her voice. This conversation could not end soon enough. She might have broken some customer service records with her speed in running the debit card and finalizing the transaction. Her farewell “Come back and see us again!” was friendly enough after years of working retail, but she wasn’t sad to see the store empty again.

			Except for what that meant to her heating bill, of course.

			Ian emerged from the back room a minute or two later, shirt damp but a bit less brown, dabbing at the fabric with a hand towel. “Wish you had one of those air dryers.”

			“They’re unsanitary.” Emma winced as she studied his shirt. “Sorry about that again, Ian. Do you have a jacket or anything?”

			“I left it back at the office. It looked sunny enough.” He pushed his square-framed glasses back up his nose, a gesture so familiar that Emma expected it every time. “Isn’t March supposed to be going out like a lamb or something?”

			“Or something.” Emma peered out the glass door. “There’s still snow out there. So what’s up? I haven’t seen you since . . . I don’t know, a few weeks, maybe?”

			“It hasn’t been that long, has it?” Ian rubbed his smooth chin. “Huh, maybe you’re right. Anyway, I came in for something to read on the plane. Doesn’t Malcolm Gladwell have something new out?”

			“Yeah, I’ve got it up here on display.” Emma took the glossy red hardcover from the feature table up front and handed it over. “Where’re you headed?”

			“Ohio. Only for the weekend.” He flipped the book over to read the reviews on the back. “Have you heard anything about this?”

			“I read it last week. I liked it.” Emma shrugged. “You’re going away for business? It’s weird that they’d send you now. Isn’t it, like, prime tax season? I thought that was ‘all hands on deck’ for accountants.”

			“No, not for business. Just for fun.” He thumbed through the book, stopping to skim a few chapter headings, his lips pursed in thought.

			“Nobody goes to Ohio for fun.”

			Ian looked up, a half smile on his face. “People go to Ohio. I’m going to Ohio.”

			“No accounting for taste.” Emma returned his smile. Casual conversation was easy when there was no relationship pressure, nobody’s expectations to try to fail to meet.

			Ian tossed the book down on the counter and grabbed the one she’d been reading. “Speaking of no accounting for taste—I didn’t even know they made romance novels in hardcover. Must be fancy.”

			Emma grabbed it back, feeling herself flush. “I try to keep up on all the bestsellers. It’s my job.”

			“Sure, sure.” He took off his glasses and looked at them, frowning. “Look, there’s coffee spots on here.” He began cleaning them with the dry, coffee-free side of his shirt.

			Emma rang up Ian’s book and bagged it. “Twenty-eight fifty.”

			“What a rip-off,” he said, but his smile indicated that he was teasing. While Emma scanned his debit card, she could feel him watching her. Not in a creepy way, or even in a sexual way, just . . . watching. She wished he were looking somewhere else. His forehead was creased in thought as she slipped the receipt into his bag and handed him back his card. “Emma, what do you use that back room for?”

			Emma raised her eyebrows. “Storage?” Wasn’t that obvious?

			“It’s big. You’re barely using any of it. You should have events back there or something. It’s a really nice space.”

			Emma looked over toward the back room in reflex. It was all right: hardwood floors, exactly like in the main shop, decent lighting, but nothing special. There weren’t even any windows. “I never thought about it.”

			Ian raised one shoulder in a shrug. “Something to think about.”

			“Have fun in Ohio,” she called after him. “If that’s possible.”

			His laugh seemed to fill the space even after he was gone.
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			When Ian got back to the office, he took the last fifteen minutes of his lunch break to thumb through the Malcolm Gladwell book. He probably could have gotten it cheaper on his iPad, but then he wouldn’t have a reason to stop by Emma’s shop. Of course, his visits didn’t usually involve having hot coffee spilled on him.

			His phone beeped, the reminder he’d set earlier to check in online for his flight. As he printed out his boarding passes and conference paperwork, he imagined Emma’s reaction to the real reason for his trip to Ohio. Sweet, straitlaced Emma would probably fall over if he told her he was leading rope bondage workshops at a kink conference. It wasn’t something people expected of him: As an accountant, he was supposed to fit the stereotype of an accountant.

			Ian pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. Well, he was geeky enough for some of those stereotypes, but his interests in kink skewed those perceptions quite a bit. The women usually interested in him weren’t the kind to get on board with rope bondage. And Emma? He’d even thought about asking her out a few times, but the thought of broaching that subject with her was enough to keep him quiet. Plus, she’d never responded to his casual flirtations and seemed content that they remain friends. She’d never found out about the secret crush he’d harbored for her in high school, and in the intervening years, he’d set those feelings aside.

			Coming out of his reverie, Ian tucked the paperwork into a folder inside his briefcase and scanned his calendar. After the kink workshop, he’d be hung up for the next couple of weeks during the height of tax season. He wasn’t going to host any workshops until after the fifteenth, but if he hoped to have a beginners’ class at the end of April, he should probably book the room now. Checking the clock, he realized he had ten minutes left in his lunch hour. He called the hotel where he usually held his workshops, dialing the extension for the event sales coordinator.

			“Hey, Linh. It’s Ian Cooper.”

			Linh’s familiar lilting voice answered him. “Mr. Cooper, it’s good to hear from you. What can I help you with?”

			 “I’d like to book my usual room for the end of next month. What dates do you have available?”

			There was a pause, then some clicking sounds as Linh searched through the inventory. “We have open availability every weekend except the seventeenth. I should let you know that there has been a rate increase since the last time you booked.”

			It was certainly any business’s prerogative to raise rates for inflation. “What’s the new rate?”

			Linh quoted a price and Ian almost dropped the phone. “That’s almost double. What happened?”

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Cooper, but it’s beyond our control. Corporate changes.”

			Ian did some quick mental math. That would cut in to his profits significantly. “I’m going to have to get back to you, Linh. That’s a significant increase.”

			Her voice sounded polite and apologetic. “I’m sorry, Mr. Cooper. Can I help you with anything else today?”

			“No, that will be all. Thank you.”

			Ian checked the clock. He didn’t have time to pursue this any further now. Surely he could find another meeting space in the area when he got back from Ohio, and in the meantime, he had a client meeting to attend.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			When two customers swept in at a quarter to five, Emma recognized one familiar face. Alina Yu was one of the few people Emma knew who looked good in skinny jeans; with her low-cut snug sweater and perfectly coiffed sleek black hair, she was a veritable fashion plate.

			“Emma!” She smiled without showing her teeth—which always made Emma feel self-conscious about her naturally wide, toothy grin—and pulled Emma in for a kiss on the cheek. She liked doing that sort of thing.

			“Hi.” Emma tried to smile without teeth as well, though it probably looked like a grimace. “Who’s your friend?” She extended her hand to the tall woman beside Alina.

			“This is Gert.” Alina gestured between them. “Gert, this is my dearest friend, Emma, from Theta Theta Phi.”

			Gert was about their age and seemed to have attended the Alina Yu School of Looking Fabulous. She wore a black pencil skirt with a perfectly tailored yellow blouse and jacket, the color striking against her dark skin. Her hair was close-cropped and elegant, the style managing to make her look seductive rather than austere. How was that possible? Although with Emma’s curves, she thought, she couldn’t look austere even if she wore a full nun’s habit.

			“It’s so nice to meet you, Emma.” Gert smiled broadly, teeth white and perfectly straight. “Alina’s told me so much about you. Did you really buy this bookstore all by yourself?”

			“Right after getting my MBA. It’s been two years now.” While Prologue wasn’t a rousing success, she had managed to keep it open, a notable feat when so many small bookstores were closing under the crush of online retailers and bookstore super-giants. Thank goodness the previous owner had the sense to specialize, recognizing the direction of the industry and investing in as many small presses and independent labels as the Big Six Publishers, until Prologue became known as the place to get books you couldn’t find anywhere else.

			“Emma owns the whole building, actually, including the shop space next door.” Alina looked over at the wall dividing the two stores.

			“Oh, the empty one?” Gert looked at the wall as well, as if she could see into the empty space beyond that was costing Emma a ridiculous mortgage each month. “Do you have a new tenant moving in?”

			“Not yet, but here’s hoping.” Emma’s smile felt tight, and she had to struggle to keep from glancing up at the ceiling. The bills were sitting on her kitchen table upstairs, and sometimes it felt like the weight of them would bring the tiled floor down on her head.

			Alina seemed unwilling to let it go. “Emma lives upstairs in the cutest apartment.”

			“That’s certainly convenient.” Gert looked around. “Your little shop is just adorable. And Prologue? That name is precious.”

			Was she being condescending or supportive? Emma wasn’t sure. She wasn’t going to let anyone badmouth her shop, not even a friend of Alina’s, but in this case it was probably good to assume best intent. “Thank you.”

			“She’s going to be up for Best of Boston this year, I know it.” Alina nodded and smiled her lips-only smile again.

			“So how do you and Gert know each other?” Emma stayed behind the counter, appreciating the security of a barrier between them. She tugged at the hem of her baggy sweater, but no matter how she moved it, she knew the garment hung off of her curves like a sack.

			“Gert and I met at a trade show a few years ago,” Alina said enthusiastically. “Now there’s an opening for a graphic designer at the firm, and I had to call Gert. She interviewed this morning for the job, and keep your fingers crossed, but she just might get it!” She crossed both sets of fingers and smiled again.

			“We’ll see.” Gert crossed her own fingers and returned Alina’s smile. “I won’t know for a few weeks, I think. They said they had a lot of interviews yet to go.”

			“Are you staying in town long, Gert?” Something caught Emma’s eye on the counter—oh, damn, her romance novel. She moved it from the front counter to the back, not wanting them to see it, trying to make the gesture as casual as possible.

			“I’m driving right back out this afternoon.”

			“And I’m going to miss her terribly.” Alina squeezed her friend’s hand. “Anyway, Emma, I’m having dinner with Margot tonight at seven. Do you want to come?”

			Emma looked at the clock, then considered her evening. She couldn’t help feeling a flush of pleasure that she’d been invited, as she felt every time Alina invited her out, but the timing would be tight. “I don’t close up until eight.”

			“So join us for drinks afterward. We’re going to the Tunnel Bar. Text me when you’re done.” She turned to Gert. “Oh, Gert, you should get an audiobook for the drive home.”

			Gert ended up buying the new Margaret Atwood audiobook before sweeping out with Alina amid hugs and cheek kisses. After they left, Emma stared at the door, her romance novel forgotten, feeling a combination of flattered and anxious about the evening ahead.
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			The Tunnel Bar was one of the hottest spots in Boston on the weekends, but on a Wednesday night at nine, it was just another bar. Emma stood in the doorway and peered into the dimly lit interior. The bar had retained some of its original character when it was converted from an old train tunnel: the tiled ceiling curved overhead, and the walls beneath were a deep, dark cherrywood. The rest of the bar was pure luxury. Instead of regular tables and booths, high-backed leather and velvet chairs were set up in pods of four around small, sleek round tables. It was atmospheric, rather dark, and it probably would have been smoky if Boston hadn’t outlawed smoking in bars years ago. Even though Emma liked the atmospheric ambiance of the Tunnel Bar, the layout made it pretty damn difficult to find anyone.

			Finally, she spotted Alina and Margot. Or, rather, she spotted Margot’s wild mane of red hair. She headed toward the far end of the room to join them.

			“Hi.” Emma stood over the pair and measured her appearance against theirs. Alina had changed into slim black pants and a long, glittery top. Margot wore a low-necked blouse and a pair of dark jeans with some wedge heels, her toes exposed, which was frankly ridiculous with snow still on the ground.

			“You made it!” Margot beckoned her to an empty chair across from them. “Alina said you’d be joining us.”

			“Just closed up.” Emma was glad she’d changed first, even though her black sweaterdress wasn’t anywhere near as beautiful as their clothing. It was also snugger than she’d like it to be, the curves of her stomach probably visible, and no matter what she did with the neckline, she couldn’t hide her cleavage. At least she’d managed to tame her wild brown curls into a relatively neat curtain around her shoulders.

			“So, tell me more about your weekend with Aaron.” Margot leaned in toward Alina and finished her Cosmopolitan.

			Before Alina could elaborate, the waitress appeared to take drink orders. Emma ordered a gin and tonic, and Alina and Margot asked for refills. To judge from the warm smiles—Alina was even showing teeth—they had already finished more than one round before she arrived.

			“I don’t know how you drink that stuff.” Alina wrinkled her nose when the waitress left.

			“What, gin and tonic?” Emma looked down at her hands. “It’s bitter. I like that.”

			“I like them sweet.” Margot looked mournfully into her empty glass. “Like my men.”

			Alina laughed. “No men are sweet. The trick is to get a rich one, so that when they eventually screw you over, you’ll at least be better off.” She lifted her empty glass in a toast. “Aaron’s a partner in a law firm. Irwin and Martinelli? Or something. I don’t know. I know he’s the Martinelli.” She leaned forward, showing her earlobes, where a pair of diamond earrings sparkled. “He bought me these. It completely makes up for the fact that he has the tiniest dick I’ve ever seen.”

			Margot burst out in full-throated guffaws that had Emma feeling a bit uncomfortable in her current state of sobriety.

			“What about you, Emma?” Alina shifted in her chair, crossing her legs at the knee. “You seeing anyone?”

			Oh, damn, the attention was back on her. “No, not in a while. Work’s keeping me busy.” It wasn’t a total lie; work did keep her busy, but not too busy to date. It was a good excuse, though; it always worked when her mother called to set Emma up with “this nice fat boy I just met who’d be perfect for you.”

			“Now, that’s a shame. You have such a pretty face.” Margot shook her head. Emma forced a smile, knowing that “you have such a pretty face” was what people said when they didn’t feel comfortable complimenting someone’s body. “You’re so smart, too. And you own your own business. You should be able to get yourself a man. Or at least a fuck. Do you want someone to fuck, Emma? We can find somebody.”

			“No, thank you. I’m . . . I’m fine.” Emma looked around the corner of her chair, wishing the waitress would hurry back with the drinks. Margot had always gotten overly direct when drinking, even back in their sorority days.

			“Leave the girl alone, Margot. You’re making her uncomfortable.” Alina leaned across the table between them and patted Emma’s thigh too hard. “It’s all right, Emma. But we can find you someone if you want. You should be dating more. It’s networking for women, right? You laugh at their jokes, make some social connections, maybe get laid. Win-win. It’s not like anyone’s expecting love and romance, not in this day and age.” She winked, the wink held a bit too long. Emma squirmed, not liking the direction of their conversation, but was saved by the arrival of their drinks.

			“Speaking of networking.” Margot took a long swig of her fresh Cosmo and set the drink down on the table with an unsteady hand. “Are you going to win the Best of Boston this year?”

			Emma felt a flush of pride that Margot had remembered. If only their time together would focus solely on her professional accomplishments instead of whom she was—well, wasn’t—sleeping with. “I hope so. I was nominated last year but didn’t place. Maybe this is my year. The press would be good. I could . . . I could use the press.” What she really needed was a paying tenant next door, but an upswing in sales could make up some of the difference.

			Margot took another sip. “Well, I think you should get it this year. Your little shop is so cute.”

			Emma knew it was intended as a compliment, but she bristled a bit. She didn’t want her shop to be cute. She wanted it to be well stocked, enticing, warm . . . but not cute. Of course, Margot wouldn’t appreciate that. Margot was a larger-than-life kind of person. She was almost six feet tall, with giant hair, large mannerisms, and an incredible appetite for alcohol and food, but with the kind of speedy metabolism that would have made Emma want to shank a bitch back in high school. Margot was effortlessly ebullient, and anything less than laser fireworks would always be “cute” to her. Emma took a deep breath and searched for her inner Zen. “Thanks. So, Margot, what’s new in your life?”

			That was all it took to send Margot off on a tangent about the insufferable bastard for whom she was a personal assistant, and his increasingly ridiculous demands, which sounded to Emma like normal personal assistant tasks like getting his dry cleaning and scheduling his appointments. She kept her mouth closed, though. Margot may have been just a personal assistant, but she was also an influential blogger: Her arts and culture blog had a rabid following. Emma knew that pissing her off could be tantamount to professional suicide. Staying in her good graces kept the connections alive and available. If she’d learned anything from her friendship with Margot and Alina, it was that social clout was invaluable. She also enjoyed spending time with them, brashness and oversharing aside: Alina probably had the most interesting life of anyone she’d met, and Margot was hilarious.

			Margot’s story began a contest of “my life sucks more than your life,” which was ultimately won by Alina, whose fashion show the following week had been postponed three times and was now about to be postponed again because her top three models were in the hospital with food poisoning. Emma tactfully remained absent from the one-upmanship, though if she had wanted to, she could have won. She could have set down her drink and said, “I’ve been living on ramen noodles for two weeks, and I’m putting this drink on my credit card because I barely made enough to pay the business bills this month, with none left over for me.” Instead, she sipped her gin and tonic, enjoying the bitterness on her tongue and how it mirrored the bitterness she felt overall.
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			The number on the caller ID was unfamiliar, and Emma frowned at the phone for two rings before answering. If it was a collection agency, she’d be screwed, even though she didn’t think her bills had reached collections yet.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, Emma?”

			She couldn’t place the voice for a minute; it wasn’t like she dealt with many men on a day-to-day basis. After a moment, she took a guess. “Ian?”

			“Yeah. I hope you don’t mind me calling you at home.”

			“No, it’s fine.” It was strange, though; they’d always had an “in-store only” kind of friendship. Out of her professional environment, she felt off-balance. She thought back to their encounter two weeks before. “How was Ohio?”

			“It was Ohio.” She could hear the smile in his voice, and it put her at ease. Sinking down on the couch, she put her stockinged feet up on the coffee table. “Am I catching you at a bad time?” he asked.

			“No, now’s fine. Well, as fine as it can be. My cat’s been throwing up all morning, so I get to spend my day off watching her. It’s wonderful.” Emma looked over at Minerva, the offending tabby, currently curled up on the rug.

			“I can’t believe anyone lets you have a day off.”

			“The benefits of highly overworked and underpaid employees. I get a whole Saturday off a week.” She played with the tassel on a throw pillow. “So what’s up?”

			“I have a business offer I want to run by you, but I’d rather talk about it in person.” There was a long pause. “You can’t leave your cat, though?”

			A business offer? Her interest piqued, Emma sat up straighter on the couch. “You want to come over here?”

			“You don’t mind?” He sounded hopeful.

			“No, it’s fine. As long as you don’t freak out if the cat throws up.”

			“As long as she doesn’t throw up on me, we’ll be fine.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.”
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			Was this weird? Ian hesitated outside Emma’s door for nearly a full minute without knocking. He hadn’t thought twice about showing up at her house, but now, as he stood at the top of the narrow stairwell, it suddenly seemed uncomfortably intimate. He didn’t know Emma that well, not really. Yes, they had a history, but you could hardly call it friendship. Casual acquaintanceship, sure, but two months as lab partners and a few years of occasional book-buying hadn’t engendered intimate friendship.

			If she’d heard him come up the stairs and she opened the door now, he was going to look like a creep just standing there. He rapped twice and waited.

			She opened the door almost immediately, and her casual demeanor made his presence seem practically normal. Her blue sweater was baggy but gave just a hint of the body she hid beneath it. Ian found himself wishing she wore something that fit her more snugly, something to show off the curves that he’d once spent whole class periods in high school imagining.

			Ian realized he was staring, but she had clearly been staring, too. He looked down at his gray henley and jeans, overly aware of his informal garb. Maybe he should have shaved this morning? He rubbed the stubble on his jaw and pushed the glasses back up the bridge of his nose. Were they just going to stand there? He’d give anything to read her mind. This whole visit was probably a terrible idea. If he weren’t desperate, he wouldn’t have called.

			“Come on in.” Emma stepped aside.

			Her apartment was more spacious than he’d imagined; it seemed bigger than the bookstore below. The door opened into the kitchen/dining room, through which they passed to reach the expansive living room with its matching green velvet couch and armchair set.

			“That’s some couch.”

			Emma grinned, tucking a long brown curl behind her ear. “Salvation Army. I couldn’t pass it up. Do you want a drink?” She paused. “I’ve got . . . water. And orange juice.”

			“No, I’m good, thanks.” He sat on the velvet couch as she took the armchair. “This place is a lot bigger than I thought.”

			“Yeah, it spans both shops, Prologue and the one next door. I think it all used to be one shop, and then somebody divided it into two along the way. So what’s this business offer?”

			Ian rubbed his chin again, the stubble rough on his fingertips. He’d rehearsed a few dozen ways to say it during the walk over, but he couldn’t predict how she’d react. Worst-case scenario, she’d throw him out, and . . . well, he didn’t want that. “I want to rent the back room of your shop for a workshop. For an evening. Maybe more in the future.”

			“What, like a tax thing? Isn’t it late for that?” Emma glanced up at the calendar on the wall, one of the free ones they give you at the bank with pictures of chickens on it.

			“No, not a tax thing. I teach classes sometimes.”

			“Oh.” Emma tilted her head to the side, puzzled. She was going to ask, he knew it. “Like financial literacy classes or something?”

			“Or something.” Ian adjusted his glasses and tried not to avert his eyes. This was definitely weird. He should have taken that drink of water, but to ask for it now would be stalling, and if he didn’t tell her the content of his classes right then, she was going to think it was something illegal. Best to get right to it. “I teach rope bondage.”

			Ian expected some kind of reaction. He was prepared for her to laugh, or shrug, or roll her eyes, ask him questions, or ask him to repeat himself. Instead, she stared at him without speaking, her gaze completely blank and her jaw gone somewhat slack. Had she heard him? He felt his palms start to sweat and pressed them down on his jeans. He never got uncomfortable talking about his hobbies in casual situations, with the right people, but this felt different. It felt . . . significant. Her blank expression made him want to say, “Ha! Just kidding, I teach financial management classes.”

			Finally, when the silence stretched from uncomfortable to really uncomfortable, she nodded. “Oh.” Then she licked her lips. The gesture was probably subconscious, but its effect on Ian was instantaneous. He hadn’t thought about Emma that way in years, had long since put aside his teenage crush, and all at once he was watching her pink tongue moisten the soft flesh of her lower lip and wondering what it would feel like in his mouth. Sweet, maybe.

			“That’s it? Oh?” He folded his arms just to have something to do with them.

			“Yeah. I . . . I’m not sure what I was expecting.” She laughed, a light, breathy sound, and looked off to the right. Was she . . . nervous? Interested? He wasn’t sure how to read her; they’d never been close enough that he’d know her tells. Not to say that he didn’t want to. “And you want to do that in my shop?”

			“I need a space. I used to rent one of the conference rooms at the Marriott, but they’ve gotten too expensive. I’ve been calling around, but everyone’s rates are exorbitant. Then I remembered your back room, and I thought it would be perfect.” In reality, he’d agonized about the decision for days, had hemmed and hawed about bringing Emma into this side of his life in any capacity, before finally deciding it made too much financial sense not to at least ask.

			“I don’t know, Ian.” Emma folded her hands in her lap, fingers intertwined, and looked down at them before meeting his gaze. “I don’t know how I feel about having . . . that in my shop. What will my customers think?”

			“It’s a private event, Emma. You don’t have to advertise it. I’ll bring in my own group.”

			Emma bit her lip and looked to the side again.

			“I’ll pay, of course. The same as I was paying at the Marriott before they raised their price.”

			At that, Emma’s head jerked toward him, but she still didn’t say yes.

			“You don’t have to be there,” he assured her. Even as the words left his mouth, though, he regretted it. It was true, of course, but he wanted her there. Wanted to wind the rope around her skin, pressing a bit into the delicate flesh, wanted to feel her shiver beneath his hands. Where had this come from? He’d gotten past it. He knew it was ridiculous to want someone who didn’t want him, who wasn’t into what he was into. This was just . . . chemistry. Hormones. He was only feeling this way because she was right there, all soft curves, her light floral scent on everything in the apartment. As soon as he left and got some fresh air, he would remember that they were incompatible.

			“When would this be?”

			“Two weeks. End of April.” Ian sat forward a bit on the couch. “Please? As a favor?”

			“It’s not much of a favor if you’re paying me.” But she laughed and then shrugged. “All right, what the hell? Sure.”

			“Great.” Relieved, Ian pulled a business card out of his wallet. “You probably don’t have my number.”

			Emma took the card and looked at it, then raised an eyebrow. “Ian Hawk?”

			Ian shifted, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “It’s . . . my workshop name. Gives me some anonymity when I want it.”

			“I see.” She continued to look down at the card, then slipped it into her pocket. When she shifted, the neckline of her sweater slid across her shoulder, and Ian was momentarily distracted by the rosy swath of revealed skin.

			He brought his attention back to the present. Clearly he needed to get laid, and soon. “Thanks again, Emma. You’re a lifesaver.”

			She shrugged, and he wished once more that he could read her body language. Did she really not care, or had he made her uncomfortable? “As long as I don’t have to be there.”

			“No, you don’t.” Ian looked into her eyes, unable to stop himself from adding the next part. “But you’re welcome to be there, if you want.”

			Emma held his gaze, and Ian wished he could interpret the expression in those eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4
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			After Ian left, Emma stretched out on the couch for almost an hour, her head spinning with all of the new information she had picked up from none other than Ian Cooper. Ian Hawk, she corrected herself, and had to stifle a hysterical giggle. Minerva stayed curled up on the rug, not vomiting, her tail over her little pink nose, yellow eyes half-closed in that creepy way that cats had. Emma needed someone to talk with. She considered calling Alina but put that thought aside right away. What would Alina think of her? They didn’t have those sorts of conversations. What she really wanted to do was research, but her laptop wasn’t much good without Internet, which she had given up as a luxury she just couldn’t afford. The Starbucks across the street had free Wi-Fi, though, and she could really go for a scone.

			She budgeted one Starbucks visit per week, and she’d managed not to go at all that week, so she could afford to indulge. Of course, she would be able to go more often if her mother would get her the one thing she asked for every Christmas, Starbucks gift cards, but that was always met with another round of “You’ll never lose the weight if you keep going to Starbucks, honey.”

			It wouldn’t hurt to stop by the shop first, she thought. Her staff teased her about being unable to stay away, but Emma loved Prologue. She loved the creaky hardwood floors, the dark wood bookshelves lining the walls, the rolling ladders that always made her feel like Belle in Beauty and the Beast. It even smelled like bookstores were supposed to smell, like dust and old paper. Sure, it would be better with more windows, but their position nestled in a row of shops and businesses precluded more than the display windows on either side of the front door. Emma compensated with wing chairs and floor lamps for reading nooks throughout. Those had been her additions to the shop, and—with the exception of the woman who used to read entire romance novels without buying anything, until Emma had to politely direct her to the public library—people used them well.

			She skirted the wall, lingering alongside one of the rolling ladders, and took in the entire scene. Late-afternoon sun slanted in through the front windows, a few rays slipping between the buildings across the street to highlight elongated strips on the hardwood floor. Two young women were poking through the romance novels, searching the monthlies for new releases. A tall man in a baseball cap thumbed through the “Gender Studies” section, while down the aisle in “Sci Fi and Fantasy,” a woman was reading the back of Game of Thrones. Another man and his daughter sat cross-legged in the back corner, combing through the picture books in the purple-carpeted children’s section. Emma knew she was smiling as she meandered past “Social Sciences” into “General Fiction.” Prologue was her baby, her life’s work, and sometimes when she walked around unnoticed, she couldn’t help preening.

			“Can’t stay away even when you’re off, huh?”

			Emma turned at the sound of Bethany’s voice. She hadn’t noticed her shelving books down at the end of “General Fiction,” a silver cart stacked neatly with paperbacks resting by her leg. Bethany held three copies of the latest Stephen King novel in one hand while adjusting the other titles to make room.

			“I got bored upstairs. I think I might go get a coffee.”

			“With your laptop?” Bethany eyed the bag over Emma’s shoulder.

			“And maybe do some writing.” Emma shifted the bag higher. Bethany didn’t need to know the real reason, that she couldn’t afford the Internet in her apartment anymore.

			“What do you write?” Bethany’s eyes lit up with interest, and Emma stammered for something to say.

			“Just . . . business reports. Monthly statements. That sort of thing.”

			“Oh.” Bethany’s face fell, but then she was onto a new topic. “You should get a Keurig for the shop. Then we all won’t be blowing our money on Starbucks all the time.” She slid the new titles into place and turned to face Emma, resting one dark-skinned hand on the shelf, red fingernails drumming once in thought. “I’d chip in for it, and I’ll bet Luis would throw in a few bucks, too, even though he’s only here a few days a week.”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			Bethany shrugged, then turned back to her cart. She moved with the kind of grace that Emma had always envied; even with her wide frame, heavier than Emma’s, she floated between the bookshelves with ease, fluid as a dancer. She made shelving books look elegant.

			“How has business been today?” Emma looked around at the store and the half-dozen browsers.

			“Not bad. Steady. People finally started picking up that second course pack for the Religious Studies class at Emmanuel.” Bethany blew a curl out of her eyes, where it promptly fell again. She wore her hair loose, a massive black poof of curls that she was always blowing out of her large brown eyes. “About time, too. I don’t know why they don’t buy all their books at the beginning of the semester, like normal people. We’re going to run out soon.”

			“Probably can’t afford it. Anyway, running out of those course packs is better than being stuck with them.” Emma took two books off the top of Bethany’s cart and shelved them. “What are your plans for the rest of the weekend?”

			“Not sure yet. Maybe a movie. How about you?” Bethany glanced over her shoulder at the counter to make sure no one was waiting to check out, then looked back to Emma. “Any hot dates?”

			Emma smiled and picked up a book off the cart to hide a wave of shyness. “No, no dates.”

			“You should get on that.” Bethany gave her a meaningful look. Maybe it would be odd for someone else, this rapport between employee and employer, but Emma couldn’t imagine their friendship any other way. During the six months Bethany had worked there, their camaraderie had always been comfortable, even if it was superficial.

			“Sure, whatever.” Emma looked around the store again. “You’ve got a customer, and I’ve got to get coffee. Take care.”

			“Yeah, you, too.” Bethany wheeled the cart up to the counter and greeted the woman who’d been reading the back of Game of Thrones, now buying all the Song of Ice and Fire books. Zipping up her jacket, Emma stepped out the front door into the spring sunshine.
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			It wasn’t until Emma was settled at a table in the corner with her blueberry scone and a tall mocha that she thought about her upcoming Internet search. She was going to look up rope bondage . . . in Starbucks. That was weird. Wait, was it illegal? Would it be like looking at porn in a public place? Damn­it, if she could afford a decent data plan on her phone, she could look this stuff up in her apartment.

			Shifting slightly, she angled her computer screen to face the corner, into which she tucked herself as much as possible. No one would be able to see her screen unless they were heading to the bathroom and also really nosy. Maybe this was all right. She looked around at the other patrons. It felt like they all knew what she was up to, even though that was ridiculous. It was unlikely that anyone cared about her at all. Even so, she slid further into the corner, her shoulder pressing into the wall.

			Ian’s business card was in her purse; aside from the ridiculous pseudonym, it had a phone number, email address, and website. After another glance around the restaurant, she pulled up his site.

			Actually, the website seemed innocuous enough, advertising direct instruction on bondage for couples of all sexual orientations. The home page didn’t have any nudity, just a scrolling slide show of photographs from his workshops. Emma watched the photos change, each one an image of Ian talking to some couple or single person, sometimes demonstrating a tie, his participants all fully clothed. Ian looked totally comfortable in his role.

			Feeling more confident about her public Web browsing, she clicked the “About Ian Hawk” page, wondering what other mysteries about him she could uncover. She wouldn’t have guessed that he was the type of person to lead bondage workshops, though it wasn’t like she knew him that well.

			The first paragraph was basic biographical information that balanced between interesting and nondescript: His job wasn’t mentioned, for instance, nor where he lived (aside from “the Boston area”). The second paragraph, though, delved into the new territory.

			Ian has loved knot-tying since his days as a Boy Scout, but it wasn’t until college that he learned the possibilities of this talent. After attending a fetish workshop with a friend, he became intrigued by bondage and its many facets. He spent three years studying the art under several experts, including classes in Kinbaku and Shibari, before becoming a teacher himself. Now Ian offers workshops on a variety of bondage topics. Ian has been a featured guest at KinkFest and the Geeky Kink Event. For more information, including how to book Ian, click the “Contact Us” page. 

			Emma sat back to eat her scone, which she’d almost forgotten next to the laptop. A few crumbs tumbled onto the touchpad, and she brushed them away. She never would have guessed any of this about Ian. All those times he came into her shop to pick up a book, he was off teaching bondage workshops by night. It was jarring to reconcile Ian as he was with Ian as she’d guessed him to be.

			Pointer hovering over the “Photo Gallery” tab, Emma looked around again and sipped her mocha. No one was paying her any attention. She exhaled and clicked through.

			At least everyone on the first page was fully clothed, so she could be eased in. Some participants had the anonymity box over their eyes. Others were looking toward the camera; they had clearly given permission for photography. The positions ranged from rather tame—a woman with her hands bound in front of her, looking demurely up at the camera—to incredibly intricate, with a full weaving of ropes crisscrossing another woman’s body. Something inside Emma tightened in response, her fingers clenching on her mug out of reflex. God, what would that feel like? She scanned the other patrons of the restaurant, her face warm, before she pressed her shoulder more firmly into the corner and clicked on the next page.
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