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      “That’s really great, Frank. Now try and push against my hands. Come at me like you’re trying to bowl me over.”

      Frank was in his late sixties, and had been battling tremors for months now. Working at a rehabilitation facility that mainly serviced veterans was a privilege I didn’t take lightly. Some of the physical therapists showed up late on occasion, but I was always the first one there. I didn’t work in the best neighborhood (if you asked Caty, she would tell you it was the worst in the tri-county area), but I couldn’t help it; I loved McCale’s Rehab Clinic. Frank was only one of the reasons I adored my job so much.

      “I’m not sure I’m feeling it today, Miss Violet,” he admitted, rolling his arthritic shoulders.

      I gave him my best stink-eye, meeting his wavering with my bull-like attitude that I wore like a superhero cape at work. “I’m not sure that much matters. I’m the sergeant, here, and I say you need to push me over like you mean it, soldier!” My commands were laughable when you considered that Frank was more than twice my age, and more than twice my weight, but the words rallied him, as I knew they would. His uneven and stained teeth gritted together through his noises of frustration. He shoved at my arms with renewed vigor. I could see the fight flaring up in him, and something in my soul blossomed at the miracle. Strength he’d assumed was left on the battlefield of a war long forgotten rose up in his heart, puffing out his chest. I saw it in him, and knew he could still rise to the occasion. Even if he hadn’t believed in himself, I had. Sometimes that’s all a person needed. My left side moved slightly further back than my right as he pushed and grunted, but I could clearly see his progress.

      Frank stopped pushing me on my order, and looked down in defeat, frustrated with how far his ability to fight off life’s obstacles had fallen over the years. “It’s useless, Miss Violet. The stroke did away with my right side.”

      I shook my head at him, knowing a gem that he didn’t. “That’s where you’re wrong, Frank. When you came in, you couldn’t move me at all with your right side. But I felt you this time. You moved me back with about half the strength as your left side.” I met his eyes that had lost hope a long time ago. My voice was quiet with the trepidation of Frank’s first steps to the epic recovery I knew he had in him. “Frank, you’re doing it!”

      Christmas trees pale with their ability to light up when compared with a vet getting back the use of some part of him he’d thought long gone. It was what I took this job for – these were the real benefits. I would imagine this was the kind of joy mechanics found in restoring something once thought fit only for the junkyard, and teachers found in their problematic student acing a test. My daily dozen were lost men and women. Many of them had written off as their glory days being behind them. But I got to catch a promising glimpse of them standing on their own again after too many internal and external wars.

      The best part? I got paid to watch the magic happen. Plus, I got to yell at grown men, and have them thank me for it. Double bonus.

      On the way home, I was riding the high of Frank’s victory, telling my best friend Caty all about it on the phone as I trudged up the road that led to a bed, a bed, and a bed. I was so tired, I wasn’t focused on much else.

      The leaves were starting to turn mischievous colors, mutating from lush green to browns, yellows, oranges, and a few purples. The air smelled crisp and new, making me feel like anything was possible.

      Except making it up this stupid hill.

      “I don’t think you understand the severity of the situation,” I said as I sidestepped a two-foot long puddle, like a ninja. Night had fallen around me, and I knew that puddle would try and ruin my sneakers. Not on my watch, Nature.

      Caty tsked me. “Brady finding someone to replace me as Roommate Number Three in the apartment isn’t a ‘situation.’ I’m sure the new guy is great. Brady said his name was Eli O’something.”

      I tried not to huff into the phone as the hill I was walking up hit the steep incline that led to my apartment. “Unless his name is Caty, I’m not all that thrilled. You had to go and get engaged. You just had to go fall in love and be eternally blissful. We had an agreement! The three of us till the end. You, me and Brady,” I teased. The trees grew taller on the side of the road, the bushes thicker as the bodega came into view. The only drawback to our two-bedroom apartment being directly above a Chinese food place is that we’re constantly smelling soy sauce. “How’s almost-married life treating you?”

      Caty fished around to produce a vague answer. “Oh, you nailed it right. Eternally blissful. Dennis leaves the toilet seat down, so I feel like since we don’t have to deal with that hurdle, things are pretty smooth sailing.”

      “Caty?” I prompted her tentatively. Usually that was all it took for her to spill her guts. It never took much to get my little platinum blonde cheerleader talking. We looked completely opposite – her thin, pale waif-like features contrasting with my curvy shape and dark skin that showed off my Mexican heritage.

      My best girlfriend of eighteen years started confessing every detail of the fight she and Dennis had devolved into over choosing the flowers for the wedding. “Then Dennis called me dramatic. Me! I listened to his mom and his grandmother argue for three hours about invitations. Three hours! All I said was that we weren’t getting anywhere, and maybe we could pick the conversation back up tomorrow because I have work in the morning. Suddenly I’m the dramatic one.”

      “I was going to tell you to tone it down. I mean, sheesh, Caty,” I teased.

      “When I mentioned work, his mother actually rolled her eyes at me. ‘You teach art to elementary school kids, dear. How much work are you really doing?’”

      I guffawed, frustrated whenever someone undervalued what a treasure Caty most certainly was. “You want me to take out a hit on her?”

      “No, thanks. After I got home, some awesome girl had a dozen purple carnations delivered to me. That made up for all the crappy comments I shut my mouth through today. Have I told you you’re amazing?”

      “You have, but you should tell yourself that. I bet Dennis’ mom wouldn’t last a minute in a room with twenty-five kindergarteners.”

      Caty sighed. “I miss your mom. I keep picturing myself doing all this wedding stuff with her.”

      I swallowed the bile that rose up in me and offered a glib, “Uh-huh.” I didn’t like thinking about my mom since her untimely death not even a year ago, but lately, Caty had taken to bringing her up every now and then, testing the waters to see if I was ready to talk about it.

      Nope.

      “Tell me more about wedding stuff,” I said, making it clear that the subject would change, and the spotlight would be far, far away from me.

      I trudged up the steep incline, trying to tell myself that a good workout never hurt anyone. Brady called the hill “Shin-Splint Mountain,” and he was not wrong. I listened to the wedding drama with the occasional grunt that doubled as an “I’m here for you, girl” kind of sentiment.

      Caty sighed, and I could tell the bridal planning was starting to weigh her down more than usual. “Tell me flowers aren’t super important, and that this isn’t the hill to die on.”

      “I’m currently hiking up the hill to die on, and I don’t see any flowers anywhere.” I let out a particularly unladylike grunt as I hefted my backpack further up.

      This stinking hill.

      Caty chuckled. “The one thing I won’t miss about living with you two is that walk. How is that curvy wonder? Is she still uphill both ways? Why don’t you just drive?”

      “My car was making that clanking noise again. I haven’t had time to take it in, because I took on a few more hours at the clinic.”

      “How many more hours are you picking up?” she asked with a preemptive scold in her tone.

      “Oh, a few,” I answered noncommittally.

      Like a good best friend, she saw right through me. “Pants on fire. How many?”

      I belted out a heavy exhalation. “I’m swinging fourteen-hour days now. I think I’m winning.”

      “Oh my gosh, you have a problem.”

      Caty rattled off all the reasons why I needed to slow down in life, but I couldn’t be bothered. I was almost to the top of the hill which, in my mind, meant I could conquer anything. I had a love-hate relationship with Shin-Splint Mountain. It always seemed insurmountable after a long day, but once I beat her, she never seemed more beautiful. I suppressed the urge to throw my fists in the air and do a Rocky-like victory dance – mostly because I was exhausted. Fourteen-hour days were no joke, and my job at the rehab center was quite physical.

      After a few totally false assurances to Caty that I would slow down, I ended the call and readjusted my black and red backpack.

      I knocked on the door of my own apartment, afraid I might startle the newcomer. I shook my head at my childishness and opened the door. The lights were out and, yet again, there was no sign of a new person inhabiting my little hub. It had been two days since New Guy had evidently moved in, but the only traces of him were the fresh sheets on Caty’s old bed, a blue toothbrush in the holder, and an extra razor in the shower. It was one of those angry chrome razors with like, half a dozen blades that screamed “don’t mess with me. I don’t even tolerate facial hair.” I hoped he would be fun, and that we could add a fourth to our trio of misfits.

      “Hello?” I called. “Er, new guy?” I couldn’t remember his name. I flicked on the lights, grateful that I didn’t have to meet my new roommate all sweaty and gross from the long day of work, plus the brisk walk home.

      I showered and got started on my paperwork, ignoring the text from Caty that read, “You’re taking on too many patients if you’re doing paperwork at home!” This was followed by, “Is the mysterious new roommate cute?”

      I ignored the word of caution concerning work. I was dead set on getting ahead, which meant taking as much overtime as I could get. I wanted to pay off my student loans, plus have enough to cross off the items on our bucket list. I typed back a quick, “I don’t know. I’m starting to think he’s fictional. I have no idea who I live with anymore.”

      I turned on the Scott D. Davis station on Pandora (songs from AC/DC, Guns and Roses and the like, all set to orchestral music), and let the familiar songs relax my stiff shoulders. There was something about the liberal use of the violin that made me both sad and happy at the same time.

      I sat in my brightly-colored tank top and yoga pants, my black hair in a haphazard bun atop my head. The coffee table was my unofficial office, the carpet the best seat in the house. One by one, my stack of forms began to shrink. It was so peaceful in the apartment, the violin music lulling me into a sleepy stupor. With only two forms left to go, I tapped out, climbing onto the beige sectional that Caty had picked out when it was the three of us here, instead of the two, plus one phantom new guy.

      I closed my eyes and dreamt of the following weekend, when I would jump out of a plane with my two besties, hopefully landing in one piece. It was number seventeen on our collective bucket list, which we treated with reverence. We agreed that it was a to-do list, and not a maybe-one-day series of suggestions.

      I hadn’t meant to fall asleep on the couch that night, or the next, or the one after that. Each time I went to sleep, I had hit the point of exhaustion, papers strewn all over the coffee table. Yet each morning when I woke, my forms were arranged in neat little piles, each one in the proper order according to patient number. How I wished my boss would switch to EMR, so I didn’t have to take home a stack of papers every night. Keith felt that digitizing our records was an expense the facility couldn’t afford.

      When I felt a tug on my hair before the sun rose, I didn’t bother opening my eyes or my mouth all the way, murmuring a sleepy, “Welcome home, Brady,” into the back cushion of the couch.

      I could hear the smile in his voice, but refused to turn around. “Hey, Vi. You’re hitting it too hard if you’re falling asleep out here. You should take advantage of the bedroom. You’ve finally got it all to yourself.”

      I kept my eyes closed, even though he’d turned on the lamp, like a jerk. “Just a few more minutes. What time is it?”

      “Three in the morning. Eli might want to turn on some real lights, babe.”

      I barely heard him through my yawn. “This little conversation? It could probably wait until I’m actually awake.” It was when Brady dipped his fingers into my forgotten water cup and flicked droplets all over me that I roused, shrieking and jolting myself to roll over onto my back. “What was that for? Do you have a death wish, B?”

      He offered me his hand to grip and hoisted me up into a hug I knew we both needed. The lack of physical touch was the only downfall of being perpetually single, as we were. His lean arms molded easily around me. “Missed you,” he admitted.

      “Missed you, too.” My lips were still puffy from sleep, and my eyes drifted shut again. I rested my head on his shoulder for three whole beats before I pulled away and sat back down. Any longer than that, and I knew I’d start to get the itch for distance. I don’t know what my problem was with intimate contact like that. I loved it, but could only tolerate it for a few seconds. Despite my quirks, we both knew how lucky we were to have someone to come home to. When you’re not given to investing in relationships with any kind of future, you cling tight to the friendships that are worth waking up for at three in the morning. “I hate that you were gone so long on this last haul. Did you bring me a lobster back from Maine in your big rig?”

      “I took a picture of one for you.” Brady’s sand-colored hair was short, but still found a way to look pleasantly messy in the wee hours of the morning. He pulled out his phone and thumbed through the photos until he found one of an up-close lobster with too many antennae.

      “Whoa. That is the one thing missing from this place. We need a pet, B. I mean, look at that cute little face. Don’t you just want to pinch his cheeks?”

      “I’m not sure this overgrown cockroach has cheeks to pinch. I’ve got some good news. They’re finally switching me from OTR to home-daily. I have to finish out the month OTR, but after that, you’re looking at me being home every night.”

      Despite my sleepiness, I lit up at the good news. “Oh, that’s awesome! Best news ever.”

      Brady frowned at the table, taking in the papers that hadn’t magically organized themselves in my sleep this time. “This is too much, Vi.”

      “Says the guy who just drove across the country. How’s your back?”

      “Needs you to whip it into shape. Let me shower while you wake up. You should probably get to know Eli a little bit. He just got home from work. The three of us can hang for a while before you run off to work again.”

      “Who?”

      “Eli,” Brady called over his shoulder toward his bedroom. “Come keep Vi company. When I get out of the shower, the three of us are doing something roommatey. I’m thinking either braid each other’s hair, or knock over a liquor store.”

      My spine was stiff at mention of the person I’d written off as myth. Somehow he’d come into the apartment without my knowledge. I looked down at my lavender tank top and black yoga capris, wishing I was dressed in something… I dunno, something less like jammies.

      When the bedroom door opened, my jaw dropped to the floor and, I swear, all time and movement around me in the universe ceased to exist. There he was – New Roommate in the flesh. The best-looking man I’d ever seen. Eli was taller than Brady. I came up to Brady’s Adam’s apple, but I doubt I could clear Eli’s clavicle. He was broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, and looked rugged and ripped, wearing old jeans, a black t-shirt and boots. His brown hair was military short on the sides, with about an inch and a half of tousle on top – which I decided on the spot was the perfect amount of tousle. He nodded once at me, making eye contact with a simple, “Hi.”

      His eyes were green, and looked like they had stories hidden in them that I could only imagine the highs and lows of. His lips were full, and twitched at the corner, pulling up into a lopsided half-smile that made my weak knees grateful I was sitting down.

      Intelligent vocabulary deserted me, leaving me bereft of all higher brain function. My mouth went dry, and I knew I was gawking like a horny teenager. He was too good looking, too big, and too… just too much for my introverted tendencies to handle gracefully. “Um, Violet,” I blurted after about ten seconds of complete silence. He hadn’t asked my name, but apparently, I needed him to know it.

      “I’m Eli. Hope it’s okay I’m…” He seemed to struggle with finding the right words, but he could’ve uttered total gibberish, and I would’ve been hanging on every syllable. Just when I thought a man couldn’t get any more attractive, his accent tumbled out Irish. He gave up on whatever sentence he was about to say, and reverted to, “I’m Eli.”

      That sealed it. Eli was the hottest guy I’d ever seen in real life. Most people would turn on the flirt when confronted with their own personal Irish Channing Tatum. Me? I turned into a stammering idiot at best, and Jerry Lewis at worst.

      “I’m Violet,” I said again, like a dummy. I smacked my forehead, reminding myself that I wasn’t in junior high, and I was being incredibly rude. “I said that part already. Hey, sorry. I just woke up. Can I get you some water or something? What do you want to drink?” I stood, if for no other reason than to move away from him. It was like flying near the sun – I didn’t want to get too close.

      Eli rubbed the nape of his neck. “I told Brady not to wake ye. Ye seemed to need the sleep this week.”

      I paled, chagrinned I hadn’t put it together that just because I hadn’t seen New Guy, didn’t mean he hadn’t seen me. “Sorry about that. Sometimes I work late. I need to get a desk for my room, then I’ll be out of your short, chestnut hair.” My eyes widened at my romance novel language, taking in his confused, dimpled smile. I mean, dimples. My heart started racing, flustered that I couldn’t talk like a competent human being around him. I wanted to sound normal, but he was so handsome, it was scrambling my brains. My cheeks flamed red as I moved into the kitchen. I hoped he couldn’t tell I was thinking about his tight butt. I grimaced in shame that I couldn’t pull it together. “Tell me about yourself.” Good, Vi. That sounded normal, and not like you were staring at his toned pectorals through his t-shirt.

      A closed expression came over his face, making him look like he was seconds away from telling me to screw off. I don’t know why that made me upset. I mean, I got thrown the occasional racial slur for being a “filthy immigrant” or a “wall-jumper” at work by a few of the less stable patients we treated, and it rolled off my shoulders. Yet here was this stranger, and the second his eyes darkened, I felt emotion rise in my chest. “Not much to tell,” he finally replied. “I came here from Ireland. Been in the States a few years. Move around a lot because of my job. Saw your ad, and needed a place.”

      I poured him a glass of water and slid it across the counter, watching as his large hand swallowed the cup. He had tattoos winding up his swollen forearms – the curly designs luring me in like a fish on a hook. “You been in the area long?”

      He shook his head, but didn’t offer more than that. I took my time drinking my glass of water, letting the seconds of silence pile up into whole minutes of growing awkwardness. Caty was the cheerleader blonde type who could fashion a conversation out of toothpicks and old shoes. Factor Eli’s level of hotness into the equation, and I was surprised I hadn’t shot him a “peace out” and ran to hide in my room like the coward I was. He had a faint jagged scar that ran from the center of his hairline and cut through his left eyebrow. I’d never had the urge to lick a scar before, but apparently, I’d said goodbye to my grownup train of thought the moment I laid eyes on him. Come on, Brady. Get out of the shower already. This is so awkward.

      “I like Lucky Charms,” I blurted out, my volume uncontrollable. Then, caught like a deer in the headlights of her own stupidity, I tried to backtrack. “I mean, not all the time, but in a pinch, it’s a great cereal.”

      Eli raised his scarred eyebrow at me, as if I was a strange bug sent from Heaven to amuse him. He tracked my hand gestures with hawk-like focus. He looked like he was deciding if he was going to squash the bumbling bug, or let her spin her own web of self-destruction. “Alright,” he replied slowly.

      “Lucky Charms are great. I don’t have any in the house right now, but I could get some! Did you want Lucky Charms? Or like, Bailey’s? Or corned beef or something less… generic American?”

      “Are ye trying to tell me ye aren’t Irish? Because I guessed as much.” He motioned to my brown skin and midnight-colored hair.

      “I’m only Irish on St. Patty’s Day. The rest of the year, I’m Mexican.” Then my eyes widened in time with my mouth, so that I could stuff my foot further inside it. “I don’t drink! I mean, a beer, sure, but not much more than that. And I have terrible luck,” I added, not sure how any of this was relevant. It seemed like the thing to say, so I pushed forward, running headfirst off the cliff. “I’m only a mid-level Irish fangirl, not a ninja-level pureblood, like you.”

      Eli’s eyebrows pushed together when Brady finally came out and saved the day. “Ye think the ninjas come from Ireland?”

      “No! I mean, I’m sure leprechauns could be ninjas if they wanted. I just meant that I don’t know much about Ireland. I know the leprechaun stuff, but not the actual nonfiction stuff.”

      Eli’s nose scrunched. “Do ye think I’m a leprechaun? Jays, I’m lost.”

      I was afraid I might start drooling from the way he said “jeez”. “Probably not a leprechaun.”

      “Probably?” His head jerked back in surprise, his nostrils flaring as he smirked at me in confusion. “So there’s a chance I might be a leprechaun?”

      I shook my head quickly, looking like a girl caught with a dimebag and no good excuse. Eli was the sexiest man I’d ever seen, and he was standing right across the counter from me. Caty would’ve been chatting up a storm with a man she was attracted to. Me? I was torn between vomiting and bolting for the door. If I didn’t untangle myself from his gravitational stare, I’d probably end up doing both – vomiting all over him, and then running away to hide my shame.

      Brady snorted as he joined us and grabbed a beer from the fridge for himself. He’d been witness to my babbling before, but never of this caliber. “How was work today, Vi?” he asked, saving the day. Leprechauns. I mean, honestly.

      I breathed a gust of relief. I knew how to answer that one without bringing up a children’s breakfast cereal. “Good. Frank’s doing much better. He’ll be able to cut down his sessions to twice a week soon.”

      “You already teaching him how to box?” he teased, playfully jabbing my arm. His lean build shifted from foot-to-foot as he tried to play the part of Mike Tyson. “Violet’s a physical therapist. She works downtown at McCale’s Rehab Clinic, coaching vets.”

      “Mostly vets,” I amended. “It’s a public facility. If we get a grant, though, then the company can really expand. Get better equipment, help more people. Fingers crossed. Keith’s working on it.” That was a lie. My boss, Keith, was supposed to be working on securing a grant for the clinic, but I knew he hadn’t turned in a single application so far. He was overwhelmed at the clinic, as I was.

      “Aye. I know McCale’s. Tha’s not a great area.”

      I shrugged, trying yet again to remember that I was a grown woman, and not an adolescent whose job it was to drool over hot guys. “I’ve never had any problems. They all know me there, so the nonsense-bringers usually leave me alone.”

      Eli studied my squirrely movements as Brady handed me his beer. I liked the taste, but I couldn’t commit to a whole bottle, so Brady always offered me sips of his. Eli’s stare was intense with a cataloging kind of focus, and he didn’t bother covering it over, or darting his eyes away. It was clear he was a man who didn’t feel the need to apologize or explain himself. Attention like that made me confused and jumpy. I stood there, open to his scrutiny, fidgeting like a woodland creature in the crosshairs of the hunter’s rifle. He made me so nervous that when I handed Brady his beer back, and picked up my water, I accidentally tipped over the glass, spilling my beverage across the counter like a total spaz. “Oh! Doggone.” I whirled around and snatched the towel from the fridge’s door handle, wiping up the mess as my cheeks burned crimson. “Sorry. I’m not usually so clumsy. It’s the muscles and the lips.” I cringed, hoping my admission could be misconstrued into something a normal person might utter.

      “S’just a little water.” He reached across the counter and righted the glass. His thumb brushed my wrist, scorching it.

      My job was quite physical, so I touched people all day long. Nothing I’d ever experienced elicited the heat as Eli’s simple touch, so I jumped back from it, as if he’d bitten me.

      “You alright, Vi?” Brady asked. There was a knowing tease to his tone that made me want to melt into the floor.

      Most women would meet the hottest guy they’d ever seen, and by some twist of fortune had managed to get into their home, and they’d seduce up a sexy storm of epic proportions. I had all the grace of a giraffe in roller skates. “I’m bed, so I’m turning tired,” I almost shouted, making Eli jump. Brady laughed out loud, so I discreetly stomped on my bestie’s foot for being a jerk.

      I nodded to Eli, making eye contact for the briefest of moments. I could see his study of my asinine behavior, but there was also a curiosity I could sense in him that confused me. Hot guys never looked at me as if they cared about the why behind the who. His bright emerald eyes made colored contacts pale in comparison with the real thing. They were framed by lashes too thick and long to be useful on a guy, but there they were, beckoning me to get closer as I prepared to bolt like a spooked bunny in the woods. “My day that’s early tomorrow. Today, actually. Bed,” I clarified, pointing to my room.

      “Aye.”

      When Eli raised his eyebrow at me, I worried that my totally unnecessary announcement that I was going to bed for the rest of the night could be misconstrued as an inappropriate invitation. “By myself! To bed by myself.” Then, before I could stop myself, I shouted in an awkward bray, “You’re pretty!” I clapped my palm to my mouth to stifle the stupidity a second too late.

      Brady snorted his beer and started coughing between fits of giggles. “Ho, Vi. You poor thing.”

      A confused smile broke out on Eli’s face, transforming his features into a light so beautiful, I couldn’t look away. “Thanks. You’re a pretty one, too.”

      I knew if I stayed out here another moment, I would throw up all over the gorgeous man. “I’m… So… Nice to meet your...” With that, I ran away from the hot guy, who looked so confused by me that I couldn’t shut the door fast enough. I heard murmuring, followed by both men chuckling at the idiot I’d devolved into. My cheeks were pink as I rested my forehead on the door, praying all of that didn’t just happen.
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      The living room and kitchen were empty the next morning, which was a thing of mercy. I wasn’t sure if the guys were home, so I showered and dressed in my blue scrubs, and then made quick work of breakfast. Eli worked well into the night, and usually slept in, so I was fairly certain I’d have the kitchen to myself. The two-bedroom haven had a spacious common area, with an open view from the kitchen to the living room, the two spaces separated only by the counter that had tall stools pushed against it. There was even a small dining table off to the side of the kitchen, giving us the illusion of being proper adults. Caty had painted the baseboards lavender through the whole place, adding a gentle “you belong here” to the cream-colored walls.

      I played with my daring so I could make could use of the countertop, and sneak in a bit more prep work before my shift started. If only the facility was open 24/7, that’s where I’d be. I grabbed a yogurt from the fridge as quietly as possible, sliding stealthily onto the stool. My white socks kept my feet warm as my toes curled on the lower bar of the stool, making me feel like a kid who was too short for her legs to do anything but dangle when seated.

      John Freedmeyer’s file was difficult. He was a new patient, brought in after a psych eval from our neighboring clinic. They treated the mind, and then handed off the ones to us who needed help treating their bodies. Mr. Freedmeyer had failed the psych portion so miserably, that they couldn’t do anything more for him. That how he’d landed with us – a.k.a. the end of the road. If we couldn’t get him on a solid plan at least physically in hopes of alleviating some of his mental burden, the state would be forced to take over, which would be a difficult path for him. It was an option no one wanted to pull the trigger on, least of all me. I frowned as I looked at his past physical therapy evaluations he’d tried throughout the years. Each had been only halfway completed before the PT gave up and transferred him to the next facility. I was determined we would be different.

      “Whatcha doing?” Brady asked from across the living room. I hadn’t even heard him open his door.

      I jumped. “I thought you’d be sleeping.”

      “Hmm. That’s almost like ‘Good morning, Brady. It’s nice to see you,’ but not quite. I’m guessing you’re up working? Or would you be working? Or, for a change of pace, working?”

      “Well, until that dowry comes in, I’ma just have to till the lands myself,” I said in my worst fake Southern accent. “Seriously, B. What do you care if I pick up a little overtime? I don’t give you grief when you take a three-week haul.”

      He started fixing a bowl of oatmeal for himself. “A) Yes, you do give me grief when I take long hauls, and B) I care if you self-destruct. That’s how we work. I nag you, you nag me. Then we know someone’s worried if we live or die.”

      My shoulders dropped in understanding until he banged his bowl to the counter too loudly for my liking. I ducked and looked over my shoulder. “Would you keep it down? I don’t want to wake Eli.” Just the mere mention of his name made my girly shyness flare up.

      Brady sniggered, his finger to his lips to remind himself to be quiet. “Yes, ma’am. You were so squirrely last night.” A wicked grin spread across his features as he pressed all the buttons on the microwave, making as much noise as possible. “You think he’s please-ask-me-to-dance-and-bring-me-flowers cute. You did your Hot Guy Blurts. Haven’t seen that in years. Forgot how entertaining it is.”

      “Ugh. I hate it when you and Caty call it that. Sounds like a bowel movement. Do you think he noticed I was being a freak?”

      “Of course not. You were totally cool. James Bond, in the flesh. He probably didn’t catch you talking about his lips, or that you called him a leprechaun. Priceless!” He clapped twice as his trim chest shook with mirth.

      I lowered my head to the counter and swore. “Why did you do this to me? I come home to decompress, not walk on eggshells, afraid to move around in my own living room.”

      “Why would you be afraid? Eli seems like a good guy.” Then realization dawned on him. “Oh, I see. You’re afraid you’ll get your Hot Guy Blurts again. I say go for it.”

      “Go for what?”

      “Ask him out.”

      I gaped at Brady. “Are you out of your mind? There’s no cure for my mouth-spasms. I only get worse the longer I’m around a…” I couldn’t bring myself to say “hot guy,” lest Eli come out and hear all the stupidity in my arsenal. “This is your fault.”

      “Caty thinks you should ask him out, too. We’ve been texting all morning about it.”

      I bristled, offended that they were in cahoots, teaming up against me. “She’s never even met him.”

      The bedroom door opened, and Eli shuffled out, his shoulders hunched and a grouchy frown on his face. I’d hoped he’d be less handsome fresh out of the bed, but the thicker five o’clock shadow and the grump lines between his caramel eyebrows only complicated my conundrum. My thighs squeezed together on impulse as I bit down on my lower lip.

      “Morning,” he greeted us, his eyes half-closed.

      Brady had a mischievous look about him that I didn’t trust, but I was too busy packing up my paperwork, so I could dart out of the kitchen. “Hey, man. You want to go skydiving with us next weekend? Vi, me and our former roommate, Caty, are going. What do you think?”

      I panicked, begging Brady with my eyes not to intervene like this. “I’m sure he’s too beefy.” Then, catching myself too late, I stammered, “Busy! He’s too busy!” There was no smoothing over that one. I slowly died where I stood as Eli’s eyes opened all the way in surprise, while Brady snorted into his bowl.

      Eli rubbed the sleep from his eyes so he could better pay attention to the offer no one expects first thing in the morning. “When are ye going? I haven’t been skydiving in ages.”

      “Saturday morning,” Brady answered before I could shove my foot any further down my throat. “Come. It’ll be fun.”

      “Aye. Alright, sure. I didn’t know ye were into stuff like tha.”

      I expected a brush-off answer, but Brady was sincere. “It’s on the list,” he said, pointing to the piece of paper on the fridge with his spoon. I had been shoving papers haphazardly into folders so I could escape, but I froze when Brady dove in for the hard truth. “Two years ago, I was diagnosed with testicular cancer. It was stage three, pretty dire stuff. Caty, Vi and I sat down and made a list when we were pretty sure I’d been given a death sentence. It’s our list of all the things we want to do before we die.”

      Serious talk thrown at a person first thing in the morning was uncomfortable, no matter how cool a person you were. I could see that Eli had a streak of true kindness in him, rolling with the wave of a possible deeper connection to us strangers with surprising grace. He lowered his chin and turned it from side-to-side. “Jays, I’m sorry, Brady. Tha’s terrible. How are ye now?”

      “Had the cancerous testicle removed, and that was that. A few rounds of chemo, and I was given a clean bill of health. Total remission,” Brady declared proudly, beaming every time he told someone that part. “But the bucket list still stands. Most people make them and treat it like a series of suggestions, but we’re determined to get through the whole thing. Every month, the three of us pick a couple to cross off.” He pointed to number seventeen. “Skydiving is next, and since you live here, you should come. You’re one of us now.” Brady was just that kind of guy, welcoming people in without hesitation. I loved that about him.

      Eli met Brady’s eyes in a dude way that held a promise of brotherhood to it, though they had only known each other a short time. It was precious, and I hoped Eli would become someone solid for Brady to lean on. “Aye. I’ll be there.” Then his dazzling green eyes cut to me. “What about ye, wee mouse? Ye aren’t thinking about bailing on a man who’s had one of his balls taken, are ye?”

      Brady cast me a dramatic frown. “Come on, Vi. What’s a boy with cancer gotta do to get some attention?”

      I glared at Brady for being a tool, and cringed that my new nickname was “wee mouse”. Not sexy kitten. Not gorgeous vixen. Wee mouse. “I’ll be there. I gotta get going to work, guys. See you later.” I picked up my backpack from the floor, but didn’t realize it was upside-down. I slung one of the straps over my shoulder in a huff, and paled when all my folders and papers dumped out all over the hardwood. “Oh, man!” I dropped to my knees, grateful that a few loose strands of my hair fell forward to cover the beet red my cheeks were turning. I didn’t bother to be gentle with the papers, but randomly shoved them into my backpack with a haphazard lack of grace, no doubt crinkling a few. I wasn’t worried about the HIPAA law, since the files only had numbers instead of a patient’s name; I was scared of the Lucille Ball antics that might happen if I was near Eli for another minute. Brady was my bestie. That Eli was kind to him? It made the man all the more appealing, which I’ll admit, I didn’t think possible.

      Brady hooted so hard, he choked on his oatmeal. “That was awesome!”

      I was drowning in my chagrin, while my lifeline was laughing. “Shut up, Brady!”

      When Eli bent down to help me pick everything up, he shot me a smirk. Beneath his scruff, I made out a light freckle on the crest of his top lip that was too adorable for words. I fought the urge to lick it with everything in me. It was like every time the guy got near enough to observe, I found ten new things that were perfect about him. I wished I could get far, far away from him, so I could be a normal human again. When his finger brushed mine as he helped me with my papers, unquenchable heat lit through my body, zinging around like a pinball, exciting every part of me I’d written off as being of secondary importance.

      When he touched my knuckle again, I knew it was on purpose. He hadn’t even been trying to pick up any papers in the process. I shot up off the floor, eyes wide and my volume totally out of control. “I don’t need the papers. I can pick them up when I come home later. I’ve gotta go. Can’t be late!” I spun around to run for the front door, but Brady moved to intercept my escape.

      “Not so fast. You know you need all your files for work. Let Eli help you.” He shook his head at my panic, his usually friendly smile turning to a scold. He licked his spoon and then used it to point at my socks. “You don’t even have any shoes on!”

      I cringed at what a loon I must seem like. The tight glare I shot Brady begged him to have pity on my plight.

      Eli mumbled from the floor with a frown. “I just had these all organized, too. I keep putting them in order by patient number after you’ve been passing out on the couch, but now they’re all messed up.”

      My mouth fell open as I turned to face him. “That was you?”

      “Of course. Who did ye think did it?”

      I rubbed the nape of my neck, and cringed when I realized I was sweating from getting too near the hot guy. “I thought maybe I did it in my sleep.”

      Eli looked up at me, staring straight into my eyes with palpable sorrow, as if he wanted to tell me something important. “Ye dream about work? Tha’s the saddest thing I’ve heard since all the talk about cancer. You’re a grim couple.”

      “We’re not a couple,” Brady explained through his mouthful of oatmeal. “But he’s right, V. It’s sad.”

      “Hello, I’m going skydiving. I have a life. I just like to… I don’t have to explain myself to either of you.” I dropped to my knees and shoved the papers into my pack at random. “I’ll sort through these later. Thanks for your strong hands. I mean your sexy hands. I mean your help! Thanks for your sexy help.” I let out a bleat of agony. “Your regular, nonsexual help!”

      “It’s no trouble. Ye fancy my hands?” Eli looked down at his rough knuckles, as if seeing them in a new light. He had the kind of hands that looked as if they could snap a two-by-four in half, and do what they wished without apology.

      I was about to say yes, but knew that would come out creepy. I wanted to compliment his musculature, but bit my tongue through that outburst of insanity. Progress. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Hold on. A few slipped over here. Your boss is really tha strict?”

      I shook my head, keeping my chin down, inching out of the kitchen and towards the door, readying to bolt. “No, but if I don’t get out of here, you’ll touch my finger again, and I’ll get the feelings!” When that was clearly the wrong thing to say, I started to sweat anew, my voice cracking. “I didn’t mean it like that!” I didn’t think it was possible for me to turn any redder, but there was apparently a whole new shade I could blush.

      Brady keeled over with laughter, and if I had the wherewithal to shove him, I would’ve. “Why do I never have a camera going to catch these moments on film?”

      “I have to go!” I snatched the last few pages, shoved on my shoes and literally ran out the door. I fled down the stairs, as if putting distance between myself and the horrifying admission would make it all not so.
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      “You got home way too late last night,” Mr. Li lectured, coming out from behind the counter to wave his order pad at me. He was always gesticulating with the pad, making it look like it was part of his hand after so many years with variations of the same greeting. “Why’d you work so late, young lady?”

      I grinned at the mid-sixties man I could only ever adore. Mr. Li had a nicely lined face, a missing eyebrow (I never should’ve asked him about it. That totally gross story still makes me shudder), thin lips and a round face that smiled for me after he’d finished yelling.

      I shrugged at the father figure I’d adopted over the past five years. “I took on more patients at the clinic. You know what that means? Overtime, baby!” I raised the roof, even though my arms were yelling at me that my silly dance totally wasn’t worth it. My whole body was exhausted from overuse, and then waking up at three in the morning to make a fool of myself in front of the new guy.

      “I’m not the baby. You’re the baby, young lady, and you were out way too late.”

      I shrugged at the lecture. After his son went back to China to get married, he’d needed someone to look after, to pass his wisdom onto. Since he rented out the apartment above his shop to me, I was the perfect candidate, and didn’t mind the hovering one bit. It was nice to have someone worry if I stayed out too late. “I left a message that I’d be home after dark.”

      He squinted at me, and I knew his sarcasm was coming. “Oh, did this message go upstairs and tuck itself in at a reasonable hour? Did the message eat the dinner I’d made two hours earlier?”

      “I told Chen I’d be out late, so that you didn’t have to go through the trouble. Didn’t he tell you?”

      “He did, but it was so ridiculous that I didn’t think he could be serious.” Then the twinkle in his eye overruled his frustration when he saw my faux-contrition. “Oh, I can’t stay mad at you. Your lunch for the day is in the fridge back there.”

      “Aw, you didn’t have to do that.”

      “If I don’t feed you, you wither away into nothing! You’re already too skinny.”

      Mr. Li, Brady and Caty were the only ones who ever called me skinny. Caty was a rail, and I was… curvy.  Yeah, we’ll go with curvy. “What’d you make me? Fried rice with extra peas?”

      Mr. Li let out a loud raspberry. “I don’t want you eating that junk. Too much sodium. Not good for you.”

      I chuckled at him dissing his own food. I leaned up on my toes and kissed his cheek. I smiled at his smirk that he tried to suppress, so that I knew he was serious about me cutting down my hours. “Thanks, Dad.”

      My own dad had split when he found out my mom was pregnant, so Mr. Li had taken up that post, even though I was too old to need parenting anymore. He was first-generation Chinese, and I was first-generation Mexican, so people always cocked their heads to the side when I called him my father.

      I skipped to the fridge and pulled out my lunch, which didn’t have my name on it, or his usual inspirational saying he liked to write on the large brown paper bag. “Next time you’re out after dark, I’m eating your meal” was written in angry block letters across the front, making me laugh. Mr. Li totally got me. Before a long day at work? Sometimes, that’s all I needed.

      I counted sixteen fire hydrants on my way to work, smiling at joggers who wanted to get a jump on their day. When I strolled into work and set my backpack down on my desk, I was only one of two people in the entire building, though I knew that would change in the next fifteen minutes. Pretty soon the place would be buzzing with possibility and breakthroughs.

      My boss popped his head through the door. “Violet, can I see you in my office for a minute?”

      Being called into my boss’ office wasn’t usually a bad thing, but it still gave my stomach the nervous jitters. “Of course, Keith.” I followed behind him, worried over what could possibly so big that he couldn’t just tell me in a few sentences.

      “Have a seat,” Keith offered, motioning to the empty chair across from his mammoth desk. Keith was two inches shorter than me, and I stood a measly 5’6”. Still, he had a presence about him that demanded respect and order with a firm, but not terribly unkind, hand. “I’m sure you know our funding has never been great. Insurance only covers so much. And now with all the extra hoops we have to jump through for some of these insurance providers, we often don’t get paid for an appointment until months after we’ve seen the patient.”

      “Yes, sir. That’s very frustrating.”

      “I wanted to see if you’d be available for a special project that might be able to free up some more overtime for you.”

      I quirked my eyebrow at him, leaning forward in the sleek, black chair. His whole office smelled like rich people cologne and leather. The rest of the facility smelled like the floor of a sweaty men’s locker room. “I’m listening.”

      “You know you’re my favorite worker here, right?”

      “Well, you’re my favorite boss, so that works out perfectly. What do you need?” It was so easy to talk to every other man on the planet. Why did I have to turn into such a spaz around Eli?

      “I need your help writing up a grant proposal. Several, actually. There are a dozen or so grants I’ve got my eye on, but I’m swamped here. If you could write those up, that might bring in extra funding, which would mean more overtime for the staff. What do you think?”

      I tried not to balk at him. “Oh, wow. Um, thank you. I’m flattered you thought of me for the project. I’ve never done any grant writing, though. You sure you want to gamble on me for something like this? Seems like a lot would be riding on it. I wouldn’t want to let you down.”

      “The only way you could let me down is by not trying.” That was one of the mantras we had painted on the wall of the gym. Keith took out a paper from his drawer and slid it across the polished wood desk to me. “Here’s all the information you need to get started. Write one grant, then move on to the next. They each have to be tailored to fit the specifications listed, and there are a lot of them. I couldn’t make heads or tails of this one,” he admitted, pointing to an item halfway down on the page.

      “Okay. Sure, Keith. When do you want me to get started? Is someone going to take a few of my patients so I can work on this? I really don’t want to give up Frank, if it’s possible. He’s doing so well, and we’ve come so far.”

      Keith’s eyes were on his computer monitor, half in our conversation, and half onto the next thing. “Oh, no one’s going to take your patients from you. You can just work on the grants when you’re off the clock. See? That’s what I like about you. You fight for your patients.” He typed a few lines on his keyboard. “Can you have the first proposal to me next week? I know there are a dozen on the list there, but the first two have a ticking timeclock on them.”

      I glanced at the list, a knot in my chest forming at the organizations that would demand my best at something I’d never attempted before. And there weren’t a dozen. There were twenty. “I can try.”

      “Thanks, Violet. You’re the greatest. My favorite PT, by far.”

      I don’t know why his compliment didn’t sit right. I should be honored to be given such an important task he didn’t trust with anyone else. Though, I barely had enough time to do the admin work on the patients I had. I wasn’t sure where I’d find the space in my schedule for a whole new project. I straightened my shoulders and steeled myself with a fortitude I often employed at this job. If Keith thought I could do this, then I could.

      I walked through the halls in a haze of worry, and set the paper on my desk in the office I shared with two other women before I went down to welcome my next appointment. I’d been looking forward to meeting John Freedmeyer in the same way you look forward to drilling around landmines. It’s exciting, but not always in a good way. I moved into the waiting room and greeted him with a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Freedmeyer. I’m Violet Rodriquez, and I’ll be working with you today. Right this way.”

      John didn’t smile back. It didn’t look like he was all that familiar with the practice of making your face be kind. “I don’t need to be here. I’ve been seen by enough quack doctors.” The woman I could only guess was either his sister or his wife mouthed an apology at me behind his back, stiffening when John barked out, “Don’t apologize for me, Deanna!”

      I raised my chin to level my gaze at John, holding up my hand when one of my patients rose from his chair to back me up. Lance was sweet like that. I’d done Lance’s rehab, and now he came in once a month to use our therapeutic hot tubs to soak his bum knee.

      John glanced at Lance and muttered a string of racial slurs, sneering at the kind eyes he couldn’t see beneath Lance’s African American heritage. Lance took it in stride, keeping his gaze on me instead of participating in John’s ignorance.

      I kept my voice even, refusing to let John control the volume of the waiting room, and spook the other patients, who had been through enough. “You’re here voluntarily to be seen by the quacks who work in this facility. I can always write up that you were too hostile to be evaluated, but something tells me you wouldn’t want that to happen again.”

      John was much bigger than I, but I’d defended myself against enough veterans with PTSD and misplaced outbursts. I knew I could handle myself. Still, Lance hovered, the sweetie. When John saw that he was outnumbered, and no one except for Deanna was cowering to his temper, he grumbled and shoved past me. “Well, come on! I don’t know where I’m going.”

      As gently as I could, I replied, “And you’re not going to know where to go until you speak to me more nicely than this.” I cast Deanna a wink and gave Lance a fistbump before shutting the door to the waiting room, cutting us off from our audience. “I’ll wait.”

      John stomped toward me, nostrils flared, and for a second, I was worried he might take a swing at me. He stopped directly in front of where I stood, towering over me with anger that seemed too deeply engrained to be from a recent trauma. “Let’s start, please, so I can get out of here, please. Do your job, please.” Then he looked me up and down with a sneer meant to intimidate. “Lazy wetback.”

      “It’s Miss Violet,” I corrected him, my toes curling in my shoes at the offensive term.

      Yes, John was going to be an absolute joy to work with. The problem cases were always shunted my way, which wasn’t a bad thing, but it could be taxing on days like today, with patients like John. Racial digs weren’t totally unexpected, but they were never without a ding to my armor. However, they didn’t faze me more than the perfunctory sting anymore, not like when I’d been a kid and would burst into tears.

      I started with the basic physical evaluation, asking him to lift and bend until I was satisfied I knew what most of the problems were in his bones. When we moved to the obstacle course the other PTs and I had set up in the gym to check harder-to-detect mobility issues, John put his foot down. “I’m not crawling around on the floor like a dog.” His voice echoed off the long walls of the gym, making our conversation public to the others, who were working at the other end.

      “No one thinks you’re a dog. It’s part of the obstacle course. That bit tells me if your shoulders, knees and spine have enough stamina and range of motion to be useful.”

      “You do it first. I’m not going to be laughed at for that.”

      I looked around at the one other PT who was working in the far corner of the gym with her patient. “No one’s around to laugh at you.”

      John flinched. “They are.” He pointed to someone behind me.

      I turned around, even though I knew no one was there. Sure enough, John was seeing people who weren’t there to laugh at him, but he heard the jeering all the same. I kept my voice even, compassion washing through me when I caught a fuller glimpse at how difficult this man’s life must be. “We don’t need to worry about that right now. Here, I’ll show you how this part of the course works. That way, if anyone laughs, it’ll be at me, alright?” I hopped over the car tire we had laid out, and then I laid flat on my stomach to army crawl under a web of ropes.

      “That’s one juicy fine ass you’re wiggling at me, Miss Violet. Love them J-Lo cheeks.”

      I nearly jerked up into the web of ropes to glare at him, but that would’ve gotten me tangled up. Not my first rodeo. “Enough, Mr. Freedmeyer. I’m not here for that. You’re here to work at getting better, so focus on your recovery.” I pulled myself up, and moved around to where he stood. “Your turn, soldier.”

      John hopped over the tire, and then dropped down to crawl under the ropes. His left scapula didn’t have the strength to hold his body static through the sliding he tried to do along the floor, so he compensated with his right side.

      “How’d you injure your shoulder, Mr. Freedmeyer?”

      He grunted as he pulled himself along under the ropes. “Why? You want to nurse me back to health? Make me crawl around on the floor like a dog first, then tell me all the ways I can pay through the nose to get well from some imagined injury?”

      I buttoned my lips shut through a sigh I wanted to let loose. Antagonistic people were the worst. “I’m here to help you, Mr. Freedmeyer.”

      “You want to help me? Stop by my place after work, so I can spank your tight ass. That’s the kind of service I’d happily pay my healthcare professional for.”

      While he wasn’t the first patient to give my skin the creeps, I knew I didn’t have to put up with crap like this. If he couldn’t be cool through an evaluation, then I didn’t have to be a doormat. “Alright, Mr. Freedmeyer. Your evaluation’s over. Thank you for stopping by. No follow-up appointments will be scheduled.”

      John extracted himself from the course and beamed at me, as if he’d just won the lottery. “See? I told you nothing was wrong with me. But I bet you’re still going to charge me through the roof for this appointment, in which you found out nothing was wrong.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty wrong, but we won’t be treating you at this facility. I don’t take on patients who talk about hitting me.” I checked off the appropriate boxes on his form, and then waved at Lance. He came in with his follow-up PT to strengthen his leg using light weights before taking his turn in the hot tub. His expression was hard, having heard the worst of the exchange.

      John leaned in, speaking with a low threat that made my spine tingle. “You are such a tease. You know what I do to teases?”

      “I’ll show you the way out.” I spun around, but yelped when he grabbed a fistful of my hair. My training kicked in, and before I knew it, my foot was stomping down hard on his instep. “Help!” I called to the other PTs, who were running over to extract me from Mr. Freedmeyer. Lance ran with them, which he was able to do because we’d worked so hard to get his busted knee back on track. Beneath my fear was a glimmer of pride that our facility gave the hometown hero the ability to defend the people of his country on his own turf.

      The shock of my defense made John loosen his grip on me, but no sooner had I turned around and popped him in the chest did his fist come flying at my face. I dodged the first punch, and deflected the second with an outward sweeping motion. It was the third one I wasn’t quick enough for, and cried out when his chapped knuckles cracked across my cheekbone.  I dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes as my coworkers and Lance worked to restrain the man who was still grunting, trying to get at me to punish me for all the things that had gone wrong in his hard life.

      I didn’t begrudge him his anger, but as I held my throbbing cheekbone, I vowed his issues wouldn’t become mine.
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      I avoided home like the plague, especially after I looked in the mirror at work and saw that my eye was swelling up nice and good. Instead of going back to the apartment, I went to Caty’s new residence for some much-needed girl time as soon as her workday ended at the elementary school. To her credit, she barely teased me at all for the stupid things I’d done and said in front of Eli. She didn’t lecture me about my hours, or the growing dangers my boss didn’t seem to see when he assigned me patients we all knew were mentally troubled. Instead, she made us strawberry smoothies, and then took me to ten different stores (or a hundred. Or three. I lost count after hour number two). We spent our time together checking off the to-do list her mother-in-law had given her for the wedding.

      The great dress debate had been settled, thank the good Lord, but the veil proved to be equally important to Dennis’ grandmother. By the time Caty found a veil she deemed “definitely the least annoying one,” it was evening, and I guessed late enough for me to go home and avoid seeing Eli. If I played my cards right, I might even be able to slip into my room with a wave over my shoulder and an “I’m so tired” excuse to Brady. My brilliant plan was to hole up in my room like the Apartment Troll.

      Worse than filling out all the forms whenever there was an incident at work, and worse than shopping for a million hours for a veil my BFF didn’t even want, was facing Mr. Li.

      “You should quit that job and work for me. No one hits my employees.”

      I sighed, waving at Chen, who gave me a “best of luck, girl” kind of look. The other employees made themselves scarce, tidying up the dining area to escape Mr. Li’s swinging cleaver. “I don’t usually get hit. It was a new patient, is all.”

      Mr. Li threw his cleaver down, as only a man who used one every day of his life could without accidentally amputating a finger. “I knew you would do this, so I marked it on the calendar. May fifth.” He thumbed through the grease-spattered calendar and tugged up the pages to reveal a giant red “V” on the corresponding date. “That was the day you came home with a limp because one of your patients kicked your ankle out, and you fell. A limp!”

      I blew a loud raspberry and waved off his concern. “I didn’t even take a sick day for that. It was good as new by morning.”

      “Oh, I know you didn’t take time off. Your boss said you were fine, so nothing got written down. Now you come home to me with a black eye? What next?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the paternal affection I would never admit to needing. “Thanks for worrying about me.”

      “I’ve got a steak in the fridge that you can put on your eye. Take it upstairs with your dinner, and go lay down.”

      “I got the rest of the week off. Work policy.” I didn’t mention the time off came with a hefty assignment from Keith. Even though policy stated that work injuries got you paid time off, he wanted me to use that time to start cracking away at those grants.

      “Yes, I know that if he can see the injury, you get paid, but if you can go to work without looking like someone beat you up, then you get nothing.” Mr. Li picked up his cleaver and pointed the edge at me. “You matter.” His eyes narrowed when his words ricocheted off me like ping-pong balls. “Say it, young lady.”

      I stopped and inhaled, taking in his edict so his words could fill me with a promise of something better. “I matter.” On the exhale, I felt a few degrees lighter. “Thank you. You’re a good dad.”

      “I know.”

      Mr. Li sent me upstairs with too many green tea cookies to go with my dinner, and a carton of ginger ice cream he saved for the days I came home injured. When I got upstairs, I went straight for the ice cream, stashing my salad in the fridge when I saw the coast was clear. I knew it was too much to hope I could open the squeaky silverware drawer without drawing attention to myself. Brady’s bedroom door opened, and he strolled out buttoning up a nice, blue dress shirt and wearing his good jeans. “Hey, Vi. You’re…” He gasped when he saw my eye before I could turn around and hide it from him completely. “What happened to you?” He cleared the distance between us, hissing when he saw the monstrosity up close. “Oh, man. It’s really popping out. Let me get some ice.”

      “Is Eli here?” I asked, my shoulders tight.

      “Nah. You know he works nights.”

      My whole body released the ball of tension I’d been carrying around since I trudged up the steps. “Good. He makes me nervous, and I don’t think my luck could stand another slip-on-a-banana-peel moment at this point.”

      I let Brady lead me to the couch, as if he thought I was blind, and needed the assistance. He grabbed the raw steak Mr. Li had wrapped in butcher paper and rested it on my swollen cheekbone. He tilted my head gently to lean on the back of the beige sectional. “Talk,” he demanded, his jaw tight.

      I poked at his chin with a small smile. “Aw, you’re doing your territorial thing. You’re adorable when you treat me like I’m your favorite chew toy.”

      “Not the best time for your lame jokes. Who hit you, and what’s your idiot boss doing about it?”

      “A new patient, who we won’t be treating. Did you know that I have a juicy butt? I didn’t, until Left Hook Joe told me. He’s super. The fact that I’m a ‘lazy wetback’ didn’t deter him from telling me what a tease I am.”

      Too many responses flickered across Brady’s features as his barely controlled rage played out on his stormy eyes – eyes that were put to much better use smiling. “Violent and racist. Awesome. He’s not coming back to the facility?”

      “Nope. Plus, I landed myself two whole days of TV and ice cream. Not a bad deal for me. Had I only known it was this easy to get paid time off.”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t put a joke on it and pass it off. I know you’re freaking out inside.” He slid his wrist behind me and shifted on the couch until I was in his arms, safe and secure in the love Brady never ran short on. “I’ll talk to your boss. You shouldn’t be treating mentally unstable men.”

      I exhaled, leaning into the comfort I was too prideful to ask for. When stuff like this happened while he was on the road, I longed for the simple hug that made things twenty percent more bearable. I drew in an unsteady breath, willing myself not to break down and blubber to my bestie. I didn’t want him to know what a wuss I truly was on the inside. The hug lasted three seconds, and though the scared girl I tried to silence inside of me wanted to hold on longer, the woman with a degree and a life plan pulled away to put a respectable two inches between us. When I collected myself enough to speak, I whispered, “I feel stupid more than anything. I defended myself well enough when he threw the first two punches, but the third one got me. I wasn’t expecting it to devolve as quickly as it did. It’s more embarrassing than painful.”

      He braced me with one arm, and held the steak to my face with his free hand. He kissed my forehead, making me feel like the sister I was to him. When he pulled back to study my face, he winced at the sight of my blackened eye, which was no doubt at the height of sexiness. “I worry about you. I worry that you don’t worry enough. You’ll treat the wrong person, and I’ll never see you again. When you play this kind of thing off like it’s no big deal, all I can picture is your body in the gutter somewhere, and the authorities calling me to ID it. I’m still your in-case-of-emergency contact, right?”

      “Of course. Who else would it be?”

      “Caty, for one. Or Mr. Li. You’re sure you updated your information after your mom died?”

      I inhaled, wishing people would never ever talk to me about the thing that wasn’t supposed to happen to her. It had been just shy of a year since her death, but it still felt like she might pop by my place with some new goofy adventure at any moment. She’d taken Brady, Caty and me to Dollywood two years ago on a whim. Why? Um, because there’s never a good reason to go to Dollywood, which is what makes it the perfect place to go. All four of us happened upon a hole in our schedules that needed to be filled with… Dolly Parton, apparently. Why not? My mother always said that in response to a new challenge, and I loved her for it.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat that always came when I missed my mom. Now there really wasn’t a good reason to go to Dollywood, since she wasn’t around to force us into the impromptu trip.

      I leaned my head on Brady’s outstretched arm behind me. “Caty falls apart if she breaks a nail. I highly doubt she’d be a solid person to call if there was an actual emergency. Though, she handled this pretty well after I laid down the law that there would be no freaking out.”

      “How’d you pull that one off?”

      “I took her shopping for her veil. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Brady groaned. “I don’t know when you two got it in your heads that I’m your girlfriend. Just because I agreed to be her bridesmaid doesn’t mean that I’m packing ovaries. I don’t get off on tulle and corsets like Dennis’ family does.”

      “No one gets off on wedding details like they do. You sat through wedding shoe shopping. I figured I could take one for the team.”

      Brady pulled his phone from his pocket and checked his texts. “Ah. I did miss a few from her. I assumed they were all wedding stuff. Yeah, here’s the one about your black eye. One, two, three… Wow, seven exclamation points. Code red, for sure.”

      “Can we not talk about it?”

      “For now, we can shelve it, sure.”

      My one-eyed gaze fell on a red cereal box that was propped up against my bedroom door with a green bow on the top. I pointed my finger at it, perplexed. “Did you leave me some cereal? You gift-wrapped a box of cereal? That’s so sweet!”

      Brady smiled, shaking his head. “It’s from Eli. A box of Lucky Charms. He said you liked them.”

      I groaned and slunk into the couch, as if the sunken beige cushions might swallow my shame. “Are you serious? He’s a nice guy. I would’ve run out of the apartment if someone had been as weird as I was. That’s… Eli bought me cereal.” I knew I could never eat a bite from that box. The hottest guy in the universe bought me a box of cereal. The thing should be framed.

      “You say that like he brought you a dozen roses.”

      “Who needs flowers when you’ve got Lucky Charms?”

      Brady sniggered. “You know, I love you a little bit more when you say stuff like that.”

      I sighed, knowing Eli was making a polite gesture to keep me from being a freak around him, and didn’t mean anything more by it. “I’ve got some work to do, so you go on out and have your evening. You just spent a week on the road. You deserve to be able to blow off some steam.”

      “I’m not going out.”

      I tugged on the top button of his dress shirt. “Yes, you are. You’re all gussied up.”

      “I’m not going unless you’re going. I’m not leaving you alone right after you got punched in the face. Punched in the face, Vi!”

      “Go,” I repeated. “It’s been awhile since you had a night out.”

      “Then you’re coming with me. Go get changed.”

      “Hello, I’m not going out looking like this. People will stare.”

      “They always stare. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that you have a juicy butt?” He grimaced at the gross come-on.

      “I think I heard that somewhere recently. Go on. I’m just going to sit around and be boring.”

      “Then I will, too.”

      I picked up his phone and started texting one of the names under his “Hook-ups” heading in his address file. He labeled them randomly “Hook-up from King’s Street Bar”, “Hook-up with black lipstick”, and so on. I chose “Hook-up with Spiky Heels She Kept On” because of his recent barrage of shoe shopping with Caty. I texted a quick, “You free to meet up for a drink tonight?” and sent it. “There, it’s done. You’re going out, and you’re going to have fun. You’re not going to sit around the apartment and eat ice cream with me. That’s just sad, Brady.”

      “It is sad. Come out with me.” He glanced at whom I’d sent the text to and gave an appraising nod. “She was a fun one.”

      “I remember from the Animal Planet sounds coming through the bedroom wall we share. Go. Enjoy yourself. I’m really fine here. There’s nothing I need, and my eye won’t heal any faster if you’re here, than if you’re on a date.”

      “Stop being good to me,” he lectured with a tug to my ponytail. “I wanted to be good to you tonight. I was going to volunteer to watch those medical surgeries with you to cheer you up.”

      I lit up as the suggestion dangled itself in front of me. “Oo, that does sound good. Go have your fun, and I’ll have mine.”

      “Oh, fine. But this black eye does not get you out of skydiving this weekend, young lady. You can’t avoid Eli forever. He thought you hated him until I explained it all to him.”

      The color drained from my face. “You explained my Hot Guy Blurts to Eli?”

      “Not in so many words, no. I told him that you were just shy and spastic around new people, and that you didn’t hate him.”

      “I don’t hate him!”

      Brady stood and stretched. “I know,” he said with a mischievous grin. “You want to jump his bones. I think he’d be okay with that. He’s a serious kind of fellow, though. Only time I’ve seen him smile was when you were stuck in the depths of your slapstick routine. He got you the cereal so you’d know he wasn’t scary. He was worried he frightened you.”

      I went from pale to crimson in a breath. “Shut up about it. I’ll get over him. I just need to see him with a woman, and that’ll cure me right quick.”

      Brady checked an incoming text on his phone. “Looks like the guy you’ll be seeing with a woman tonight will be me. You should always pick out my dates. I forgot about this one.”

      “Only if you let me pick out your shoes, too. I’ve got one functioning eye, and even I can see you’re wearing dirty sneaks to go pick up a girl. Wear the tan dress shoes Caty and I picked out for you with the brown belt. Pretend like you give a crap.”

      “Hello, I’m wearing a nice shirt with actual buttons. If that doesn’t say ‘rip my clothes off me,’ I don’t know what does.”

      “You’re dreamy,” I teased, shooing him towards his bedroom. I washed the raw meat stench off my hands and face, because… gross. I took my time with my ginger ice cream and booted up my laptop, clicking from site to site to research how to write successful grant proposals. I’d never even read a grant proposal before, so I didn’t have high hopes I’d get it right. Then I went to the website of the donor who was in charge of issuing said grant that was first on Keith’s list. I spent probably too much time researching the donor, Googling the ins and outs of what made them tick. An hour passed after Brady left before I realized that I’d been rereading the same page too many times. The formal words were starting to run together, so I cleared my mind and tried my hand at drafting up my first grant proposal.

      I struggled not to think about Eli, because each time I pictured his ruggedly handsome face, I cringed at what a dork I devolved into in his presence. I wasn’t looking forward to the unfortunate mishaps that could occur on a tiny plane if he got too near me on skydiving day.

      When Brady brought “Hook-up with Spiky Heels She Kept On” home, I packed up my stuff to make myself scarce. I fell asleep to the sounds of them screwing their brains out, and wondered errantly if Eli would be bringing anyone home.
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      When I came home from running a few errands the next day, I felt the surge of accomplishment at crossing so many things off my list – all except the mechanic, who was booked solid through the weekend. I took the bus instead, not trusting the clanging noise in my engine.

      The afternoon bustle of the stores on a Friday was just enough social interaction to make me appreciate the hooky high that not going to work on a weekday gave me. I hummed to myself as I started making dinner, hoping Brady would never get sick of my lamb and apricot stew with sourdough bread. Brady and I were both creatures of habit, since our lives were spent mostly on the go. Coming home to something familiar, even if it was old news, brought about a contentment that was hard to describe to the types of people who were always jonesing to shake it up. I loved the lamb stew recipe I knew like the back of my hand. My mother had been a housekeeper for an Armenian family for a time, and brought home weird recipes that still made my mouth water.

      Soon enough, the tomato broth was simmering with the chunks of lamb, shallots, red wine, dried and fresh apricots, garlic, mint leaves and a coriander and cloves spice blend of my own creation. I sighed happily at the smell of it all marrying in the pot, and filling the apartment with an airborne hug. I started in on the yogurt, stirring in cinnamon to get the layers of flavor just right.

      My dough had risen nicely, and I sang quietly to myself as I kneaded the sticky ball, while Billie Holiday played on my iPod at the kitchen’s docking station. I loved her voice, and felt my heartrate relax as my hips swayed slowly to the music. Maybe I had been working too hard. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d sang in the middle of the afternoon while cooking a legit meal – not the thrown-together-in-twenty-minutes kind of dinner. I knew Mr. Li would love a bowl of this stew, and made a mental note to bring some down to him later. I put the bread in the oven and chopped up some kale to toss last minute into the pot.

      I wanted to serve wine with the stew, but the glasses were on the top shelf, which I couldn’t reach. I hopped up on the counter, kneeling so I could fish around for the larger glasses that looked fancier than our usual beer bottles and plastic cups. I stopped singing when I saw that Caty had left her wine glass here. I mean, I hadn’t expected her to take it. What was she supposed to do with one wine glass? Still, we’d bought them when the three of us were a family. That her glass remained but she’d moved out hit me at just the right note to add a touch of melancholy. I thumbed the rim, and then reached over my head to fish around for Brady’s glass.

      “I can get tha,” came the Irish brogue that made my heart race into overdrive out of nowhere.

      I yelped and wobbled from my perch on the counter. My outburst turned into a pathetic bleat when heat shot through me – a product of Eli’s hands wrapping around my hips to steady me. “I didn’t know you were home!” I accused, as if he should’ve worn a bell around his neck to announce his presence.

      “Just came back to relax for a bit. I could smell the stew you’ve got brewing as soon as I unlocked the door. I’ve never heard your singing before.”

      I scrambled to get down, nearly kicking him and almost dropping my wine glass in the process. “Oh, you weren’t supposed to hear that! I’m so sorry.” I refused to look at his face, keeping my back to him as I skirted around the kitchen. I flicked off the burner so I could run into my room. There were actual flames out here, which wasn’t all that safe when my Hot Guy clumsiness was factored into the equation. The last thing I wanted was to accidentally light the poor guy on fire. “You can have the kitchen. I was just finishing up.”

      “Violet, wait! Ye don’t have to disappear every time I come near. Did I do something to frighten ye?” His voice was hurt, which tugged at my conscience.

      “No! No, of course not. You’re perfectly nice. I’m just… I forgot I have some stuff I have to take care of. The place is all yours.” I angled my body away from him when he tried to move around so he could stand in my eyeline. The nape of my neck was starting to sweat, and though the food smelled amazing, I knew I couldn’t risk getting near the pot without spilling its contents on myself. I didn’t want to waste a night in the ER with second degree burns. I stared at the counter, my back to him so I didn’t have to see how good looking he still was. Perhaps when I turned around again, he’d be covered in warts, and I could be a touch more normal.

      My eyes shut tight when I heard a note of frustration in his voice. “Why won’t ye look at me? I’ve never met a woman who literally ran from me every chance she got. Out with it. Seriously, now. Let’s clear the air so ye don’t have to go scurrying out of the room every time I come near. What is it about me tha bothers ye so much?”

      “Nothing! You’re great. I’ve got no problem with your face or your pecs. Why would I?” I clutched the counter as my anxiety spiked. “You take up barely any space. You’re like a ghost. It’s nothing to do with you. It’s just me being a dork. Ignore me.”

      His voice sounded unbearably sad from two feet behind me where he stood, forlorn and tugging on my heartstrings. “Ye can’t be in the same room as me, and now ye can’t even look at me. Turn around, Violet. I’m no one to be afraid of.”

      I palmed the counter, wishing I’d told Keith that I couldn’t do John Freedmeyer’s evaluation in the first place. I could’ve been at work right now, instead of trying to hide in plain sight in my own apartment. “I… I can’t! You don’t understand. Today’s not a good day for you to see me.”

      Eli’s gruff voice turned softer. “Well, I’m seeing ye now, and wouldn’t mind a bit more. I’ve never had this much trouble getting a woman to talk to me. Turn around.”

      My shoulders slumped in defeat. I hadn’t wanted him to question himself or feel like a loser who couldn’t get people to talk to him. I knew I couldn’t avoid him without seeming like a total wench who was too prissy to look in his direction. My fingers gripped the counter so hard, they turned white. “Okay, but don’t make a big deal about my face. I’m… I can’t undo it, so just let it go for now. Can you do that?”

      “Jays, did ye forget to put makeup on or something? Is it possible anyone’s this sensitive about their looks?”

      I sighed, keeping my chin down as I turned around. I heard his gasp, but it was his crooked finger touching the underside of my chin to lift my head that did me in. I shivered at the contact, biting my lip to keep my desire tucked inside. The urge to pop his digit into my mouth and suck on it roiled low in my belly, but I shushed the gluttonous monster as best I could. “I told you I didn’t want you to see. I’m not being vain. I don’t even wear makeup.”

      He held up his hands to prove their innocence before stepping closer, treating me as if I was a horse that might spook if he moved too quickly. Despite their width and beefiness, Eli’s fingers were surprisingly gentle as they fluttered over my face, turning my chin to the left and the right so he could examine the swelling from all angles. “Who?” he asked with a definitive succinctness that demanded an actual answer.

      “Just a patient who got out of hand at work.”

      “I thought ye were a nurse. Who punches a nurse?”

      “Not a nurse. I’m a physical therapist. I largely treat veterans. Most of them are great, but a few have a little mental instability that flares up from time to time. It’s PTSD that wasn’t treated when it should’ve been, or a lingering psychosis that waited until later in life to come out.” I shrugged, but couldn’t bring myself to move my face from his touch. His thumb stroked the slope of my jaw, his eyes landing on my lips in a way that made my Hot Guy Blurts thrust out in a blast. “Stew and bread!” I shouted in his face, making him jump. I cringed at my lack of grace. “Sorry. I mean that I made stew and bread. I don’t actually know what you like, but you’re welcome to it.”

      Eli took a step back, as if just realizing that he’d been dominating my personal space. If I had half a brain about me, I would’ve let him stay close all evening long, bathing in the cologne-scented deodorant and the piney smell he traveled with. “It smells incredible. Thanks. I think I will join ye.”

      My mouth went dry when I realized that I would be stuck eating the most spillable food in front of the guy who turned me into a total klutz. “Oh, um…” I wanted to think up a reason why I couldn’t eat with him, but nothing came to mind. “Okay, sure.”

      He looked put out at my hesitation to spend time with him, but took it in stride. “How can I help?”

      I actually would need his help if I was going to get the food on the table without burning myself or him. I was worried I might spill everything all over, like a bad vaudeville comedy skit. “You’re hot,” I blurted out like a dummy. I smacked my hand on my forehead. “Your hands will be hot. I mean, the bread is hot. Oven mitts!”

      Eli looked at me as if I’d gone partially insane. “How hard did he hit ye? You’re talking like I should be taking ye to the emergency room.”

      I’m sure I did sound like I had a few screws loose. I whirled around, located my phone on the counter and texted Brady in aggressive all caps. “BLURTS! GET HOME NOW! IF I ACCIDENTALLY KISS ELI AND THEN FALL ON MY FACE BECAUSE HE’S THE HOTTEST GUY I’VE EVER SEEN, IT’S ALL YOUR FAULT!” Then, of course, I dropped my phone on the floor. We both bent down to pick it up, and I cracked my forehead to his, because, well, why wouldn’t that happen?

      “I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” we both said at the same time. We reached out and touched each other’s forehead, and that same heat lit up my body, making my lashes flutter. As soon as I realized I was fondling his hairline without clinical detachment, I ripped my hands away from him, falling backward onto my butt.

      Eli studied me, his concern and confusion melting away when he looked down at my phone and chuckled. “Oh. Tha makes more sense now. Jays, I thought… Well, ye have an odd way of showing attraction, tha’s for sure.”

      My mouth fell open and my eyes glanced over the damning sent text, and Brady’s answer of, “Just ask Eli out. I bet he says yes. After a date, you won’t be so clumsy around him.”

      “Oh, no. Oh, no. That didn’t happen. You didn’t see that, and I didn’t type it.” Chagrin and agony washed over my face as I leaned against the cupboard. “Undo it! Undo it!” I shouted childishly, shutting my eyes to fend off reality.

      Of all things, Eli kept snickering, his low laugh endearing me to him even more, while the rest of me wanted to run away to the Alps to hide out in a snowbank somewhere. Perhaps all the snow in the world might be able to cool off the heat that rose up in me at the sound of his deep laugh. “I can’t remember the last time I was so twisted up, as ye are. Tha’s all this is? Ye fancy me?”

      “No!” I belted out, my volume uncontrollable. “It’s just your face and your arms. And your body. And your smile. And your accent. And your hands. And your butt. And your laugh.” I clamped my hand over my mouth and let out a bray of distress as the horrors kept flying out. “I’m sorry!”

      At this, Eli threw his head back and laughed louder, holding his toned stomach. The emerald eyes that usually looked so serious gave way to actual joy. I’d made Eli laugh. It was a full-bodied, beautiful sound that stirred a whole new layer of attraction deep in my belly. “Jays! Wow, is tha all? Nothing about my hairy feet? No compliments at all on my personality? I’m fairly certain I should be offended.”

      We were still on the floor of the kitchen, with me backed all the way into the cupboards in the corner, blinking in horror that I couldn’t stop the idiocy from flowing. He slid over to sit next to me, resting his broad back on the cupboard door. Though there was a solid three inches of space between my arm and his, it felt like we were touching. Oh, how I wanted him to touch me – anywhere and everywhere. I hung my head in shame. “I couldn’t be more embarrassed right now. I’m sure you have a great personality, but I wouldn’t know, because I have this dysfunction that if I’m around an attractive guy, I turn into a dummy who can’t get anything right.”

      “Tha’s quite the affliction. Ye must stumble around all day in a stupor, then, since half the people out there are men. Ye aren’t this way around Brady.”

      I shot Eli a withering look that made him chuckle. “It’s not all attractive men, just the few with your supernova level of hotness. I haven’t been this incurable since one guy in college, and I never even got up the courage to say one word to him. But you live here, just walking around, looking like that!”

      Eli’s chuckle was an addiction that made my debasement worth something in the exchange of my humiliation for his sheer sexiness. “I had no idea. I thought ye were afraid of me. Ye run away every time I come near. Come here, Mouse.” My heart nearly stopped beating when his arm coiled around my back. He pulled me closer until I was tucked into his side. My hand fell on his chest, and my whole body froze. I was afraid I would grope him, fondle his pecs and tease his nipples, so I stopped moving entirely. He felt too good, his musculature too enticing, beckoning me to run my fingers along the ridges of his abdominals. His voice was deep and welcoming, setting my stomach twirling. “Tha was just about the best compliment I’ve ever been paid. Thanks for making my night.”

      It was his contented sigh while he held me that pushed my anxiety over the edge. I yelped and scrambled on hands and knees away from his half-embrace, blinking at him like a doe staring down her hunter. Armed or not, Eli was dangerous to me. “Okay, you can’t hold me like that ever again. It makes me… For your own good, that’s not what you want to do. Just call me a freak and be done with it.”

      “And ye know what I want?”

      My eyes widened. “I know you don’t want me to grow more infatuated.” I motioned to myself, “This isn’t going to get any better, unless you make yourself really unattractive somehow. And frankly, I just don’t see that being a possibility.”

      “So let me get this straight. Ye want me, ye have my arm around your back, but ye want to get away because you’ll only want me more? I’m not seeing the logic in tha.”

      “I can’t know what your body feels like, Eli! Or that you smell like the best kind of sexy dream. It’s only making this worse! That guy I had a crush on in college? I saw him coming in the hallway one day, and I tripped over my own two feet trying to get away from him and gave myself a bloody nose. I turn into a complete klutz, and have a steady stream of verbal vomit that I can’t turn off.” I dropped my phone three times before finally pressing the call button. When Brady picked up, I shouted, “Get over here! I’m freaking out! I touched his pecs, and now I know what they feel like! If I have a heart attack, it’s all your fault!”

      Then I realized that I said that all in front of Eli, whose laughter was only matched by Brady’s. I hung up the phone and scrambled away from both of their voices, crawling – yes, crawling – toward my bedroom before I could say anything else to seal my position as the most awkward girl in the world.
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      The timer buzzed above the stove, announcing that the bread was baked, but I was still shaking like a leaf in the privacy of my bedroom. Eli had laughed for a solid five minutes, going back and forth on the phone with Brady as the two had a nice, long chat about my affliction.

      When his knock sounded on my door, I jumped and yelped like a child awaiting the boogeyman, who happened to knock politely. “I’m busy!” I shouted, afraid of facing him (or the world) ever again.

      “Brady’s on his way home. Thought ye might want to know.”

      “Okay. I’m going to turn in. Have a good night.” Go away!

      “Can I ask ye something, Mouse?”

      I closed my eyes at the nickname. I wasn’t a mouse at work or with my friends. Only in front of Eli did I squeak and run away. My voice cracked when I replied with a shaky, “Uh-huh?”

      “I’m opening the door.”

      I backed away, bumping my butt into the dresser with a bang. “What’s up?”

      “Two things. The timer rang on the stove. Was tha important? Is tha… Ye were supposed to eat tha.” He pointed to the box of Lucky Charms that still had the bow on it. I’d placed it atop my dresser, so I could glance at the gift like the fangirl I was.

      I gasped, embarrassed, as if he’d caught me sniffing a pair of his underwear or something. I didn’t know what to do, so I snatched at the box and shoved it under my comforter, hiding it from view. “I can buy other boxes of cereal. That one’s special.”

      Eli smirked at my squirm, as if I was cute, and not horribly pathetic. “I see.” That he’d been kind instead of calling me the dork that I was only endeared me to him more. At this rate, I would never get over him.

      “The bread needs to come out. That’s what the timer was for. What was the second thing you needed?”

      He shot me a wicked smirk that showed off his playful side. “I was wondering if ye wanted to know what my other pec felt like. Ye only got your crack at just the one. I don’t want ye to feel shorted.”

      I gasped, scandalized at the evil, dimpled grin I wanted to study under a microscope. I was so frustrated with him (and mostly myself), that I mimed picking up my pillow and throwing it across the room at him angrily. “Knock it off. I told you, I can’t help it!”

      He looked down at the invisible pillow and then quirked his eyebrow at me. “Is tha what ye meant to do? I’m fairly certain ye missed your hold on your weapon.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t going to actually throw something at your face. I didn’t want to hurt you for real. I just wanted to get you to shut up about it.”

      “Ye didn’t want to hurt me… with a pillow?” He reached across his torso and squeezed one of his pectoral muscles. “How flabby must these be if ye think a wee pillow could mortally wound me?”

      I bit my lower lip and shook my head, willing the branded image of him fondling his chest to erase itself from my long-term fantasy bank. “I don’t know, but it felt wrong. You’ve got that shadow in your eyes. Plus, the guarded way you hold your shoulders inward makes me feel like you’ve taken too many hits. I didn’t want to add one more to the list. I don’t like to think about something hurting you.”

      Eli stared at me, sifting through my words as if they held a double meaning. A tender expression crossed his features, his eyes holding an appreciation that I was gentle with the ghosts that still haunted him. He looked at me with confusion, his tongue sweeping his lower lip before he finally spoke. “No one’s ever said tha to me. Ye… You’re a sweet little lass.”

      I shook my head and held up my finger in warning. “Ho, no. Don’t you go throwing around compliments in my direction. It means too much to me, so you should keep that noise to yourself. You know it’ll only go downhill from here. I already cracked you in the forehead because you got too close. You’ve healed from enough in your life. Save yourself. Seriously.”

      Eli squinted at me. “How do ye know what I’ve healed from?”

      I set aside my clumsy junior high squeakiness and donned my far more relaxing PT mode. “Your walk. You favor your right side slightly. I can tell you’ve had surgery above your hip. You walk with weighted steps, which means you’re used to wearing heavy boots. That puts you at either a construction worker or ex-military. I’m guessing military, which is where you got the strain on your left shoulder – too many calisthenics on a large body. And you’ve got a deep-set scar on the left side of your forehead that wasn’t done with a scalpel, so that’s most likely from a fight gone south.” I envisioned myself licking the scar if I was allowed too close. I couldn’t be professional anymore when I pictured someone taking a knife to Eli’s perfect features. My shoulders dropped, and a woebegone expression crossed my face. “Why did they hurt you?”

      It was Eli’s turn to gape at me. “How did ye know all tha?” His face turned aggressive on a dime. “Have ye been looking into my time in Ireland? Who do ye work for?”

      I jumped at his accusatory bark. “I work for McCale’s Rehab Clinic! I know all that because I can see the way you carry yourself.” Sweat broke out along my forehead, and I feared I might spontaneously either burst into tears or pee myself. Eli hated me. At least my college crush did me the favor of not knowing I was alive. This was pain that surprised me with how deep it cut. I swallowed hard and fought through my nerves to find my PT mode. “I guessed all that because it’s my job. People lie to their therapists all the time. Some people want to speed up their rehabilitation, so they lie and say they’re not in pain when they are. Then they hurt himself, and the company I work for risks getting sued. I diagnose people with a look all the time. I’m sorry, Eli. I didn’t mean anything by it. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Scare me?”

      I shrugged. “Well, yeah. It looks like you didn’t want me to know about that knife fight, or your time in the army.” My hands wrung together as my self-loathing hit a new high. “I won’t tell Brady or anyone, honest. I’m real sorry, Eli. I sometimes forget to turn work-mode off when I should.”

      Eli stared at me for a few weighted moments before he ran his hand over his face. “Aye. It’s not ye, Mouse. There are things… I didn’t know ye could do tha. Maybe I overreacted. Jays, you’re looking like ye might cry. I didn’t mean to scare ye. I was hoping to leave tha life behind. I didn’t know ye might guess it all so quickly.”

      I shook my head, lowering my chin in case I did cry at making him so upset. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I do that sometimes, evaluate people who aren’t patients. It’s not fair for me to guess at your story when you didn’t want to tell it.”

      “Aye. I do the same thing when I walk into a room. Evaluate all the entry points, shady characters, and check for weaknesses to security. My current job doesn’t exactly help with tha.”

      “Brady mentioned you work in security.”

      Eli shook his head. “At a nightclub. I mostly guard the owner during the evening shift, which, if ye can imagine, is his most active time. I’ve been working for Antonio for years.”

      “Ah. That makes sense.”

      “What does?”

      I shrugged, wrapping my arms around myself. “If you’re around, what could there possibly be to worry about? The owner probably wants to feel safe in his own workplace. Makes sense why he’d keep you close.” I shook my head, my chin tucked to my chest. “You can go, Eli. I’m saying all the wrong things, and probably making you uncomfortable.”

      He didn’t leave, but moved to stand in my doorway, staring at me. He drank in every inch of my body, while I silently wished for the ability to dematerialize and melt into the floor. Finally, his eyes broke away so he could look around my room. “It doesn’t look like ye do much living in here. Aren’t women supposed to have stuff on the walls and whatnot?”

      I shrugged, moving to the far corner of my room when he took a step further inside. “Caty was the decorator. I need to go buy a desk to put in the corner over there, but that’s about it. All the fluttery extras feel like clutter to me. I like my room clean. I don’t really care what the walls look like, so long as the bed’s comfortable.” I shook my head, rubbing my temples as my anxiety peaked again. “Not that I was thinking about my bed just because you’re in the room. I think about my bed all the time. I mean, I’m not lazy or anything. I wasn’t picturing you on my bed! I promise!”

      Eli gaped at me. “Jays, ye poor thing. You’re all worked up just because I’m standing here? I wonder what would happen if I…” He raised his notched eyebrow at me, a devious smile playing on the corners of his mouth, showing off those dang irresistible dimples. He moved closer, so I stopped breathing altogether. When Eli plopped down on my mattress, glancing over at me with a grin that told me he knew exactly what predicament he was putting me in, my brain went into overdrive. A million filthy and tender mental images raced through my mind in a helter-skelter riot, rattling me up so much that I couldn’t squeak out a single word.

      “Ye noticed my hip wound, yeah? I was shot by a sniper when I was fighting in the service. Got myself an honorable discharge.” He squinted up at me, as if trying to figure me out. “And tha’s the most I’ve talked about my time in the army in years.”

      I melted at the horrible thing that happened to such a beautiful man. “Oh, Eli. I’m so sorry.”

      Eli smirked at me, showing off his lickable dimples beneath his scruff. I wanted to slather them with whipped cream just to suck it all out. It was a definite problem. “This is the part where ye should offer to give me an examination.”

      I merely gaped at him, dumbstruck and frozen in my panic, which was mingled with sheer glee at seeing the impossible come true. I anchored my feet to the floor, lest my body float away on the high I got from being tormented by such a beautiful man. “No way. Not ever. I would faint. I’m on the verge right now as it is.” Eli was sitting on my bed. Granted, he was fully clothed and doing it just to tease me, but still. I thought I knew the full scope of my hormones, but they reached a new level I must’ve skipped over in junior high.

      Eli chuckled at me, taking pity on my plight. “I’m only playing with ye, Mouse. Ye make it too easy. I haven’t had this much fun in ages. Thanks for the best night I’ve had in a long time.”

      “Bread!” I blurted out, and ran from the room like my jeans were on fire.
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      I bolted to the oven, flung down the door and grabbed at the pan, not realizing until I dropped it onto the stovetop that I’d forgotten to use oven mitts. “Ah!”

      Eli flew out of the room at my cry of pain, swearing when he put together the problem. “Oven mitts, Mouse. Here. Let’s get some cold water on ye.” He turned on the faucet. “Maybe a cold shower would help,” he teased before recalling that I was actually hurt.

      I shoved my hands under the icy stream, letting out noises of distress when my skin kept getting hotter. Eli’s long fingers wrapped around my wrists, unnecessarily securing my hands in place, as if I might move them from the only thing that could soothe the burn. His body caged mine in, making my knees go weak when I felt his hard musculature behind me, encasing my body with his. My heart hammered in an unforgivable rhythm, the burn secondary to the heat that scorched my back where he was touching me. “You’re too close! I can’t… You’re… I can feel your breath on my neck, and I shouldn’t…” When my air drew into my lungs in shallow pants, I realized I was having a panic attack. He was too beautiful, too strong, too sexy, and it was all too much. My knees buckled, and I thanked the burn on my palms for being enough to keep me from fainting smack in the middle of the kitchen. “If you don’t back up, I’ll throw up right here, Eli!” I warned through my erratic breaths.

      “Jays, are ye serious?” He dropped his arms from around me. He moved his large hand to my back, rubbing in soothing circles and teasing me with the proximity of his presence. “How do ye even date anyone if ye get all hot and bothered by this?”

      I started to breathe normally again, and finally found my voice. “I used to date a decent amount, but none of those guys ever gave me the obnoxious barf-inducing butterflies. I told you, it’s only the supernova level of hotness that does me in. Do you really think I’d be able to make it through a whole date like this? I’m this close to asking you to wear a paper bag over your head, just to calm my heartrate.”

      Eli snickered as the front door opened, and Brady’s voice breathed new oxygen into my constricted lungs. “Hey, kiddo. Got here as quick as I could. What’s going on?”

      “He made me burn my fingers!” I accused, ignoring Eli’s indignant protest. “He’s teasing me on purpose, and I’m turning into Lucille Ball over here!”

      Brady laughed. “Ah, so you told Eli about your Hot Guy Blurts? Oo, is that the stew I smell?”

      “Uh-huh. Plus baked fingers and bread. How does that sound?”

      “Eli, grab some bowls, will you? I’ll get the silverware.” Brady came over and examined my hands. Once he deemed them still attached, I flung my arms around his neck, surprising him with my desperation. “Whoa! It’s alright, Vi.”

      “Never leave me alone with him again! He sat on my bed, and now that’s in here!” I pulled away and tapped my forehead.

      Brady chose to ignore my panic and go straight for normal conversation to quell my insanity. “Mr. Li sent up another carton of ginger ice cream. You want, or should I put it in the freezer?”

      “Freezer. I didn’t stop by to see him today. How is he?”

      “Worried about you. He said he called your boss this morning to yell at him. Not gonna lie, I wish I was a mid-sixties Asian dude with a Dad Card. Then I could get away with yelling at your boss on your behalf.”

      I groaned. “Oh, I wish he hadn’t done that again. He gets so worked up over the smallest things.”

      Brady stiffened and yanked me across the apartment, past Eli, and into the bathroom, turning on the lights and pointing to the mirror. “Would you look at your eye? That’s not the smallest thing. That patient clocked you. Keith should’ve been on it.”

      “Keith’s overwhelmed these days. He even gave me a special assignment yesterday morning before all that nonsense went down, because he couldn’t get to it. He trusts me to handle things, and I didn’t handle my patient correctly. I let Keith down, not the other way around.” When I glanced in the mirror, I gasped. My eye, though opened now, was completely bluish purple from my cheekbone to my temple. “Dang, that’s worse than I thought it would be today.”

      “What special assignment?” Brady inquired. I explained the grant proposal, but my BFF only frowned more. “How can you possibly cram more into your schedule? You’re already working late into the night. I hope he’s paying you several pretty pennies for this.”

      I shook my head, willing my voice to sound like I totally had everything under control. “No, this is on my own time. I’m just doing him a favor, helping him out. Plus, if this works and these grants go through, it would mean more opportunities for overtime.”

      “You’re already working fourteen-hour days! What more overtime could you possibly need?”

      My eyebrows furrowed as I mulled this over. “I dunno. But it would be good for the clinic. We could always use more funding for the place. Maybe then we could switch to EMR, and I wouldn’t have to carry around a stack of papers every day.”

      “Yes, and it’s the boss’ responsibility to secure that for everyone, not yours. Especially if he’s not even paying you for the work! Not another minute spent on this project, Vi. I’m serious. I can’t stand Keith.”

      “You act like he’s some evil mastermind, trying to take advantage of me. He sees me being a team player. That’s worth just as much as a bump in my paycheck.”

      “No, a bump in your paycheck is worth actual money. Doing his job for free is worth exactly zero dollars and zero cents.”

      Eli sidled up next to us, standing in the doorway and giving me the nervous jitters. “Brady’s spot on. People do this to nice women all the time. Ye get off on being helpful because you’re a sweet Mouse. He’s milking it, trying to get as much free work out of ye as he can. If these grants were truly tha important to the facility, he’d take care of them. In the end, this’ll get you no closer to a promotion. Sometimes it even works against ye, because he knows he doesn’t have to pay ye more to get twice the work out of ye.”

      I blinked up at the guys, wanting to argue just so I didn’t feel stupid. “I… But Keith wouldn’t… I don’t think he would… Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely,” both Eli and Brady nodded. “Tell him to take this grant and do it himself. Don’t spend another second on it.”

      I nodded, moving slowly out of the bathroom and back to the kitchen as I mulled over their words of caution. My hands were still stinging, but the pain was starting to lessen. I took out the eggs from the fridge and cranked on the heat for the stew, stirring the delicious meal around and around until it made a gentle whirlpool. I inhaled deeply before dropping three eggs into the thick broth. Eli leaned over the pot curiously. “What’re ye doing now? Poaching eggs in here?”

      “Is that alright? Are you allergic to eggs?” I shook my head at myself. “I didn’t even think to ask you if you had any food allergies. I’m sorry. Totally self-involved of me. Can you eat eggs?”

      Eli studied me curiously, so I ducked my chin, letting my loose strands of hair shroud my face to keep my burning cheeks from view. “Aye. Ye’ve no need to apologize. And ye don’t have to go hiding your pretty face from me like tha. What’s a man supposed to do without something lovely to look at?”

      My heart fluttered in my chest at the blatant compliment, but my jaw tightened. “Stop teasing me. You know you’re just trying to make me clumsier. I’m this close to tripping and dumping this pot of stew all over the kitchen.”

      Eli didn’t argue, but slowly reached out his hand and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. The ecstasy that was Eli’s touch on the shell of my ear was indescribable, and leant itself to being added into my fantasies about him. Most people’s fantasies start out with clothes hitting the floor in the heat of passion, but mine start and end with him touching my ear, because he’s just that good. “Tha’s better. I like watching tha pink take over your cheeks. You’re so innocent if being near me gets ye this worked up. It’s sweet.”

      I’m fairly certain the pink turned crimson at his mild flirt. “You go sit down, or I swear, I’ll barf all over your shirt. This is the longest I’ve ever been near someone this hot, and I’ve exceeded my limit on how nervous a girl can get.”

      He ran his knuckles down my unbruised cheek, making my lashes flutter and the vomit rise. Goosebumps broke out all over my body, and my labored breath caught in my throat. “Aye. Alright. I can behave.”

      Brady took pity on my plight and ladled out the stew into bowls, so I didn’t make my situation even worse. “Found two gloves in the street today. I think one of them might be a decent match for the striped orange one.”

      I perked up at the news. “Oo, really? That’s awesome. That poor little guy’s been waiting on a match forever.”

      “Ye lost your glove?” Eli inquired.

      Brady answered for me, because I had devolved back into a mute five-year-old who couldn’t find her voice. Eli had touched my hair and my ear. It was too much to process, and still be expected to participate in normal conversation. “Violet collects gloves for the vets and donates them to the local VA. She, Caty and I find lost gloves all over the city. We bring them home, wash them, pair them, and give them to the vets.”

      “Ye find tha many gloves just lying around?”

      “You’d be surprised. Once you know to start looking for them, you find them everywhere.”

      “Ye collect gloves for veterans?” When this seemed to require a response, I nodded, my chin down and my loose strands of hair falling forward to cover my face again. “Tha’s… You’re a sweet girl, Mouse. Can I do it, too?”

      I glanced up at him, dumbfounded that he didn’t think we were wasting our efforts. It’s not like gloves were expensive or would save the world, but it was a daily treasure hunt that the three of us found fun. “Really?”

      “Sure. Just finding gloves and bringing them to ye after I wash them?”

      I nodded, touched that he wanted to lend a hand. Adding charity work to his sexiness only compounded my conundrum. I knew if he followed through and found a glove, I’d never get over my stupid crush.

      “What are ye both doing tonight? Got any plans?”

      Brady stirred his stew. “Nothing that can’t be broken. Why? Whatcha got in mind?”

      “Mouse?” Eli inquired, waiting to hear my answer before he tipped his hand.

      “Grant research,” I reminded them. “I’m writing the first grant proposal. I’m not finished studying up for it, though.”

      Brady’s blond eyebrows furrowed together. “You’re not finishing it at all. Seriously, Vi. Keith is taking advantage of you.”

      “I don’t mind the work.”

      “If you won’t listen to me, I’ll tell Mr. Li on you,” Brady responded childishly.

      “You will not. You know how worked up he gets over the smallest thing.”

      “Who’s Mr. Li now?” Eli asked.

      I was still too nervous to speak much, so Brady answered for me. “The guy who owns the Chinese food place below us. Violet saved his life a few years ago, so he looks out for her. Treats her like she’s his own kid.”

      I sighed loudly and rolled my eyes. “Don’t put it like that. That’s way more dramatic than the whole thing needs to be. I was at the right place at the right time, that’s all. I gave him the Heimlich, which is so basic, any monkey could’ve done it.”

      “He was choking on something, and freaked out when he couldn’t breathe, and then gave himself a heart attack. Vi was eating at the restaurant, and saw it all go down. She got him breathing again, shoved an aspirin down his throat, and gave him CPR until the ambulance showed up. Didn’t you wonder why the rent was so cheap here? It’s because Mr. Li cuts her a deal. Places in this district go for double what we pay.”

      I kicked my feet together under the table. “He’s a nice man.”

      Brady sliced the sourdough bread and started serving it to us so I didn’t risk my life by touching the long knife. “When Mr. Li’s son was in a car accident a while back, they told him he might never walk again, but Vi got him out of that wheelchair in three months without charging him a dime. He’s good as new now. Mr. Li is Violet’s biggest fan. Makes her lunch every day, and dinner most nights. Mr. Li yells at her boss when he takes advantage, which is totally what Keith is doing to you, by the way.”

      “Oh Dios mío. Would you let it go? I like the place I work. If I can help the facility get more funding, why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because you’re spread too thin as it is.”

      “Hello, I spent the afternoon making stew and being a lazy good-for-nothing. I can handle a little extra work.”

      Brady let out a frustrated growl. “I swear, you’re your mother’s daughter. Do you think she’d want this for you?” Before I could answer, he spouted, “You’re home because you got clocked by a mental case who was pissed he couldn’t get into your pants!” Brady reminded me, his argumentative tone reaching the point of no return.

      “He was making a pass at ye?” Eli inquired gravely.

      I set down my spoon and sighed loudly. “Would you two knock it off? Stuff like that happens all the time because of the patients I treat. Most of them are awesome, but there are a couple disturbed ones who come to us because, guess what? They need help. And I’m finishing up that proposal because I said I would. I don’t wuss out on assignments and leave people hanging. That’s not who I am.” I stirred my stew, blowing on the bowl so I could taste it. “But after that, maybe you’re right about Keith taking advantage of my team player attitude. The next time something like that comes up, I’ll say no.”

      “I’d love to get that in writing. Good. I can be cool, then.” Brady’s shoulders deflated. “I’m really not trying to boss you around. I just hate when Keith pulls this crap on you. He uses your good conscience against you, putting guilt on your shoulders when he should just hire an assistant, or buckle down and do the work himself. You’re at the office long after he goes home to his family.”

      “Yes, but he’s got a kid and a wife. I’m not exactly rushing home to a family. I don’t mind. Really, B.” A rock sunk in my gut at the truth of that statement. I wanted my family to come home to. My mother had passed away almost a year ago, but some days, the sting felt fresher than that. I missed her terribly. She would’ve decorated my room to make it homier. She would work fourteen hours, and still have a smile on her face and a homecooked meal for me. She was magic – that’s the only way I can explain it. Life without her had become a life without magic, which often felt like no life at all. Work was a nice distraction.

      Brady reached out and grabbed my hand. “I’m your family, V. If Mr. Li gets to be your dad, then I get to be your brother.”

      My heart always swelled in my chest when Brady and Caty said beautiful things like that. “Thanks, sweetie.”

      “What’d the mechanic charge you to fix your car?”

      “He couldn’t squeeze me in this weekend.”

      Eli dipped his bread into his stew. “What’s wrong with your car?”

      “It’s got this clanging sound that makes me nervous to drive it. I don’t mind walking, though. I like the fall weather.”

      Brady shook his head. “McCale’s is in a terrible neighborhood. If your overtime’s not going to ease up, I don’t want you walking that late at night.”

      Before I could give Brady a dramatic sigh, Eli piped in. “Mind if I take a look at it?”

      I quirked my eyebrow at him. “You fix cars?”

      “Only for the lasses who make me stew.”

      I lowered my chin, bashful the second he addressed me directly. In lieu of speaking, I bobbed my head up and down a few times, proud of myself that I didn’t blurt out, “You’re pretty!” again.

      Brady turned his attention back to Eli. “So what did you have in mind for tonight? Whatever it is, the answer’s yes. We’re in.”
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      “I’m so boring. I’ve never even been inside Club Seven, though I’ve lived here four years,” I admitted, looking around with wide eyes. Honestly, the club had a bit of a rep for attracting the seedier sort, so it never piqued my interest. The club was packed wall-to-wall with brooding men in t-shirts and women in tight shirts or halters. I swear, one woman was wearing a mini skirt with only her bra on top. The floor had a sticky, dirty quality to it, and the no smoking indoors law was completely ignored, leaving a heavy stench in the air. People were loud to compensate for the techno that blasted from the black and chrome DJ booth in the corner. I’m not sure what Eli assumed we were into, but this bar wasn’t really it. The place had a reputation for being lousy with drugs, which was part of the reason Brady, Caty and I stayed away. Though, as Eli had fixed the clanging noise in my car before we left for the club, I was content letting him lead us wherever he wished.

      “Stay close,” Eli warned, grabbing my hand and curling my fingers around his belt so I didn’t get lost in the shuffle of way too many people. My knuckles brushed against the back of his hip every time he took a step with his left leg, giving me a steady dose of Heaven. Brady hovered, but always found a way to be comfortable wherever he went, even in techno-land.

      Eli led us to the back, where a second bouncer stood in front of a door. He was almost as big as Eli, but had a handlebar mustache and smelled like he didn’t quite understand the mechanics of personal hygiene. “They’re with me. Brady and Violet,” he clarified, though I couldn’t imagine why the bouncer needed our names. It’s not like he had a clipboard to write them down on.

      “You’re not on the roster tonight,” the guy informed Eli with a frown. “You’re up tomorrow.”

      “I know. Just wanted to come and watch. Is Rich fighting tonight?”

      “He is.” The man stepped aside to grant us passage. “When you get down there, tell Billy I want two down on Turling. Rich has been getting on my nerves. I’m counting on Turling knocking him down a few rungs.”

      “Aye. Here’s hoping. See y’around, mate.” Eli guided us through the door, into a corridor and down a flight of stone steps. I held tight to his belt as he led us to an underground club that made my jaw fall open. The concrete walls and high ceiling gave the impression of walking into a well-lit dungeon, but it was the boxing ring in the center that drew my eyes. There, in the middle of the city, was an underground fighting venue I’d never seen or heard of before in all my years here. Not like I had a huge social life or anything, but still. Brady was much cooler than me, and I could see the shock on his face, as well.

      “Where the crap are we?” Brady wondered aloud. “How have I never heard of this place?”

      “It’s not exactly mainstream. A fair few shady deals take place here.” He pointed to the corner. “See tha man with the lass rubbing her tits in his face?”

      Brady swore. “Is that the mayor?”

      “Aye. If ye want something discussed, this is the place to do it. Come on. Let’s get a seat now, or we’ll miss the good parts.”

      “What’s the good part?” I asked, my eyes darting around warily. I wanted to see everything, but part of me wanted not to be seen, if that makes any sense.

      “The first punch is always the best. It sets everything loose. Trust me, ye don’t want to miss it. It’s my favorite part.” Eli led us into the twelve-tiered bleachers that surrounded the ring, settling in on a spot in the second row. “Perfect. Can ye see alright, wee Mouse?”

      I nodded, my throat dry and my nerves on edge. I’d chosen to shove Brady into the middle spot, so I didn’t lose my cool if my thigh brushed Eli’s by accident. It was close quarters here, and I didn’t want any more awkward moments. I wore a simple blue fitted V-neck t-shirt with my jeans, and was starting to feel either under or overdressed – I couldn’t decide which. Most of the women there wore skimpy tops and skirts that barely covered their butts. Caty would’ve been able to fit in alright here. She had a slim figure that leant itself to tight clothing. I had curves that needed the covering of long jeans to fly under the radar.

      Brady nodded to a woman who walked by with such a short skirt, I could see her red thong when she bent over. “That’s six thongs I’ve counted. What do you guess? Nun gone wrong?”

      I sniggered. “Definitely. Seven,” I jerked my chin to the woman to our left, and down a rung. “You don’t see many sherbet-colored thongs anymore. Good for her.” It was our little game whenever we went to bars. We liked to count how many pairs of women’s underwear we could find. It was a stupid game, and one that wreaked of me not having enough girlfriends, but I enjoyed it all the same.

      Brady cracked his knuckles as he looked around. “I’m getting a drink. What do you want?”

      “You can pick something for me. I’m still soaking all this in. I’m a little out of my element.”

      “Gotcha. Be right back. What do you want from the bar, E?” he asked Eli as he stood and stretched.

      Eli smirked appreciatively at the nickname. “Guinness. Cheers, B.”

      I smiled at the cuteness of our little family expanding to include the hottest guy in the universe. I tried my best to work quickly on getting over my crush, so we could all pal around without me being a freak.

      I stiffened when a man sat next to me. He ignored the universally understood “be cool” personal space law of giving a stranger a few inches of breathing room. The outside of his thigh pressed tight to mine. He was so close, I could smell which variety of beer he preferred. “Oh, sorry. I’ll move over,” I offered. It was starting to get crowded, and the seats were filling up.

      “No need, little Chalupa. This your first time here? I think I would’ve remembered an ass like yours.”

      I quirked my eyebrow at him, taking in his floppy copper hair. He had thin lips that looked prone to faking a smile when it suited his predatory interests. “¿De veras? Cómase mierda.”

      He laughed, and I hoped he didn’t actually speak Spanish. “Now, I heard you speaking English to your buddy over there.”

      I pointed to orange sherbet thong woman a few seats down and to the left of us. “That one. Try your smooth lines on her, chief.”

      “You sure nothing I say’s gonna work on you? I’ve had Sherry before, and I know her tits don’t bounce like yours. In fact, I’ve been with almost every woman in here. Been looking for someone new.”

      I rolled my eyes, bored and uncomfortable. I’d been hit on in bars only a handful of times, but it was enough to know that no matter how modest my clothing was, men enjoyed big breasts. It didn’t matter what lengths I went to in order to cover myself up. “Do my tits bounce like yours? Might want to ease up on the beers, dude.” It was a stretch, as the stranger was thick, but muscular. “I’m sixteen, a lesbian, married, and whatever else you need to hear to stop barking up the wrong tree. Go be a dog elsewhere. I’m just here to get out for a few and enjoy my time with my friends.”

      “Who blacked your eye, baby? I wouldn’t knock you around in my bed.” It was like I hadn’t even spoken. Guys like this were like those whack-a-mole games. You knock him back, and he keeps popping up with a new “compliment” on a different part of your body.

      “What a sweetheart you are. Your breath smells like airborne herpes, by the way. Sherry,” I called to the woman with the orange thong.

      She turned and quirked her manicured eyebrow curiously at me. “Hey. Do I know you?”

      “No, but Pervy McTiny Penis wants his one-way ticket to going-home-alone land. What’d you say to get his herpes breath off your back?”

      She tsked the man at my side. “Dan, leave the new girl alone.” She giggled and reached over to extend her hand to me, giving all the men around her a nice view of her butt and a straight shot down her loose, low-cut halter. “I like you. Sherry,” she introduced herself.

      “Violet.”

      “You’re fresh meat. They’ll get bored after they see you around a few times. You here with anyone? That’s the quickest way to keep them from sticking to you like fly paper.”

      “No,” I answered at the same time Eli growled, “Aye.” I frowned over at Eli, who closed the gap between us so he could curl his arm around me. “What did ye want to say about my lady’s bouncy tits now?”

      Herpes McTiny Penis (or Dan, I guess) sneered at Eli, which seemed like a stupid move on his part. Though they looked to be similar in weight, Eli was a tower of muscle. “Your lady? Well, I guess I’ll be showing her how I can make her man cry like a baby after our match tomorrow.”

      “You’re welcome to try. She’ll still be going home with me, either way.”

      Dan winked at me, and then stood. “I can wait my turn. You’re never with anyone you don’t mind sharing after you finish.”

      “Well, I’m not sharing this one. Hump off, now. Don’t be getting it in your head that ye can touch what’s mine. Ye can spread tha message around, too. It’ll save me from taking Gene to the mat over there for looking at her like he shouldn’t.”

      “See you in the ring, Eli. Might want to get in a kiss or two now, before she sees you on your back in there and ditches your ass.” Dan pointed to the boxing ring with an antagonistic smirk. I imagined many a woman had smacked the smile off his face, only to see it return there again with yet more sleaze.

      When Dan left, I gazed up at Eli, who looked impossibly more handsome up close. “You didn’t have to do that. I was handling him.”

      “Aye, ye were. Beautifully, at tha. I intervened for his own good. One more foul comment from his stupid gob, and I was about to send him to the hospital.” He frowned down at me. “Where’s tha mouth when ye talk to me? I like to hear ye be yourself. If I wasn’t about to boil over with rage, tha would’ve been entertaining to watch.” He sniggered. “‘Herpes breath.’ Tha’s funny.”

      “I told you, it’s only you I’m an idiot around. Everyone else is easy to talk to.”

      “I’m starting to see tha. Ye alright, Mouse?”

      “I’m really not as delicate as you’re thinking.”

      Eli stared into my eyes, revealing the deep green that entranced me as if he was an enchanted mercreature, and I had information he needed. We were sitting so very close. My rapid heart pounded so loud, I was certain he could feel it. “Yeah, ye are. You’re a sweet one, and he was talking like ye were ripe for grabbing at. If ye sit with me, no one will bother ye.”

      His lips were almost near enough to kiss, and I wanted him so badly. I was afraid I might lose my mind and spontaneously lay one on him, so I changed the subject. “Thanks again for fixing my car. I’m not sure how to level the playing field after that.”

      “Ye made me stew. We’re square. T’was only a bad sparkplug. Didn’t take more than twenty minutes.”

      “Still, I appreciate it.” I looked around at the people milling about, filling in the empty spots on the bleachers with anticipatory gleams in their eyes. “How’d you know about this place? I thought you were new to the area.”

      He started biting his thumbnail, looking younger and impossibly cuter. “I do security for Antonio Garcia. Tha’s who owns this place, and the one upstairs. I fight sometimes on the weekends when the crowd’s bigger.”

      My jaw dropped at the information Dan had hinted at. I would have commented on it earlier, if I wasn’t always so distracted by Eli’s beauty. “What? No. No, no. I don’t want you fighting.”

      Eli chuckled at my attempt to boss him. “Ye don’t have to worry. I always win. Plus, now Dan’s got it coming. He’s been annoying me for a few weeks, now. Shouldn’t be a long match.”

      “Well, obviously. But still no. I don’t want anyone taking a swing at you. It’s too dangerous. I’m putting my foot down.”

      “Your foot? This wee thing?” He reached down and squeezed my ankle with a tease on his perfectly sculpted lips. I could watch him talk forever, zoning in and out with a dreamy “tell me more” if I didn’t monitor myself. “You’re the one with the shiner, if ye recall.”

      “I’m serious, Eli. I’ll lose my shiz if you get in that ring.”

      Eli straightened and smiled down at me, as if he thought I was adorable, telling him I believed in world peace and unicorns. “Not tonight, Mouse. Ye can relax.”

      I shot him a dubious look. “That you think I can relax when you’re this close shows how little you understand my affliction.”

      “Ye don’t like me being this close?” He tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear again, giving me the guilty chills. Then he leaned in, lighting every nerve in my body with a fire I knew would never burn out. His arm encircled me in a loose embrace that made me melt and simultaneously want to buck like a bronco to get out of there before I said something stupid. He bent down and took his time brushing the scruff around his mouth across the exposed and naked skin of my neck. “How about this? Is this better?”

      My entire body was ablaze with the simple sentence that felt laced with intent. I gripped his knee with a vice-like punishment, my spine stiff, and sweat breaking out on my forehead. “I… I… I…” I stammered, completely horrified that I might devolve into a puddle of hormones in the middle of the thickening crowd. He pulled away after a few seconds where I wasn’t sure if I was going to cry or moan like a cat in heat.

      He chuckled, loving that it was so easy to toy with me. “Best roommate ever.”

      I whirled on him the second I collected my bearings after he removed his face from my neck, and pointed my finger in his face. “Listen to me, Lucky Charms, I’ll straight up punch you if you keep this up. I’m barely holding it together, here. Do you want all your little friends to hear me panting for you like a hooker?”

      A dark lust crossed over his face, clouding his eyes with desire that let me know I was either saying the wrong thing, or the very right one. “Aye. Alright, Mouse. Do me a favor? If ye don’t want my face in your neck, don’t blush so much around me. There’s only so much a man can be expected to resist.”

      My mouth fell open in shock, but before I could make heads or tails of his confession, Brady showed up with three beers. I shot up out of my seat, narrowly missing knocking Eli in the jaw. “You’re sitting in the middle. My Hot Guy Blurts is flaring up.”

      Brady grinned at me and sat down in the middle, which lowered my blood pressure by a noticeable degree. “Here you go, V. Pace yourself. I’ll finish it off it you can’t.”

      “Thanks.”

      After Eli collected himself, he pointed to the boxer in the far corner who was lacing up his gloves. “See those few seats behind tha lad’s corner? Tha’s the family box. I don’t have anyone to sit there, except my boss, which is pathetic. Plus, he can’t be seen choosing favorites. Tomorrow night, I wouldn’t mind it if the two of ye came to watch me fight, and sat in the family section.”

      Brady tipped his bottle to Eli’s with a smile. “Sure, man. Thanks. Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Grand. How about ye, Mouse? Will ye watch me fight?” Eli rested his elbows on his knees and shot me a smile with too much charm in it. I had to look away, or else risk being liquefied into a pool of pheromones in the next seven seconds.

      “No,” I admitted. “I can’t watch someone try to hurt you. But I’ll close my eyes and cheer you on from the family box, sure.”

      Eli snorted as he took a drink. Then he leaned forward again to look around Brady so he could smile at me. “Cheers. This whole having a family thing is nicer than I thought it would be.”
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      Eleven.

      Number 26 – High-Stakes Betting

      

      Eli took his time explaining who the guys were that would take the ring, and what the odds were on which one would win. “Would ye call a hundred dollars high-stakes betting, Mouse?”

      I nodded. “Anything over fifty’s too rich for my blood. I’m not much of a gambler.”

      “Aye. I gathered tha about ye. Ye seem like a planner, a look before ye leap kinda lass.”

      “And what kind of a lass are you, Lucky Charms?” I asked with a smirk. I was so proud of myself for cracking a joke. He grinned at me, no doubt thinking, just as I was, that we were both grateful I wasn’t being such a freak of nature around him. I was settling back into my normal personality, slowly but surely. Having Brady in between us was a good buffer.

      “I’m not much of a gambler, either, but I think it’s time I started. Number 26 on your fridge list is to win a high-stakes bet. Do ye think a hundred dollars counts for tha if we each put in a bet on this match?”

      I watched the thoughtful smile play on the edges of his full lips, and mused to myself for the millionth time that day that Eli was the best-looking guy I’d ever seen in real life. He was trying to be part of our little family, including himself in our odd traditions and games. It was one thing when he was just sexy, but add having an adorable personality to the mix? Forget about it; I was toast. “I think it’d have to be higher. Like five hundred, or a thousand, or something. What’s your vote, Brady?”

      Brady tipped his beer to Eli’s. “A thousand would be high stakes. I’ll text Caty and see if she’s in for a grand.”

      My head whipped so fast in Brady’s direction, my neck hurt. “What? Wait, are you serious? We’re really doing this? I dunno, Brady. Maybe Eli was closer with a hundred bucks.”

      Brady squinted at me. “That’s not high stakes. That’s not even a day’s wages. High stakes is your rent, or something big. Something you can’t make back in a day or two. I think this is perfect.”

      My palms were sweating. “It’s too much!”

      Eli sipped his beer. “I can cover ye, if ye don’t have it.”

      I gaped at him. “You can cover me for a grand? You don’t even know my last name! I could be a huge criminal, or a knife-wielding pickpocket or something, and you just offered to put up a thousand dollars for me.”

      Eli kept his eyes on the empty ring. “Violetta Maria Rodriquez. Brown eyes tha make men confess all their secrets. Works long hours at McCale’s Rehab Clinic. Picks up gloves on the street for vets. Sleeps with her lips pouted, like she’s kissing the air. Loves ginger ice cream and Lucky Charms.” He ended his sentence with a wink and a small, sneaky smirk.

      I couldn’t help but smile back, though I was still a ball of nerves. “I’ve got the money. Thanks, though. I just… I mean, it’s a thousand dollars, Brady.”

      Brady was unperturbed, an excited grin playing on his lips. “I know. Don’t you feel the rush? I mean, we could totally lose a grand inside twenty minutes! This is what we made the list for, V. We wanted to feel alive. Feel that adrenaline kicking in?”

      “I feel the vomit churning in my gut, yeah.”

      “Vomit’s good,” Brady reminded me. “It means we’re alive.” I remembered him saying something similar through his bouts with chemo. Brady turned to Eli with a look of determination. “We’re in.”

      “Who are ye betting your life’s savings on, Brady?” Eli asked.

      Brady typed hurriedly on his phone with one hand. He sipped his beer and shrugged as Caty’s enthusiastic “I’m in!” chirped. “You pick our guy, Vi. Here,” he said, taking out his debit card and handing it to Eli. “For me and Caty. Two grand total on my card. Pick whoever Vi says for all three of us.”

      I handed over my card with shaking fingers, and then took a few beats to compose myself. I watched the two contenders interact in the last minutes before the match with hawk-like eyes that tried to catch every movement. I loved diagnosing what underlying issues would hinder both opponents, and who might come out on top as a result. It was a game I never tired of playing when a new patient would come in. Without looking at their charts, I would secretly try and guess at each of their surgeries, treatments and complete medical histories before I glanced down to confirm that I was awesome. I was usually eighty-five percent accurate, only missing the things that couldn’t be detected by a simple meet and greet alone. “That one,” I said, nodding to the dude with red silk boxing shorts. “He’s our guy. Unless he wusses out and gets too in his head, he’s winning.”

      “Is tha so?” Eli asked with a tease to his tone. “What makes ye so sure, Mouse? I thought ye said ye didn’t know much about boxing.”

      I tipped my bottle to my lips and held the beer in my mouth for five seconds before swallowing. It took about that long to sift through all the stupid, irrelevant things I wanted to blurt out at Eli, and let me choose only the correct response. “He’s had knee surgery. That’s a rough one to come back from, especially where I can see his incision was. Judging by the way he leans to the left when he stands, he didn’t do his rehab correctly, if at all. If he’s not taking the time to heal from something as serious as a surgery, then he’s most likely not taking care of himself the way he should with smaller injuries, as well. People think if they can muscle through the pain, it won’t affect them. Not true. Damage accumulates over time, and sooner or later, you have to pay the piper. He’s a quick results guy, which doesn’t make for a good fighter. Makes for a spark plug that fizzles out too soon. Unless there’s something seriously defunct in the other dude’s psyche, it’s a done deal who’s winning the match.”

      Eli craned his neck around Brady to gape at me. Neither of us had expected me to conjure up a response that was even remotely intelligent, but there it was. I wasn’t good at flirting, or getting the hot guy to like me, but I was good at my job. “Well, after tha, I don’t see how I can go with the other lad. Ye got all tha from this distance? Ye sure ye don’t know him?”

      I shrugged, taking another long sip to steady my nerves before conversing with Eli, even with Brady as a buffer. The beer was doing its job of relaxing me. “Well, I slept with him last week, so there’s that. Nothing better than a head-to-toe physical.”

      Eli squinted at me, trying to figure out if I was joking or not. “You’re pulling my leg. Ye didn’t sleep with Turling. I would’ve heard about tha.”

      “You think Turling kisses and tells?”

      “About bagging a top shelf lass like yourself? I’ve no doubt any lad that got ye into his bed would be shouting it from the rooftops, and I ain’t heard no shouting from Turling.”

      I did the unthinkable and met Eli’s gaze for a solid seven seconds, drinking in his compliment and getting a heavy dose of his rough around the edges, yet completely intoxicating features. His lips were fuller than I remembered, pinker, probably from the beer. The notch taken from his hairline and eyebrow from his scar drew me in like a sexy come hither. It made me want to run and hide, lest I fall into the abyss of his deep, knowing eyes forever. I thrust the rest of my beer at Brady, breaking eye contact before I had a clumsy moment from Hot Guy overload. “Here, you can finish the rest.”

      Brady swirled the liquid in the bottle and frowned. “You’ve barely had any.”

      I lowered my voice and shifted in my seat. “Quitting while I’m ahead. A thousand bucks is a big bet to put on my shoulders, guys. Feel free to choose the other man. I’m freaking out that I’m going to lose us all four grand.” I covered my face with my hands and squeaked into my palms. “Four grand!”

      Eli placed the bets for us, and sat back down on Brady’s other side, handing our cards back with a grin. “I’ve never put down tha much on a match before,” he admitted. “You’re right. Crossing something off the bucket list gives a decent rush.”

      My fingers were twisting nervously. “What if I picked the wrong guy?”

      Brady was unruffled by the high stakes, enjoying the high of it all. “If we lose, so what? So we’re a couple months behind on our master plan. Big deal.”

      “Master plan?” Eli inquired.

      “Vi and I have a plan to pay off all our student loans by the end of the year. No car payments, no credit card debt. Debt-free by the end of the year.”

      “Tha’s ambitious. So a big win would get ye closer?”

      “Much closer,” Brady said with a nod. “I’ve been hitting mine pretty hard. I went pre-med, so I’ve got the big bills. Vi’s aren’t as scary as mine. Her debt was mostly medical. But now she’s just got the student loans, lucky girl.”

      “Ye went pre-med, but you’re a truck driver? How’d that shake down?”

      “Cancer,” Brady answered simply. “After being in and out of hospitals that much, I realized I didn’t want to spend my whole work life inside of one, giving people bad news and watching my patients die. I couldn’t stomach it. I like driving a truck; it suits me far better than telling people they’ve got cancer, and that I’ll have to take one of their balls.” He kept his eyes on the empty ring and swallowed hard, trying to force his words to sound lighter than the bricks they were.

      I wrapped my arm around his back and rested my head on his shoulder. Though I knew he was grateful the cancer was gone, it was a hard hit for any man to forfeit a testicle. Eli was hesitant, but eventually his large hand found Brady’s other shoulder, gripping in solidarity that stirred emotion in my breast. Brady needed a solid guy friend, and I hoped Eli would become that for him.

      A woman in a miniskirt that shimmered when she walked sauntered up to Eli and Brady, flashing her smile in time with the swoosh of her hips. “You ready for tomorrow, Eli? I’ve already got a hundred down that says you’re the champ.”

      “Aye.” He gave her a tight, polite nod, but no smile. It was as if a shade of distance closed off the better parts of his personality that usually sparked on his gorgeous face.

      “Looks like I found the best seat in the house right here.” She gripped his thighs and parted them, making her slim hips at home on his lap. White noise took over my hearing, and I didn’t catch what he said that made her laugh like a hyena.

      I leaned back in my chair, treating everything on the other side of Brady as if it didn’t exist, unattainable in its grandeur. It’s good that Eli found some company, I told myself. He should date. He should do what makes him happy. Only, when I caught sight of him in my periphery, he didn’t look happy. He looked moody and bored. That’s not how he usually seemed around us.

      I sunk into the one-armed embrace Brady offered, knowing it was my turn to need the boost. “You want to get out of here?” he offered.

      I plastered on a smile that I tried to feel deep down. “Why? The fight hasn’t started yet. Everything’s as it should be.”

      He kissed my forehead and squeezed me lightly. “You’re a good person, you know. I’m proud of you for not being petty.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m sorry you’re not getting what you want.”

      I shot him half a smile. “Why would you say that? I’m exactly where I want to be. I’m hanging out with my best friend on a Friday night. What better life could a girl hope for?”

      When the fight started, I was torn between looking away from the future injuries in action, and diagnosing what sort of therapy they might need afterwards. I focused solely on the fight, knowing that if I caught sight of the woman’s breasts shaking in Eli’s face when she laughed, I might lose the cool façade I’d been carefully constructing. This was why I’d run from Jason McVey – my college crush. I couldn’t summon up the courage to say word one to him, and here I was a decade later, climbing some mountains while hiding from others.

      My guy won the fight, but I didn’t take any huge pride in having predicted the correct victor. I was only relieved I hadn’t lost us all four grand. Eli went home with the miniskirt, leaving me with a bland smile plastered on my face. I’d finally had a decent conversation with Eli, where I managed to be smart, a medium amount of witty, and hadn’t spilled anything on myself or him, and it hadn’t counted for a thing. But in the back of my mind, through my lowered chin, I felt the glimmer of pride that I’d moved beyond a portion of my Hot Guy Blurts. I wasn’t a walking caricature anymore – I was me, and I decided that was a beautiful thing.
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      I slept at Dennis and Caty’s place that night, claiming I wanted to help with wedding stuff in the morning before we went skydiving. Caty ate up the lie with glee, happy that she had a girlfriend in the house, and that we could lounge around, like old times.

      Dennis was less enthused to see me, though truly, I wondered what kind of natural disaster would invoke a reaction out of him. He was always either staring at himself or staring at his phone. He carried the thing around with him as if it was his opiate. “Hey, Vi. Good to see you,” Dennis said while looking in the mirror and messing with his hair. He was a magnet for mirrors, his perfectly coifed white-blond hair always needing the occasional primp.

      “You too, Dennis. How goes the car sales business?”

      “It’s not a car, it’s an experience. I sell experiences,” he corrected me. I knew he’d reform my words; he did it every time. BMWs were his obsession. That he got to sell them? Well, it was about all he could converse about. “Have you seen the new model we got in?” He whistled, still looking at himself in the mirror as he spoke to me. I honestly didn’t know a single person who spent as much time in front of a mirror as Dennis.

      “You know, I haven’t. Is it a better experience than the old models?”

      Dennis frowned at me. “A BMW is always the best experience anyone can have on the road, no matter the model.”

      I shrugged, but I doubt he saw it. He was slicking his hair to the side again and again, though in all the time I’d known him, his hair had never moved. Dennis was swell. Though, as Caty had found the Ken to her Barbie, I never said a negative word about him. I only imagined mussing his hair, keying his perfect car, and breaking his phone.

      “We’ve got to go. You sure you don’t want to come, babe?” Caty whined, leaning up to kiss his cheek.

      Dennis gave her a heavy sigh and scrubbed at his face. “Did you get your lipstick on me?”

      “No. And so what if I did? You should be proud to wear my kiss around the showroom.” She twirled a lock of her platinum blonde hair around her finger. “You sure you don’t want to come with us? Skydiving’s on the bucket list, and you haven’t done anything on there with us.”

      “That’s because it’s your list with your friends. I don’t want to jump out of a plane, Caty. I feel like that’s not something all that abnormal for a person to say.”

      “You could meet us on the ground. We chose the package where they set up a picnic for us at the landing spot. You could be my first kiss after I land.”

      “How about your first kiss every day for the rest of your life?” He pecked her lips, and then wiped her kiss away. I hated him a little bit more every time he did it, but I locked my teeth together, so my venom didn’t spew out. If Caty was happy, that’s the song I cared about. Everything else (including my indignation) took a backseat.

      Caty sighed and frowned dramatically. “Okay. We’re out, then. Come on, Vi.” She motioned for me to follow, and I didn’t even bother with a parting greeting for Dennis. We had the “you’re in Caty’s life, so I tolerate you” understanding. It was working well for us both so far. His face was buried in his phone now anyways, so Caty and I didn’t exist anymore.

      I started up my car and pulled out of her driveway, trying to ignore her scrutinizing stare. “Well, your eye doesn’t look quite as black this morning,” Caty assured me as I drove through her new neighborhood. It was far more posh than the surrounding areas of the bodega I called home. The manicured grass plots were all the same height. Even the garden gnome lawn ornaments wore cheery smiles as they stood in perfect symmetry with the modern houses. “It’s more purple and yellowish now, instead of being just a plain old black eye. That’s a bonus.”

      I gave her a thumb’s up, and then changed the subject back to her wedding, which was always a safe topic. She was so excited about the musicians she’d found to play the ceremony, but she and Dennis were still going back and forth on the music for the reception. Dennis wanted a 7-piece jazz band, and Caty wanted a DJ who played ghetto nineties hip-hop. Made for each other, indeed. She’d settled on a band that played orchestral renditions of popular grunge rock. Dennis only cared that his grandmother approved, and that they had a cello.

      I bit my lip through all the excuses I wanted to make that might get me out of going skydiving as I drove us to the starting point. It wasn’t the actual dive that scared me most, it was the combination of jumping out of a plane whilst having Eli near me, making me clumsy enough to turn a risky adventure into a life insurance nightmare. I couldn’t bail on us, though. Skydiving had been one of Caty’s additions to the list, and I didn’t want to crap out on her exciting thing. She was terrified of heights, so this was her moment to stand tall in the face of her greatest fear.

      After I parked the car, Caty turned to me with a serious expression. “Okay, I forget the verdict. Do we still like Eli, or is he a rat bastard for taking home that other girl?”

      “I love you for asking. You’re a good friend, you know that? We don’t hate Eli. He’s not with me or anything. He can sleep with whoever he wants. It’s a one-way crush, and it’ll go away. I was able to have an actual back and forth with him without tripping or saying anything stupid. Happiness all the way around.”

      Caty leaned over the consul and kissed my cheek. “He’s a blind fool, even if we don’t hate him.” We slid out of the car, and Caty linked her pale, slender arm through mine. She walked in step with me to the hangar, where we were to be fitted for the completion of Number 17 on the checklist.

      Brady hugged Caty, and then slapped my palm and called me a chicken for spending the night at her place. “He didn’t bring her home, V. That’s the beauty of he and I sharing a room. Unless he wants to turn his night into a devil’s threesome, he has to go back to her place. And he didn’t stay the night with her. He slept at home. He texted a few minutes ago; he’s almost here.”

      I shrugged, fixing my gaze on the harnesses, so I didn’t have to meet their telling stares. “It’s no big deal, guys. Do we get upset every time David Beckham talks about his wife, just because Caty’s in love with him? Of course not. I’ll get over my crush just as soon as everyone stops reminding me of it.” I held out my arms and let the instructor fit one of the harnesses to me. The thing was cumbersome, and had a million buckles. I silently thanked each one of the clasps for going on the jump with me, hoping they all held strong for the big moment.

      Caty was a ball of nerves that multiplied with every passing minute, wringing her hands and shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “I think we don’t need to do this, guys. I mean it. I officially redact Number 17. What kind of an idiot jumps out of a plane? This isn’t a fun thing; it’s dangerous and stupid!”

      She made to take off her harness, but I ambled over to her and grabbed her cheeks in my hands. I could tell she was spinning, her mind everywhere, and consequently, nowhere productive. “Babe, focus. Look at my eyes. Do I look scared?”

      “That means nothing to me!” she argued, her voice growing louder and more panicked. “You’re never afraid. You’d do this even if I hadn’t put it on the list.”

      I wanted to tell her that I was afraid of lots of things, namely talking to a boy, which she’d mastered in the fourth grade. Instead, I hugged her, letting her feel how steady my body was, and that this was a fun thing, not a freak-out-worthy one. “You’ve got this. Brady and I are here the whole time.”

      Tears moistened her eyes, but didn’t slide down her face. “Why isn’t Dennis here?”

      I knew what I wanted to say. It was obvious that he loved himself more than he loved her. He was an idiot, because Caty was a treasure. When she’d lived with us, she used to clean out the fridge once a month, making sure the whole inside gleamed white. You didn’t do that kind of thing if you didn’t have love and selflessness in your heart. I swallowed down my brutal honesty and met her scared, watery eyes. “He’s not here because he doesn’t want to be. Maybe he’s scared, too. But you’re fierce, Caty. You’re the dealing with elementary-aged kids, majored in art, jumping out of plane, kind of fierce.”

      Brady muffled his giggle at Caty’s meltdown, motioning to someone behind us to join the gang. “It’s alright, Caty. We’re here for you.”

      I held onto Caty until she was breathing more steadily. Her spine straightened when she noticed someone coming up behind me. “Ugh, sorry. I didn’t want to meet you crying like a baby. You must be my replacement.”

      I stiffened and slid away from the embrace, distancing myself from Eli, lest he get near enough for me to smell his cologne-scented deodorant that would surely undo my poise. He cast Caty a wary look, clearly unsure what to do with a crying woman. “Aye. I’m Eli. Caty, right? Did someone step on your daisies or something? Ye look like you’re about to start bawling.”

      Caty tilted her head to the side, her tears drying. “Huh? I didn’t catch that.”

      “I’m Eli. You’re Caty?”

      “What?”

      Eli cut his gaze to Brady for help. Brady didn’t look up, but kept fiddling with the buckles on his harness when he spoke. “Caty, Eli. Eli, Caty. Ireland, meet White Bread.”

      Caty flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Oh. Why didn’t you just say that? No offense, but your accent’s hard to understand. And by ‘hard’, I mean that I’ve got no idea what you said.”

      Eli stared at her for a good three seconds with a tolerant expression, finally answering her with a bland, “Grand. Let me get suited up, and we can go.”

      She stared at him blankly. “Not a word of that got through. How long have you lived in the US?”

      I couldn’t stifle the giggle that escaped my lips. Caty was blonde and beautiful, and therefore could say whatever she wanted, whether or not it was politically correct.

      “I’ve been in the States for eight years.” Eli held up eight fingers to illustrate his words.

      Caty nodded her approval. “You should always use hand gestures when you talk.”

      “She’s your friend, aye?” Eli asked me.

      I nodded, a smile playing at the corners of my lips as my chin tilted downward. “Caty, I can’t believe Dennis is missing this. He’ll be kicking himself later.”

      “He’s not into jumping out of planes.” Then she turned to me with a scared whimper. “Jumping out of planes! Why are we doing this again? When did I get it in my head that I was Vin Diesel?”

      I stood taller and adjusted my gear. “Because we’re awesome. Because my girl’s not afraid of anything. Let’s do this.” We grabbed our helmets and followed our guides. Caty and I stuck tight together, as was our way. Her knees were wobbly as we walked, and a steady stream of silent tears streaked her face. Brady sat next to her on the small plane, holding her hand while she openly wept. He was a good friend to us, and we never took him for granted.

      I was strapped into one of the two seats facing Brady and Caty, with Eli next to me. The door we would soon jump out of loomed ominously on the side of the plane in between our two sections. Each time Caty mournfully uttered the phrase, “Jumping out of a plane!” the harder I had to work at pushing down the dread I tried not to feel.

      More than the risk of plummeting to our deaths, Eli’s close proximity was the thing that made my palms sweat. Of course that would be the moment he chose to touch his fingers to my trembling ones. I fought down the nervous blurting when his pinky linked through mine in a show of solidarity. He knew I was afraid, but wouldn’t publicly call me out on it. His chin turned slightly in my direction, casting me a sidelong glance that held some unnamed emotion to it.

      When my instructor walked by once we reached the proper elevation, Eli barked, “Are ye Violet’s guide?”

      “I am. Marcus,” he offered, sticking out his hand congenially.

      Eli didn’t take his hand, but sized him up with a stern expression that bespoke of years of military training. “How long have ye been jumping out of planes, Marcus?”

      “I’ve been doing this for the company for two years. Your waiver and military clearance said you’re an old pro at this. Did you want a guide, as well?”

      “Nah. Have ye been drinking, lad?”

      I gaped at him. “What the crap, Eli?”

      Marcus was taken aback by his question. “No, man. Of course not. It’s ten in the morning. Your girlfriend’s perfectly safe jumping with me.”

      “She’ll jump with me. Ye look too green.”

      Eli’s words and Marcus’ assumption that we were together coupled in my mind to make happy parties and parades erupt in my imagination. Of course, I remained mute in my chair, but my wide eyes told the world I was blown away.

      Marcus was smaller and wirier than Eli, but he held his ground. “I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t allow that. We’re one of the few companies in the area who permit veterans like yourself to jump without a guide. Company policy, sir. Violet jumps with me, or she doesn’t go at all.”

      Eli shut his eyes tight, as if the whole thing was vexing to him. “Grand.” He waited for Marcus to move to a different area of the small plane before he turned to me. He was holding my hand now, or maybe he wasn’t, and I was hallucinating the whole amazing thing. His voice held a strained note of barely contained anxiety when he spoke to me. “I don’t want ye jumping with tha fool, Mouse. I’ve got a few friends who owe me favors. I’ll jump with ye, no one else.”

      I gaped at Eli, unsure how the English language had deserted me so quickly. I knew that when words found me, they would be all the wrong ones. “But you went home with that woman.”

      Eli’s jaw went taut. “Aye. A scrubber I took to her place because she was too sloshed to drive. Then I came right back home. I had to get out of our apartment, so I didn’t throw ye down on your bed and show ye how many different ways ye can scream my name. There’s only so much a lad can take, Mouse. I fancy ye, but ye scurry away whenever ye aren’t strapped into the seat next to me.”

      My mouth was still on the floor, flabbergasted that this was what he’d been thinking. I finally collected myself, squinting at him in confusion. “You’re playing with me again. It’s the only explanation.”

      “I’m not teasing ye, Violet. I haven’t been able to get ye out of my head since I first met ye. Let me take ye out on a date, nice and proper, yeah?” He squeezed my hand, letting a steady stream of tingles flow from my wrist and flood into the rest of me. “Can’t ye feel tha?”

      I feel like I probably nodded; I’m not totally sure. “Yes to a date, when we finish the jump.” I cleared my throat, trying to reclaim a portion of my bearings. “I’m jumping with Marcus now, though. I can’t put the list on hold.”

      Eli frowned at me, his rough thumb rubbing over my knuckles. “Aye, if tha’s what ye want. Be careful, Mouse. I’ve grown attached to ye.”

      My legs were jelly when it was time for the actual jumping to start. I was clumsy, and barely had the motor function to stand. It was a thing of luck the guide did most of the work on these excursions. Caty was a sobbing mess, screaming before she even jumped out of the plane, but as soon as her patient guide leapt with her, the screams vanished, swallowed by the clouds.

      “You alright, Brady?” I asked, finally able to feel my legs when I focused on someone else.

      Brady looked pale as he psyched himself up, standing opposite the open door with me and Eli, our three backs to the wall. Brady reached around and held my hand – a thing he did when he was terrified. He’d held my hand a lot through chemo, and on every doctor’s appointment before and after. He met my eyes as the opened door of the plane taunted us with the possibility of everything going south in a breath. “It was worth losing a testicle to feel this alive. We’re doing it, Vi. We’re not going to die with regrets, okay?”

      “I love you!” I shouted above the roar of the plane. “I’m so proud of you, Brady. No regrets.”

      With that, Brady and his guide jumped out of the plane, the air taking my best friends away, and hopefully landing them safely on the ground.

      Eli gripped my hand as Marcus strapped me to him, adjusting the gear as I slid my helmet on and clipped it tight. My stomach rose to my throat, but I wasn’t about to let that keep me from jumping. I could practically feel my mother’s hand on my back, prodding me ever forward, on to the next adventure. I knew she would be proud that we were taking life by the balls to make up for the fact that Brady had been cheated out of one of his. She would have called our list poetic, and joined right along with us.

      Eli met my eyes with a tight nod that told me he was freaking out about my jump, perhaps more than I was. He opened his mouth to say something, but I didn’t hear a word of it. Marcus jumped, and I screamed, letting loose the fear I promised myself not to feel until the very last second. The wind ripped at my thick suit, reminding me that nature didn’t care that we all had a lot to live for; it would tear us apart if we weren’t ready. Even if we were prepared, there was always that dire possibility.

      I was a million emotions as I plummeted to the earth, seeing the world from my bird’s-eye view. I felt all the panic and terror that plunging in a freefall drew out in a girl. I was scared, but I faced it. There was much I wanted to run from, but I didn’t. I drank the fear in and made it a part of me I could control, instead of letting it control me. As I dove toward the earth, I knew there was nothing I couldn’t do. I was weightless. I was a bird. I was… I was Violet Rodriquez, and in that moment, I knew that would be enough to get me through whatever life had in store.
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      I landed with a somewhat ungraceful thud, but didn’t complain, since I was all in one piece. Marcus unclipped me from his suit and sniggered as I stumbled forward and hit the ground. My knees could only be expected to hold me up for so long in their jelly-like state. Marcus patted me roughly on the shoulder, giving my heart a few beats to iron out the hammering inside my chest. Of course I would be on all fours like a dog when Eli came up from behind me. Of course my face would be red from adrenaline, my hair crazy from the helmet I’d cast aside, and all my bravery used up.

      “Ye alright, Mouse?” Eli asked, hoisting me up.

      “I think so. What a rush!” I tried to steady myself on my feet, but my knees decided they’d finally had enough, and gave out on me again.

      “Ho! Steady, now. I’ve got ye.” Eli caught me before I hit the ground, his arms around my waist. We had all our gear on, but somehow he found a way to make the whole thing seem enchanting. My waist felt tiny and my curves voluptuous in his strong and capable arms.

      I gulped when his imploring eyes met mine, drinking me in as I drowned in all that was Eli. He smelled too good – like man and whatever sexy deodorant he wore that ripped the lust buried deep inside of me right to the surface. “Sorry. I think the rush is still rushing through me.”

      His gaze turned steely, deciding something on the spot. “Tha’s the last time ye jump out of a plane without me. I thought I might have a heart attack, watching ye disappear in another man’s arms. Never again, Mouse, ye hear?”

      I was dumbfounded, and incapable of intelligent speech. “You barely know me.”

      “Aye, but tha’s about to change. Tell me tha ye want me.”

      My voice came out a choked whisper, my heart thrumming so loud, I thought for sure it must be audible to the bushes and weeds that surrounded us. “I want you, Eli.”

      A relaxed smile brushed across his face, turning up the corners of his scowl, and crinkling the edges of his eyes. “Grand. Now tell me tha ye want me to kiss your sweet lips.”

      “What? I… I… Um…” I should’ve been begging him to kiss me, but my brain started to implode. The visual seemed so very far outside the limits of reality, that I didn’t entertain the fairytale all too often. My graphic lusty dreams hadn’t graduated too far beyond him touching the curve of my ear.

      Eli seemed to understand, ignoring Brady’s call for us to join him and Caty at the picnic spot the company had picked out for us to land near. His lips moved toward mine, his soft scruff teasing me with purely masculine energy. I couldn’t help but drown in the intoxication that washed over me.

      I whimpered like a baby into his kiss when his lips finally landed on mine. I was grateful that I seemed to have gone crazy in the most beautiful way. Surely Eli couldn’t be kissing me, his fingers tangling in my messy hair. He pulled on my locks, so he could angle my face upward and explore my tongue more thoroughly on the third pass of his lips against mine.

      Heat shot through my body like lightning, confusing and exciting me beyond what a normal first kiss should be able to do. I felt enraptured, enticed, entranced, and completely and hopelessly lost in the moment.

      I fisted his collar, and he palmed the back of my head, as if we couldn’t get close enough. The beautiful kiss turned wild – too much pent-up attraction making us crazy for each other. The feral low growls in the back of his throat stirred up something I’d told myself it was fine to live without. Our get-to-know-you pace grew frantic, as if we’d been kissing for years, and wanted to get down to business. When he bit my lower lip, I moaned aloud for him, unable to keep the explosive attraction to myself.

      Eli’s hungry and sexy noises were honey over my heart, coating my insides with something golden and beautiful. He sounded enthralled, and completely in the moment. There was also a note of distress to his low rumbles. I knew that fear, for it was my own, as well. I was scared of how much this kiss meant to me, and how high I would crash from if the magic ever deserted us.

      In his kiss, I saw unending exquisiteness, allure and permanence. I saw too many incredible things that only his lips could put in my imagination. Then I saw less, as somehow my body decided it had reached some sort of beauty maximum, taking me down at a plummeting pace. My knees buckled, and my body went slack. The golden loveliness of the moment faded to black, and I passed right out in Eli’s arms.
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      “I really can’t tell you to knock it off any more today. I’m embarrassed enough, Brady.”

      “You should’ve seen the two of you going at it! It was crazy, Vi. I mean, I’ve seen you with guys before, but it was nothing like that. You looked like you were attacking each other or something.”

      Caty was thoughtful when she spoke. “It was so great to see you let go. Not for nothing, but I’ve never seen a kiss that intense. I mean, it made you faint! Like, you fainted in his arms because he kissed you. I can’t remember the last kiss that made me that weak in the knees.”

      I rolled my eyes at the both of them. They wouldn’t let me get off the couch, even though we’d been home almost half an hour. Eli had run to the store to grab me some orange juice, in case my blood sugar was low. He left them with strict instructions that I wasn’t to get up while he was out, just in case. “Hello, you’re engaged to the love of your life, Caty. I’m sure you have weak-in-the-knees kisses all the time with Dennis. Mine was just worse because of the jumping from a plane thing.”

      Caty had a sad look in her eyes from her place on the floor. She leaned her cheek on my hip so I could run my fingers over her hair to soothe the sadness on her face. “Dennis didn’t want to come with me.”

      Brady and I let her words settle in the air a few beats before addressing them. “There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to jump out of an airplane. I think that’s a normal response to have. We’re the weird ones, not Dennis,” I insisted.

      “Maybe. I guess I just wish he was weird like us, or at least weird like me. I’m worried I’ll become less strange just to fit in with his boring friends. Last night, Dennis said this was stupid – the list and our promise to cross everything off of it.”

      Brady was just bold enough from the day’s events to speak candidly – a thing we tried not to do concerning Dennis. It never went over well. He thumbed the rim of his water glass. “You know who Dennis is, Caty. Neither of us are surprised that he’s not enough for you. Nice guy, but I’ve seen you get more excited about cupcakes than when he would call.”

      I remained mute on the subject of Dennis, so as not to gang up on her. “I think you did great today, hun. I mean, you jumped out of a plane! Who does that? You’re a wild woman, Caty.”

      She managed a smile for me. “You guys didn’t let me back out of the jump today. That’s love. Dennis hasn’t even called to see if I landed safe.”

      I cupped her cheek, pressing her face to my hip. “You didn’t call him, either. Maybe you should. Maybe he’s worried sick, but didn’t want to be overbearing.”

      “Speaking of overbearing,” Brady teased as Eli’s boots clomped up the steps. He moved into the apartment with worry etched into his features. “Hey, Eli.”

      Eli grunted in response, but kept his eyes only fixed on me as he leaned over the couch to help me sit up slowly. “Are ye alright, Mouse? I’m so sorry. Tha’s never happened to me before. I’ve never made a woman faint, and I feel terrible. Drink this.” He unscrewed the lid on the single-serve bottle of orange juice and tipped it to my lips.

      I took a few swigs and then pulled back. “I’m really fine, Eli. More embarrassed than anything else. It’s the skydiving.”

      “I’ve never held a limp woman in my arms, and I’ve got to say, I didn’t care for it. I like ye with fight and tha spark you’ve got when you’re right about something. Tha I put out your spark?” Eli shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mouse. The next time I kiss ye, I’ll go slower. I feel like I attacked a wee bit.”

      “The next time?” Hope lifted in my breast that the best kiss of my life might be followed up by a second one.

      “Aye. Ye don’t think I’d pass up on another one of those, do ye? Tha was…” He rubbed his chest, and stared at me with a hunger I knew the pains of all too well. He sat down on the couch next to me, his arm falling around my shoulders, as if we did this sort of thing all the time. “Rest up, Mouse. After I win my fight tonight, I’ll be wanting more of tha, for sure.”

      I blushed and nodded sheepishly. “I think that’d be alright.”

      He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, making me shiver from the simple touch. He treated me as if I was precious, and not the woman whose wardrobe was mostly scrubs, and who had a very physical job that wore her out most days.

      Brady moseyed over to the fridge and took the list off, handing it to Caty. “Do the honors, babe. Cross off Number 17 for us. We jumped out of an airplane today. I think that makes us all pretty badass.”

      Caty scribbled through the item with flourish, and then tipped the pen to her lips in thought. “Since that was mine we just did, I get to pick the next one. Hmm.” Her eyes pored over the list. “What are we thinking, here? We did Brady’s last, so I should pick something Violet added. Did we want to learn to speak French, or did we want to take French cooking classes? Or did we want to just skip the middle man and take a trip straight to France? That’s on here, too.”

      I chimed in with my vote. “I’m thinking we should learn the language before we go. I’ve already finished with that Rosetta Stone package we got a while back. Brady’s mostly done.”

      “I’m awesome at French now. I eat French fries, could order like a boss at a French restaurant, watch French movies (with subtitles), you name it. I can finish up and give you the Rosetta Stone stuff tomorrow, if you want.”

      “Oui,” Caty replied, sticking the list back on the fridge. “See? I’m totally French already. I’ll YouTube some French lessons online and start learning today. I’m in the mood to be awesome.” She cocked her eyebrow at us. “After all, I did just jump out of a plane.”

      Brady laughed at Caty’s choices that were all things I’d been the one to add to the list. “Wow, Vi. After learning French, you’ve only got cutting off your hair, the French cooking class, and the trip to France on here. This list is disproportionate.”

      I shrugged. “Sure, but a trip to France is a big one. That’s gotta count for like, five things at least.”

      “Ye want to go to France?” Eli inquired.

      “Sure. Who doesn’t? Have you ever been?” I realized I knew shockingly little about the guy I was kissing.

      “Aye. Just once. I’m in on the list too, now, yeah?”

      Brady answered for everyone. “Of course. You’re one of us now, even before you were sucking face with Violet. You should start thinking of things to add to the bucket list, too. Then it’s our list, not just the three of us.”

      Eli nodded once, his eyebrows pushed together as he thought. “Drink more juice. I don’t want ye fainting again. It’s been too long since I kissed ye, and I’ll be wanting another taste before we go to the match tonight.”

      I obliged him, though really, I was feeling fine. I drank about seven gulps before I begged off, resting my head back on the couch, cozying up in his half-embrace. Eli leaned in and brushed his nose to mine, moving from side to side slowly to tease a blush out of me. He was so very good at that. When his lips touched on mine, it was only a taste this time, but more than enough to draw out an embarrassingly breathy whimper from both of us.

      “Tha’s better. No fainting this time?” he said with a lazy, satisfied smile as he pulled back.

      “Must be the orange juice. Cured me right quick.”

      “T’wasn’t the juice tha cured ye. It was me. Ye should always be kissing me.”

      Caty let out a loud noise of frustration and stood to pace the room. “See? That’s what I want! I didn’t catch half of what Eli said, but I still know it was romantic because I can see the way he looks at you. We’ve been home for half an hour, and Dennis doesn’t even know I made the jump safely.”

      “Maybe he’s too nervous to call,” I offered. “You should go home and surprise him. Give Dennis a good weak-in-the-knees kiss he won’t forget.”

      Caty rolled her shoulders back, recalling that she was a beautiful blonde who’d just jumped out of a plane like a wild woman, and that sulking at home didn’t suit her. “You know what? You’re right. I’ll see you all at the fight tonight. Best of luck, Ireland.”
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      I scurried away from Eli, shutting myself in my bedroom after our kiss. “I can’t kiss you anymore. If I stay out there for one more second, I might spontaneously combust!”

      Eli’s chuckle was too near the door, making me reach out and touch the wood that separated us. “Alright, Mouse. I’ll be in my room, if ye need me for a good shag.”

      My voice was shrill. “Do not even joke about that! I’m barely holding it together, here. Pretend I said something cool.”

      “Tell me tha was the greatest kiss of your life.”

      “Well, obviously.”

      “I’m coming back for ye in twenty minutes, and we’ll do something together tha I can’t throw ye down and kiss ye through. Something normal to calm things down, so ye don’t combust. Tha sounds messy.” He merely laughed, and then gave me the space I needed to calm down.

      Caty texted me on the way to her home, asking if I could block out November 4th for her, so we could meet with the event coordinator for the wedding shower.

      I stared at the calendar on my phone, checking the date with a cursory glance, until my eyes fell on the little birthday cake icon that had my mother’s name on it. November 1st was coming up, whether I was ready for the gut-punch or not.

      As the holidays neared, I tried not to bog myself down in the glum wave of depression that threatened to sink me if I shook hands with it for too long. The bucket list was perfect for distracting me from the fact that my Mother’s birthday was coming up, which consequently fell on my favorite holiday. The Dia de Los Muertos wasn’t an American tradition, but we brought a little of Mexico with us on our journey to the States. On November 1st, we painted our faces to look like goofy skeletons, and visited the graves of people we didn’t know to leave them treats.

      Brady hadn’t understood my insistence that the dead deserved a little candy in their afterlife, but he went along with it anyway. Caty had been painting her face with me since we were silly junior highers together. We’d walk around school, looking like skeletons and grinning like two giddy schoolgirls who were in on a secret the rest of the students couldn’t begin to understand. Then after school, we’d make my mom the fanciest cake we could muster. Most of the years it was a sugary, lopsided mess, but Mom always said we were geniuses in the kitchen. She had the disposition of sunshine most days, and beamed brightest on her birthday. It was a thing of fortune that her birthday coincided with her favorite holiday. It was as if the cosmos gathered together to give her a giant hug on November 1st every year. Nothing got her down, not even the breast cancer that took her away from me far too soon.

      It had been two years since I’d put on face paint and laid treats on the graves of people I didn’t know. Mom had been too sick to do much of anything all last year, barely able to lift her head when she was nearing the end. With her death staring me down, I hadn’t seen the point of face paint, candy, silliness, or traditions in general. After nearly a year of distance from the tragedy, I still didn’t see the point in the silliness.

      After she passed away shortly after her last birthday, I took on too many hours at work, and buried myself in paying off my mother’s many medical bills. Then I attacked my student loans with the same fervor. Caty and Brady were the only people who reminded me to be a person every now and then, and I loved them for it.

      I quickly typed in Caty’s meeting on the 4th, and put my phone away, just in time for my twenty-minute hiatus from Eli’s lips to come to an end.

      That afternoon, we distracted ourselves doing the grocery shopping for the household. Brady was terrible at shopping. He’d come home with six cases of beer, two frozen pizzas, a few tins of tuna and a jug of milk when it was his turn.

      It was supposed to be a relaxing errand to run, but I gripped the cart with too much anxiety, keeping a healthy six inches between myself and the hottest guy in the store.

      Make that hottest guy in the universe. Eli ate healthy, putting in fruits and vegetables, making him both hot and smart, which was a deadly combination for my self-control. “Do ye eat carbs? Tell me you’re not one of those girls who’s afraid of a potato.”

      “I only eat carbs when I’m awake. I’m trying to cut back.” I smirked, glancing down at my generous hips and biting back the urge to tell him it was obvious by my figure that I preferred carbs to air. “For someone I live with, I don’t actually know what you like to eat.”

      “I grew up on my father’s farm, so I’m used to meat and potatoes. Your typical Irish fare, I guess. But lately I’ve been eating whatever the sexy chef has on the stove. I thank my lucky stars someone so lovely cooks for me. I’m thinking it’s time I return the favor. I can cook for the three of us every Monday and Tuesday. Sound alright? Get myself in on the rotation.”

      I blushed, swooning whenever he implied I was pretty. I’d never cared much about that, being too busy with school, or helping my mom at her housekeeping job to primp. “You’re trying to make me clumsy.”

      “I’m trying to make ye smile.” He reached over and swiped his thumb across my lower lip, a longing burning in his eyes. “There it is. Any day ye smile at me is a good one, Mouse.”

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, gluing in any stupid replies that might come tumbling out at the wrong moment. I cleared my throat and broke eye contact, pushing the cart along the refrigerated meats section. “Do you miss your family? It must be hard to live across the ocean from them.”

      Eli inhaled deeply, looking like he was debating between the truth and a G-rated version he whipped out for acquaintances. “I don’t get along with my Da. He’s married to the farm, and I had a need to get far away from tha life. I did my duty as his son and helped him until I finished school. The day I graduated, I enlisted, and never looked back.” He reached into the cooler, pulled out some ground beef, and set it in the cart. “He told me if I left the farm, I shouldn’t come back, so I didn’t.”

      I blinked at him, factoring in the new information that made him more of a human than a celebrity. “Do you think he meant it?”

      Eli shrugged. “I think tha hardly matters anymore. After all these years, he’s never reached out. Not even sure he knows which continent I’m on.”

      I couldn’t imagine my mother not wanting to be with me. Our time was cut short because sometimes life is just that cruel, but to have all the time in the world and waste it like that? I couldn’t comprehend it. “That’s terrible. He doesn’t know where you work, where you live? Nothing?”

      “I think he’s happier like tha. He can pretend I secured myself a nice piece of land, and have a flock of my own to tend to. He can tell all the lads at the pub tha his son is off living the same dream he loves. I don’t care.”

      Eli frowned with that closed-off look he sometimes wore for other people, so I knew he very much cared. I took a chance and touched his arm, hissing at the electricity that hummed between us at the simple contact. He turned to look at me, as if daring me to say the right thing, when we both knew there was no right thing to say about it. I swallowed hard, blinking up at him with unconcealed sadness at the hard look in his eyes. “I’m sorry you have to not care.”

      Eli sucked in a long breath, held it for a few beats, and then deflated, his closed expression melting into confusion. “Tha was the perfect thing to say. Thanks.” He drew me to him to comfort himself, wrapping one arm around my back and resting his chin atop my head. My hand migrated to his chest, unable to help myself, now that I was so near. “My Da hated the military, so I joined to spite him. Seems foolish, now tha I look back, but somehow it worked for me.”

      “I wonder where you would’ve ended up if he hadn’t put those expectations on you.”

      “I’d be in Ireland still. Probably working at the local pub. Having something to prove is a powerful thing, even if the person you’re hoping sees ye isn’t watching.”

      “Do you still feel that weight?” I smoothed my thumb across his chest, hoping to soothe the ache there.

      “Not as much anymore. I haven’t talked about my Da in years.”

      My other arm reached around so I could rub his back. “I’m sorry I made you talk about it. I shouldn’t have pried.”

      Eli thumbed my jaw thoughtfully. “I don’t mind talking to ye about myself.” As soon as the words escaped his lips, he looked surprised by them. “Whoa. I don’t think I’ve ever said tha before.” He eyed me with suspicion. “I think I’m catching a bit of those Hot Girl Blurts. Next thing I know, I’ll be confessing government secrets just because ye bat your lashes at me.”

      A genuine, broad smile spread across my face, and for a second, I swear I could feel a sunrise expanding in my heart. “See? Now, that was the perfect thing to say.”

      “Then why aren’t ye kissing me? Bring that smile over here. I miss the taste of it.”

      I’d never been a public display kind of girl, but I’d also never been with a man like Eli before. He pushed me over the edge with a simple touch, so I knew I couldn’t deny him a kiss, just because the lobsters were watching us from their tank.

      I leaned up on my toes, touching his scruffy cheek with my fingertips, angling his chin so his breath fanned my face. Our lips took their time, pausing the earth’s rotation as we learned what it was to kiss without the adrenaline of falling from the sky – to produce our own high of endorphins from a simple kiss. The uncomplicated beauty grew into something measured with intensity, allowing us to indulge in the slow, melty seduction.

      When he pulled away, it was only an inch, his lips still tauntingly close. “Ask me anything, and I’ll tell ye.”

      “Your favorite band.”

      “I tell the lads at work I like rap, but I listen to Frank Sinatra when I’m alone.”

      I smirked at the cute confession. “What did you want to be when you were a little boy?”

      “I wanted to be not my Da. I didn’t have the rest worked out until a recruiter waved a form in front of me. I told people I wanted to be a farmer, so he’d leave me alone about it.”

      I took my golden opportunity and asked more girlfriendy kind of questions. “Do you have any bad habits?”

      He sighed. “I wish I could lie to ye.” Eli kissed my lips again, stroking them as if he couldn’t resist the taste, but knew he should because we were in public. “I bite my nails, for one. I can’t stand clutter. Like, can’t sleep if I left a sock on the floor, or there’s dishes still in the sink. I don’t like sharing.” He frowned, spending a few breaths taking stock of his life. “I love to fight, but I’m not much of a talker. Bad combination.” A wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows. “Now it’s ye who are taking advantage of me, asking me stuff like tha when ye know full well I can’t shut up around ye.”

      “I’m evil like that. See? There’s my bad habit for you. Pure evilness.”

      Eli relaxed his shoulders, and the worry lines on his face disappeared. “I fancy ye, Mouse. Another habit of mine is tha when I see something I want, I go after it. I don’t want often, but when I do, it switches something on inside of me. Can’t decide if tha’s a bad habit or not, but it’s worth mentioning.” His eyes met mine in a loaded gaze that said more than I was expecting. I sobered, taking in his confession with a baffled wonder that he was actually talking about wanting me. Me. I mean, me.

      Eli kissed my floored lips again, keeping me close while the lobsters watched us fall even harder for each other.
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      I’d never been much of a nail-biter, but I couldn’t quell the nerves that bubbled up in me when I sat with Brady in the family section of the underground boxing pit. “I don’t know about this. I mean, I’m basically sitting back and watching the guy I like get punched in the face. Is it too late to call this thing off?”

      Brady chuckled, his arm slung around my seat as he sat back and took in the scene with a lax gaze. “I don’t think you understand how huge Eli is. I don’t think he’ll be the one getting punched, Vi.”

      I studied Eli’s opponent, Dan the Destroyer (otherwise known as Herpes Breath), who walked around in the stands to do the meet-and-greet and pre-match shots with his fans. His copper-colored fro was in full swing, bouncing as he strutted. I wanted Eli to take Dan down with no foreplay, so I made mental notes as best I could to help Eli speed things along. When Eli came out from the men’s bathroom, however, I could scarcely remember my own name. I’d thought I understood just how good looking he was, but even though we lived together, I’d never seen the king of my dreams without his shirt on. Shoot, I’d never even seen him in shorts. Yet there he was, toned and massive, muscles ready for anything, and trained not to mess around.

      A few people called his name and cheered, but he merely raised his chin to them in acknowledgment. It was clear he was the crowd favorite. He beelined over to us and handed me his gloves. “Lace me up?” he requested, ignoring the populace that was thickening by the minute.

      “Sure.” I stood and fumbled with the laces after sliding the gloves on his hands, as if I’d never tied anything before in my life. My fingers were inflexible and clumsy, but somehow, they got the job done. Eli looked down on me with a tenderness to his smile. It made me feel like less of an idiot for having to sing the Tying Your Shoes song in my head that my mother had taught me when I was young. He was too good looking, and standing too close for me to pretend my way through intelligent conversation.

      “Ye aren’t looking at me, Mouse. Are ye sick of staring at me already?”

      “N-no. It’s just that… I mean, you’re… And looking like this is… You’re practically naked!”

      He looked down at his green silk shorts in confusion. “Ye’ve never seen a lad in shorts at the gym before?”

      “I feel like maybe I have, but none come to mind right now.”

      He chuckled at me, taking pleasure in my awkward flirting. “I’m glad ye came to watch me fight. I know this isn’t your scene.”

      My eyebrows crinkled together in concern as I remembered my panic. “I don’t like this. The thought of someone trying to hurt you? I like your face exactly as it is. Seriously, Eli. Can’t you call this off?”

      Eli leaned down and brushed the lightest of kisses to my lips, making me swoon and melt in public. I heard several cheers for Eli to keep going, and a few catcalls for us to get a room. It was when he brushed his nose back and forth across mine that my bones started to turn to jelly again, and heat flooded low in my belly. He steadied me with his strong arms around my waist so I didn’t hit the floor. “Easy, Mouse. Sorry about tha.” He lowered me to the chair next to Brady, who gave a pound of his fist to Eli’s glove in solidarity. “How about ye, Brady? Are ye this worried about my mug?”

      Brady didn’t miss a beat, and blew a kiss to Eli. “You know who you’re coming home with, baby. Now knock that guy out so we can get you home, where you belong,” he kidded.

      Before Eli could leave us, I reached out and grabbed onto his glove, pausing him enough to gather my bearings. “Wait! The guy with the shoulder! Destroyer the Dan! The Herpes Breath!”

      Eli ignored the crowd, the ref who was calling his name to go into the ring and start the match, and the entire world so he could hear me out. He lowered himself to squat between my knees, so he could look up into my face, as if I was the only woman in the world he wanted to stare at. “What is it, Mouse?”

      I pleaded with my eyes for him not to fight, but my mouth went into therapist-mode. “That guy’s right shoulder is weak. That Dan guy. He’ll do most of his fighting with his left side to compensate. He’s got money in the game, too. He keeps looking toward the bookie in back with dodgy glances. He’s desperate for cash, so he’ll fight with everything in him. Look out for something dirty.”

      Eli’s mouth fell open, gazing into my eyes with something akin to wonder. I was grateful I was already sitting down, or else I’m pretty sure that look alone would’ve done me in. “Ye are really something, ye know tha, right? Now you’re my lucky charm.” He looked so sweet and precious, squatting before me as he was. He lifted my hand up to rest on his naked chest, but I jerked away. I didn’t want the entire arena to see how aroused I grew at the simple touch. Eli was patient, guiding my hand gently back to his pecs. “Feel tha? Steadier heartbeats they haven’t seen yet. I’m not worried about tha pipsqueak, so ye don’t need to fret, neither.” When the bell rang to signal him into the ring, I jumped and shrieked when he sprang forward and bit lightly at my neck. “Don’t ye go missing this, Mouse. I’ll be putting on a grand show for ye.”

      I waved him off, my heart thumping as the crowd started to get worked up. I leaned back into Brady, who’d watched our exchange with amusement. “Man, you’re a trip around him. I’ve never seen you so goofy and giggly.”

      “No joke, I almost just peed myself when he bit my neck. You try keeping your cool when your favorite celebrity crush gnaws on your neck.”

      Brady took a sip of his beer, settling into his seat and readying himself to dole out some sage wisdom. “That’s the thing, though. Celebrity kisses aren’t real. Britney Spears isn’t real. Eli is a real guy with a real set of goals and dysfunctions. I’m glad you two went grocery shopping together. Do more stuff like that. Get to know the non-celebrity side of him, and let him get to know the version of you that doesn’t need an oxygen mask whenever he breathes in your direction. I like that girl. I think he’d like that girl, too. The glimpses you’ve given him so far, he’s eaten right up.”

      I chewed on Brady’s words while Eli rolled his delicious shoulders in the ring. “Stop being so wise. And I would never tell you Britney Spears isn’t real. That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I teased, bristling with faux indignation.

      Brady grinned at me. “Here’s hoping.”

      Sherry sauntered in from behind me, tugging on a lock of my ponytail and casting Brady and me a wide grin. “Well, if it isn’t the girl who every woman in here wants to strangle. How’d you get so lucky?”

      “Huh?” I looked around, and sure enough, I counted thirteen different women staring daggers at me. Weird. I was usually the invisible girl who flew under the radar. “What’d I do? Am I not supposed to be sitting here?”

      Sherry had the gleeful look of a girl who loved a good stir of the pot. “Oh, you should always sit here. I’ve never seen Latrice more worked up. She’s been wanting Eli to settle down with her since he first started up here. Then she finally gets him to go home with her, and all he does is drop her off at the front door. Doesn’t so much as kiss her goodnight. Now he’s here with you? You’re in the family box, and he’s kissing you in front of everyone? The girls all want to know how you managed that.”

      “This feels like the MMA version of junior high,” I complained.

      “Think you can get him to slip you a little tongue? Latrice is practically boiling with jealousy. I do love it when she doesn’t get what she wants. Slept with my boyfriend last year, so if Eli does give you some tongue, make sure to drag it out for the viewers.”

      “Oh, gosh. This is so out of hand.”

      “Move it along,” Brady said in a playful voice that also held the firm hand of a command to it. He cast Sherry a light smile as he waved her away.

      Caty stormed in and plopped down in the seat next to mine with no flourish whatsoever, which was unlike her. “I thought we were watching your guy beat the crap out of some other man. I’m in the mood for bloodshed, so crank that bell and let’s do this.” She pounded her fist in the air with a ferocity I didn’t often see in her. “Go, Ireland!”

      “You alright?” I asked her, but her succinct “I will be,” was lost in the shouts and cheers. It irked me that the other dude went by Dan the Destroyer. Eli just went by his first name with no need to declare his masculinity, which was exactly how I preferred him. He didn’t need the bells and whistles of a fancy name to make him shine.

      Eli waited for Dave to pounce, deflecting the first punch, absorbing the second, and knocking a clear jab to Dan’s stiff shoulder. I saw the tightening of Dan’s jaw and the loss of pep in his step that told me I was right on the money with my evaluation.

      Dan put on a tough face and went in more aggressively this time, punching three times in quick succession to try and knock Eli off his game. Eli backed away, absorbing two to his hard abdomen, and deflecting the third.

      I watched the match with my hands over my face, peeking through my fingers in horror as I ranted in Spanish. I prayed nothing would ever hit Eli again, while I was forced to just sit there and watch it all go down.

      “He’s baiting him,” Brady explained. Then he stood and yelled for Eli to… I don’t know, win? Beat Dan up? Destroy the Destroyer? I couldn’t tell above all the shouting that echoed around us off the concrete walls.

      I was motionless in my seat, while my two best friends were standing and giving Eli their all. “Make it be over!” I whimpered, hating every fist that was thrown in his direction, whether or not they met their mark.

      Eight minutes. Eight whole minutes of sheer torture ticked by until Eli finally put Dan out of his misery. As Brady suspected, Eli had been drawing out Dan’s fight, which only grew wilder when he realized there might just be no winning against the mammoth wall that was my sweet Eli. With a final blow, Dan hit the mat with a bounce – an actual bounce that made his head slam down twice. Eli’s arm was raised in the air, a show of gladiator-like musculature and strength. He was incredible, unstoppable, and looking right at me with a grin that was marred with a dribble of blood running from his nose.

      Then Eli did the sweetest thing I could’ve imagined in that moment. He took off his boxing glove, and fished out a red mitten that had been inside the entire time. He tossed it at me, and the women nearby reacted as if he’d taken off his shorts and blessed me with them. But it was so much better than that.

      I fingered the mitten he’d no doubt found while out and about during his day. He’d saved a mitten for me, taking up my cause as if it was his own. More than that, he’d fought with a part of me in his glove. I clutched the red yarn to my heart, letting him know with a passionate look that I saw his gesture. He cared about the little things that made me tick. Somehow, I’d made a mark on him, just as much as he’d marked me.

      The moment lasted only as long as a few well-timed breaths before Dan stumbled to his feet. He had a busted lip, the beginnings of a black eye, and fire in his eyes. I saw the loaded spring before it uncoiled, my enraptured smile mutating into an expression of pure fear when I saw Dan bending his knees in anticipation of tackling Eli from behind. “Eli! Turn around!” I shouted, pointing at Dan.

      Eli whirled around just as Dan shot forward. He barely had time to bend his knees to brace himself against the attack, but he managed to hold his ground. He got in three more punches to Dan’s sore ribs before Dan tried to pull Eli’s knees up to unearth the tower of a man. Everyone who had come to see a wild match went nuts, screaming for more, and also for the ref to intervene. Several people from the crowd jumped into the ring, lending their hand to help the ref break up the impromptu fight. A loud whack from Eli’s fist knocked one of Dan’s front teeth clean out of his head.

      Dan was seething when two men finally pried him off of Eli, who wasn’t rattled more than raising his thick eyebrows. “Watch your back around me, man!” Dan spat.

      Eli made a show of turning his back to Dan as he was shoved out of the ring, proving that he never saw Dan as a threat worth stressing about. He turned back to me and shrugged his shoulders, as if all of that had been nothing more than a slight inconvenience.

      I couldn’t help myself. I ran into the ring and threw my arms around his neck. I was scared, and wished I could protect Eli against all the things that came after him.
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      “Never again, do you hear me? That is without a doubt the most horrible thing I’ve ever had to sit through, and I once held a patient’s hand while he had knee surgery!”

      “Are ye finished yet?” Eli fidgeted on the locker room bench we were straddling, him facing me as I tended to his nose.

      “Finished? Finished? This is me just getting started.” I dabbed at Eli’s face, which, after a shower in the men’s room, looked even worse. His eye was popping out, his lip was split, and his nose was still having a difficult time clotting. “Of all the brash things I’ve witnessed, fighting like that – as in, when you don’t have to – was dangerous. And that Dan jaggoff? Vato’s got it in for you. The other match we saw was civil; it was all about the boxing. This? He’s got his sights set on you, and if you think he won’t come after you again, you’re dead wrong.”

      Eli sighed. “I know why he’s mad. He used to be a bouncer at Club Seven before Antonio bought the place. Antonio realized the club was basically a dealer’s paradise, and fired the staff who let tha happen. Antonio trusts me and his people to clean up the problem, but tha put Dan out of a job. He’s been sore about it from the beginning. Ye guessed he had money in the game, aye? Ye were probably right. Lads do stupid stuff when they’re desperate. Add tha to the fact tha the old staff was using what the club was dealing, and it’s no real secret why Dan’s broke and irrational.” He tapped the side of his nose.

      I gaped at him. “Cocaine? Well, Dan’s not going to just let all of that go. I mean, honestly. What would your mother say? I’ve got half a mind to send her a picture of you all bruised up like this and let her go off on you.”

      Of all things, Eli chuckled at me. “You’d have a hard time doing tha, seeing as how she’s six feet under.”

      I froze at having put my foot in my mouth, yet again. “Are you serious? Oh, that was a stupid thing to say. I’m so sorry.” I couldn’t stop myself, but flung myself forward into his arms, hugging him around the neck. Once I’d been close to his body, I only wanted more.

      Eli touched the small of my back tenderly, comforting me after I’d just brought up a terrible memory for him. “Aw, tha’s alright. Died when I was a lad. I think my mammy would’ve taken to ye, though. She no doubt would’ve been cussing up a storm at the picture you’d send her of my face like this. Am I still handsome?”

      “Ridiculously. Unfairly. Still, I like the look of you in one piece, not shattered like this. You’re lucky he didn’t break your nose.” I snuck a dainty kiss to his neck and slunk out of his embrace. I went back to pinching the bridge of his nose for him, hoping the blood would clot eventually. “Let me drive you to the ER. This isn’t good, Eli. You’re going to have bruises all over your stomach.”

      “Ye worry too much. Do ye baby Brady and Caty like this?”

      I shrugged. “I do when they need it. You just got the crap beaten out of you.”

      “Don’t say it like tha. I won, no problem. I can’t exactly go knocking a lad out in the first few seconds. People set down money for a good show, so I gave them one.”

      “How much do you make off of these fights? Why do you do it?”

      “Winner gets thirty percent of the door, loser gets five. Tha’s not why I fight, though. Garcia Securities pays me well enough.” He sighed, and I could tell that the Hot Girl Blurts that kept him from concealing his true self from me was kicking in. “It’s hard to go from the action of the army straight into civilian life. I miss the rush, Mouse. A man needs to feel alive.”

      “So, getting punched in the face makes you feel alive?”

      “Aye. Doesn’t jumping out of an airplane do the same for ye?”

      He had me there. “Find another adrenaline rush. Something that doesn’t involve you bleeding profusely.”

      “Ah, you’re a sweet thing. As soon as my nose stops bleeding, I’ll be wanting my winner’s kiss. A good one, mind ye, with plenty of fainting, like the wee damsel ye are.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and decided to play a little with the rope I had. Eli made me nervous with how strikingly beautiful he was, but I vowed I wouldn’t turn into a mouse this time. I had the hottest guy in the universe half-naked on the bench with me. I summoned up all my courage and leaned forward into his body space, placing delicate kisses along the side of his neck. Slowly and sweetly, I nuzzled the vulnerable parts of him, feeling him melt for me every bit as much as I turned mushy for him. He was so rough around the edges, but here in the crook of his neck, he was exposed and almost shy as my lips puckered the skin, as if I had a right to do such things. I felt powerful when Eli trembled, holding himself back so I could be the daring one this time.

      My phone rang, which it didn’t often do in the middle of the night. It was the only thing that could’ve pulled me away from my moment of seductive bravery. My eyebrows furrowed when I glanced at the caller ID. I positioned Eli’s hand over the bridge of his nose to pinch the injured area, smirking at his lidded eyes, and answered my phone. “Hey, Brady. What’s up?”

      “I think I screwed up, and I know you need to come home.”

      “What’s wrong? You’ve got that I-just-did-something-illegal sound to you,” I said, causing Eli to tent his eyebrows in curiosity.

      Brady’s panicked whisper worried me. “I did something stupid, and I need you to undo it! Where are you?”

      “I’m at the match still, cleaning Eli up.”

      “Oh, man. I’m sorry. No, no. You do your thing. Good for you, V. I hope your cleaning him up ends in something nice and dirty. I shouldn’t have called.”

      “Brady,” I warned. “What’s wrong?”

      “So many things!” he whispered again, that same note of anxiety creeping in. “I gotta go. Don’t tell Caty I called you. When you come home, act like it was your idea.”

      “Um, my idea to come back to my own home? Okay. I think I can do that convincingly. Brady, honey, what’s going on? You’re all squirrely.”

      “This conversation never happened!” he whispered, and then hung up.

      I touched my pointer finger to my forehead, confused as to what had him so tweaked. “Brady’s freaking out, but I don’t know about what. Something’s off. Let’s get your nose to stop bleeding, and get going.”

      Eli tested the clotting by unpinching his nose to see where we stood in the whole healing process. “Have ye ever slept with Brady?”

      I blinked at him, wondering if my brain had gone spontaneously bonkers. “Hello, left field. What made you think to ask that?”

      “It’s not an odd thing to assume two roommates who’ve known each other as long as ye have might be turning sheets every now and again.”

      I stood, unsure if I should be offended or not. “Brady and Caty are my best friends. They were family to me when I didn’t have any left. I’ve never slept with Brady. I’ve never even kissed him.”

      “Grand. Sorry if tha was weird to ask. Ye just had tha look tha a woman gets when a man she’s seen naked is in a jam.”

      I rubbed the nape of my neck uncomfortably, my eyes darting to the door to make sure we were alone. “Well, that’s a different story. I’ve seen Brady naked before. A few times, actually. But it wasn’t like that. Chemo was rough on him, and he fell in the shower once. I helped him up, and that’s that. Gave him a few baths after that, but it was more holding him together while he cried in the tub than anything romantic. A few times after his surgery, he was scared something was wrong, so he had me check the stitches on his scrotum.” I palmed my chin, knowing that blunt honesty was the way to go with this, even if it was too much information. “There was one time he asked Caty and me if we’d ever go home with a guy who had only one testicle. Caty told him to drop his pants so she could see the damage. That way when we told him we would totally take a guy in his condition home, he wouldn’t think we were just making stuff up so he’d feel better.” I let out a small, nervous huff. “Like women care about balls.” My neck shrank a little, not meaning to say “balls” in front of Eli.

      “Jays, tha’s awful. You three… You’re good friends, tha’s for sure.”

      “I’ve seen Brady naked more than most, but it never ever led to anything. Brady’s been my brother, my sister, my best friend, my dad on more than one occasion, and my kid a few times. Never my boyfriend, though.” I waved my hand between us as if to clear the air of a funk. “I’m not sure I was supposed to tell you the chemo stuff. It’s Brady’s business who knows and who doesn’t. I just didn’t want to lie to you.”

      Eli studied my guarded movements with a careful eye. “I’m sorry to hear about tha. Brady’s a good fella. I can’t imagine how hard tha must’ve been on ye.”

      “On me?” I tilted my head at him, watching in confusion as he dabbed at the last of the dried blood on his upper lip.

      “To almost lose your family like tha? To watch your best friend wither in front of your eyes?”

      I gulped, keeping the confession tucked tight inside of me. Brady’s cancer had been rough on me. It came the same year my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. I’d lived in constant worry that I would lose them both. When Brady pulled through, that elation gave birth to hope – hope that my mom would be okay. It didn’t work out that way, though. Part of me wondered if it might’ve been an easier pill to swallow if I hadn’t had that optimism. Caty understood, as she loved Brady every bit as much as I did, and she’d grown up clinging to my mom instead of her own, more distant mother.

      Sometimes the sadness reared its ugly head and chased me down even still. It was coming up on her birthday, which was a bitter pill I wasn’t ready to swallow. There was no one to buy balloons for, no one to bake a cake for. My mom was gone.

      Just… gone.

      “I dealt,” I said simply, hoping survival counted as “dealing with it.”

      “Let’s get home. I know you’ll be worrying about him until we get there.” He stood and pulled on a sweatshirt. Then he picked up his duffel bag with one hand and reached for me with the other. We walked out of the locker room hand-in-hand, declaring to the emptying arena that Eli and I were very much in this together.
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      “How do we not keep guns in the house?” I shouted, unable to control the volume of my voice. I was more worked up than Caty was, though it was her who’d been wronged.

      “Vi, honey, calm down.”

      “Do not tell me to calm down! I’m going over there right now to pack your stuff and throw him down a flight of stairs. Doesn’t he know how good he had it? Let me tell you, by the time I’m finished with him, Dennis is going to be eating through a tube.” I threw my jacket over my shoulders and toed on my shoes. When Eli stood in front of the door to block my exit, I glared at him, but instantly regretted the mean look. Eli was far too sweet to be glowered at. “Please move.” My teeth were grinding together.

      “I don’t think bloodshed is the way to go on this one, Mouse.”

      I frowned up at him, arms akimbo. “You want to call me ‘Mouse’ right now? Do you think I’m trying to be cute? Dennis cheated on my best friend. I think that entitles me to a little bloodshed. He had his fun; now it’s my turn.”

      Eli’s nostrils flared, his tongue sweeping his lower lip as he took in my fury. “I don’t think it’s cute; I think you’re dead sexy when you talk all aggressive like tha. But the thing is, I’ve grown rather attached to ye, and don’t fancy seeing ye hauled off to the slammer.”

      “Let’s go, Brady,” I all but growled.

      Caty’s voice was quiet, but help a firm note of a command to it. “I’d rather you stay with me, Vi. It’s been a long day, and I just need my best friend. Commiserate today, vengeance tomorrow.” She was on the opposite end of the couch from Brady, who was looking anywhere but at her doe eyes.

      My shoulders lowered, and I peeled off my jacket. “Oh, fine. But I’m not holding back tomorrow. I hope he likes selling cars with a black eye.” I shook my head, knowing that wasn’t enough for all he’d put Caty through. “Maybe I can take a tire iron to his BMW, too. Hit him where it really hurts.”

      Eli’s jaw dropped, and I couldn’t tell if he was scared of me, appalled, or rethinking the whole holding my hand thing I really kinda loved. “But you’re so gentle and soft. I can’t picture it.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes. “That’s because whenever I’m around you, I’m a clumsy mess. And I am gentle, but not when people mess with my family. My normal life includes a don’t-screw-with-my-friends clause. You’ve never hurt Caty or Brady, so you don’t have to worry about that.” I grew flustered when it seemed like I was the crazy one, and pointed my finger at Caty. “She keyed the car of the girl at school who spray-painted ‘Frito Bandito’ on my locker. Then she broke into the car and put shoe polish on the seatbelt.”

      Caty raised her chin. “Don’t ask me to apologize for that. I wouldn’t back then, and I won’t now. Skank had it coming.” She let out an airy giggle. “Black line of shoe polish clear across her neck and her cheerleader’s uniform. I think the phrase is ‘Be aggressive. B-E aggressive!’” She met Eli’s confused gaze. “This is just how we do things.”

      Eli turned back to me, bewildered. “I can’t picture ye wielding a tire iron, bashing up a lad’s car.”

      “Follow me tomorrow, and you’ll get a front row seat to the mayhem,” I answered with a shrug. “Dennis cheated on Caty, Eli. She walked in on them.”

      “Aye. I heard the same thing ye did. What did Dennis say when ye confronted him?”

      Caty’s voice was small, her nose red from crying. “He didn’t say anything, because neither of them saw me. I was so shocked, I slipped out and drove to the match. Mind if I crash on the couch tonight?”

      “Tonight and every night. We’ll get another bed in my room, and it’ll be just like old times.” I wanted to storm out into the night to enact vengeance, but Eli was still in front of the door like a guard, forcing me to behave. “Come on. Just let me mess him up a little bit. We’re seriously letting him off the hook for this?”

      “Ye should calm yourself, Mouse.” Eli snatched at my chin and brought my ear to his lips. “Turn me on any more, and I’ll throw ye over my shoulder and take ye into one of these bedrooms – I don’t care which. I’ll take my sweet time showing ye what we can do with all this anger.”

      I shivered, exhaling as my body slumping against his. I went from tiger to mouse in the span of a few well-placed sentences. I melted in his arms, which held me to him, my head on his broad chest.

      Caty stood and started pacing the living room. “See? That’s what I want! That’s what Dennis and I were supposed to be to each other. He was supposed to calm me down, and I was supposed to excite him. I haven’t felt… Even if he hadn’t cheated, I don’t know.” Caty shook her head, sadness springing from her and floating into the air surrounding us. “He’s not the one.”

      I snatched the bucket list off the fridge and slapped it on the table next to the pad. “Number 34,” I declared with a clear threat in my voice.

      Brady moved into the kitchen, his eyes skimming the list. “Come on, Vi. I put that on there as a joke.”

      Eli stood behind me and read over my shoulder. “‘Make your enemy regret the day he was born?’ Tha’s seriously on the bucket list?”

      Brady rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I was in a bad place for a while, what with the chemo and all.” His eyes cut to me. “We can’t make Dennis regret the day he was born.”

      My head swiveled with too much attitude. “Maybe you can’t.”

      Brady drank in the challenge emanating from my steely stare, and finally nodded. “Okay, then. We’re really doing this?”

      I refused to budge. “Starting tomorrow.”

      Brady stalked to the fridge and pulled the magnetic notepad off, smacking it down on the kitchen table with a pen. “Then we plan. Dennis doesn’t know you know, right, Caty? Aside from Vi getting arrested after Dennis definitely presses charges, how can we make him as miserable as you were when you saw him cheating on you?”

      Caty dropped into one of the stiff-backed chairs at the kitchen table and sniffled. She looked up at Brady as if he was the first man who ever told her she was beautiful. “You mean it? Because I don’t want Violet to go all Lorena Bobbitt on him, but I feel like there’s gotta be a happy medium between the tire iron and shrinking off with my shame.”

      Brady got down on his knees in front of her, giving her a second to stop acting squirrely at the intense eye contact he didn’t hold back. “Listen to me, Caty. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. Did you cheat?”

      “No. Of course not. That’s not me.”

      “Did you try to make it work with that blind, ungrateful idiot?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then shrinking off isn’t an option. How long do you think you can keep up the charade of living there?”

      Caty shrugged. “About until Wednesday, probably. Wednesday’s hump day,” she explained tactlessly to Eli, who grimaced.

      “I’m starting to see why things went so south between the two of ye.”

      Brady sat in the chair next to Caty, pulling his seat closer to her, so their shoulders were touching. “Okay, then. Operation: Take Dennis Down for Messing with Our Girl is in the planning phases.”

      I took off my shoes and raised my hand. “I can do the usual car tricks.”

      “Perfect. He loves his BMW.” Brady was all for lists.

      “Let me at her.” I rubbed my hands together in anticipation.

      Eli shot me a wary look. “Why do I not like the sound of tha?”

      I waved off his concern. “Nothing too scary. Just sugar in his gas tank and bananas in his tailpipe.”

      Brady shook his head. “Wait. You can’t do those, or he’ll know it’s you. He’s probably heard all about when we went off on Mr. Klein for hitting on your mom.”

      I deflated. “Rats. You’re right.” My lips drew to the side as I thought. “I’ve got to do something to his cars. I don’t like that he never lets you drive them, Caty.”

      Eli’s eyebrows bunched together. “He doesn’t let ye drive his car?”

      Caty shook her head. “I guess that is weird.”

      I stood straighter. “I’ve got it. I’ll dump a little spoiled milk in the trunk of his car. It’ll soak into the carpet, but he won’t smell it right away, unless he opens the trunk. Then I can put sardines in his air vents.” My shoulders slumped. “Not quite as good as a tire iron, but it’s a start.”

      Brady scribbled my idea down on the pad. “Love it. We want stealth misery. If he doesn’t figure out it’s us, we can keep this up for a while.” He snapped his fingers. “Nair for his shampoo. He’s always looking in the mirror at his hair. Hit him where it hurts.”

      Eli sat across from Brady at the table. He waved me over and then patted his thigh, as if we were at the point in our… whatever we were, where it would be totally normal to sit on his lap. “Take a load off, Mouse. You’re all worked up.”

      My blush was back in full swing, and despite my earlier aggression, I was shy all over again. “Okay.” I carefully sat down on Eli’s lap, worried I was putting too much weight on his leg.

      “C’mon, Mouse. Really sit with me. I can feel ye bracing yourself. Cuddle up right in here. I just won a fight tonight, ye know. What’s the point of winning, if I don’t get to cozy up to the pretty lass?”

      I turned and hid my face in Eli’s shoulder the second Brady and Caty let out catcalls at my obvious chagrin. The mood was starting to lighten with the introduction of Brady’s plan. “I can do the fish in the vents tomorrow, but the milk’s going to take some time to spoil. Don’t anyone drink what’s in the fridge.”

      Eli’s hand found my back and rubbed gently up and down. “Why two sabotages on the sodden lad’s car? One would do the trick just fine.”

      “He’ll take his car to get it cleaned, but it’ll still smell, because they won’t think to check if the stench is coming from two different places in the car.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe he’s cheating on you with Amber. I mean, the car salesman and the accountant? It’s just so cliché. She’s had like, a million conversations with you. I hate when women turn on our own. It’s the lowest of the low.”

      Caty sniffled, so Brady got up to bring her the box of tissues. “I’m still in shock. I never expected to see so much of her. We don’t do it like that. Our sex is sweet, if not a little boring. Theirs was… What’s the word for doggy-style if the dogs are pretty much rabid?”

      I groaned. “Oh, gross. Now I’m picturing them exactly like that.”

      Brady clapped his hands to refocus us. “Back to the plan, guys. Caty, you drank too much, and you’re staying the night here with Vi. Text Fiancé of the Year and let him know. Tomorrow, empty out half your drawers and bring them over here while he’s at work. You’re moving back in, and that’s that.”

      Caty shook her head. “We can’t fit four people in here, and you all know it.”

      I bristled. “Hello, you’re like, the smallest pixie ever. You’ll fit just fine. No one’s moving out.” I gripped Eli’s hand so he didn’t get any bright ideas.

      Caty met my eyes and saw that I meant business. She wasn’t going to stay in a terrible relationship because she was scared she had nowhere to go. Her job teaching art to elementary kids paid about exactly as amazingly as you can imagine – which is to say, not very much. Wherever she landed, she would need a roommate – or three.

      I shook my head. “Why would he go through all that trouble and expense of having a wedding, if he’s also having an affair?”

      “Weddings don’t have to be fancy. Maybe the price of it isn’t all tha much,” Eli guessed.

      Brady shook his head at Eli’s assumption. “Dennis gave you a credit card for wedding stuff, right? What’s the limit on that thing?”

      It was Caty’s turn to act sheepish. “I don’t want to say. Weddings are expensive, and he’s got a lot of rich friends to impress. His family’s insisting everything be super fancy. He wanted it to be nice, so he set the budget a little high.”

      Brady tapped his pen to the pad of paper. “The card’s under his name, or both of yours?”

      “Just his. We were going to combine our assets after the big I dos. But I can sign on it.”

      “How much are we talking, Caty? Ten grand?”

      Caty reluctantly jerked her thumb up to raise the guess.

      “Twenty?” Brady asked.

      Eli guffawed when she wiggled her thumb upward again. “Nah. Ye can’t be serious. What could ye possibly do for a wedding tha costs more than twenty grand?”

      “Twenty-five,” Caty clarified, which was followed by a low whistle.

      A wicked grin crossed over my face. “What can you pass off as wedding decorations that you need for school supplies for your kids’ classes? I’m guessing any kind of craft supplies, right? You could say we’re making the favors for the wedding shower or something.”

      Caty rested her arms on the table, worrying her lower lip with her teeth. “I don’t know. Isn’t that like, stealing?”

      Brady scoffed. “Write out a list of what you need, and I’ll take the card and buy the stuff myself to spare your conscience.” When Caty made to protest, Brady held up his hand. “Do it, or I’ll buy you five hundred dollars’ worth of gum.”

      Caty’s chest vibrated with mirth as the beginnings of a smile toyed with the corners of her lips. “You will not.”

      “Make me that list, or you’ll find out just how serious I am about throwing you a Hubba Bubba wedding. Think of anything from a craft store that you’ll need for your classroom over the next five years. Write it down, and I’ll pick it up.”

      Caty leaned her head on Brady’s shoulder. He stiffened for a second, but then put down the pen and wrapped her in a soothing hug to keep her from falling apart.

      “I’m thinking you’re going to need to use that card to eat out from here until you call off the wedding. I mean, you’ve got to narrow down which caterer you want, right?” I suggested, my gaze traveling up to the ceiling in thought. “I’m guessing you’ll be hungry for filet mignon tomorrow, and maybe lobster the day after.”

      “Remind me never to cross ye, Mouse.”

      Brady met Eli’s eyes with a hard stare. “You’re in this with us, right? Because after we pull something like this, I don’t think we’ll ever have to worry about you stepping out on Vi.”

      I frowned at my friend, shifting uncomfortably. “Don’t threaten him, Brady. We’re not even actually together yet.”

      Eli pulled me closer in his burly embrace, and scooped my legs to dangle over the arm of the chair. My eyes went wide at how very natural it all felt, and how easily my body took to molding itself to fit with his. He kissed my cheek just to make me melt and said with the note of a promise to Brady and Caty, “We’re together, and I’m in.”
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      “In the shampoo,” I explained while chewing on a bite of my stroganoff. That was another good thing about having Caty home again. She made the best of the best Polish food. “So when you go to Dennis’ place, make sure not to use your shampoo.”

      “Orange? It’ll dye her hair orange? Like, sherbet orange?”

      I nodded without regret, my eyes flicking to the vase of white and lavender mums on the counter that had appeared while we were out. “Like Bozo the Clown, orange. Serves her right for treating herself to your fiancé and your nice shampoos. It’s entitled behavior, and it stops now.” I paused to add a little hot sauce to my stroganoff. I was so grateful that my last two patients of the day cancelled their appointments. I rarely got to eat dinner at home on a workday. “I also dumped out Dennis’ protein powder, and filled his container with a brand that’s heavy with whey on my lunch hour.”

      Caty’s eyes widened. “But Dennis is lactose intolerant.”

      I quirked my eyebrow at her. “Exactly. I’m also mixing in extra fiber and laxatives. He’ll be so sick, he won’t be able to cheat on you. It’s my introductory gift for him, leading him into the land of Slowly Losing His Mind.”

      “Will it make him regret cheating on me for who knows how long?”

      “Oh, babe. By the end of this, he’ll regret every selfish thing he’s ever done in his life. Amber, too. See how she likes screwing a guy who has to take dump breaks in the middle.”

      Brady snorted and high-fived me. “Talk about having a crappy love life.”

      Caty’s phone rang, so she picked it up and took it into my bedroom. The second the door was shut, leaving only Brady and me at the table, Brady’s casual demeanor changed to high-alert. He reached over and gripped my wrist with wide eyes. “Something happened after Eli’s fight. I need you not to freak out about it, because I’m freaking out, and there can be only one of us losing our cool at a time!”

      I suddenly lost my appetite, freezing in place. “Brady, the last time you said that to me, you needed me to check your testicles for lumps, and it all went downhill from there. Please don’t let it be something terrible.”

      “Nothing like that. Maybe it’s a good thing.” Then his voice shifted, suddenly worried. “Or it’s a really bad one. At what point did you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That it was… When did you know?”

      My eyebrows furrowed together in confusion. “I feel like you’re trying to tell me a riddle, but I’ve got no clue what you’re saying. I’m not sure you do, either.”

      Brady started spluttering, but then capped it off with “Everything’s fine. Never mind.” He paused a few beats while I studied his wary movements as he pushed his stroganoff around on his plate. “Do you ever think about settling down and having kids and all that?”

      I looked over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being pranked. My scolding came out in a whisper-shout. “What are you talking about? Is that what’s got you all tweaked? You decided you wanted a wife and kids, so you called after the fight freaking out because you want normal things? I’m switching you to decaf.”

      “I think I do want… you know, those things, but I’m not sure if I even can anymore.”

      I nodded, the light shining on bits of his broken plea in the phone call. “The doctor said you could still have kids, it just might take a little longer. Is that what you’re worried about? Because I think finding the girl would be job one.”

      “You’re right. Forget I mentioned anything.”

      “O-kay,” I said slowly as Caty emerged from my bedroom and sat back down at the table.

      “Did ye save any dinner for me?” Eli asked, coming out from his bedroom in a suit.

      My jaw dropped at the sight, and all intelligent language left me in a gust. I never pictured Eli in a suit for obvious reasons; I didn’t want to give myself a heart attack. He was so big and broad-chested, and seemed perfectly matched to the rough and tumble jeans and t-shirt look he normally rocked on his night shift. I didn’t dare put his hard and rugged body with a double-breasted, fitted midnight suit with black tie. It was too much. I feared the implosion of the universe, or a black hole to come and suck me out of my chair at the dining room table, because I’d witnessed too much beauty. With a single glance in his direction, I knew I must’ve surpassed the limit each human was allotted for viewing breathtaking wonders in their lifetime.

      Brady smirked at my mute flabbergast. “Of course, man. Plate’s at your spot.” Brady motioned to the place opposite where he sat.

      “Grand. Smells amazing, Caty.”

      “Huh?” she asked, crinkling her nose.

      Eli inhaled slowly, trying to skip over his frustration that Caty could never understand what he said. “What sorts of mischief did ye get up to today, Mouse?”

      I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t find my mouth to make the words. His suit was just staring at me, like, in the same room as me. I couldn’t… There wasn’t…

      Caty jumped in and saved me. “You should hear all Violet did today while I was teaching. She put fish heads and dog poop in the attic near the ceiling fan, poured sugar water in the light fixtures to attract flies in droves, put orange hair dye in my shampoo, in case that woman uses my stuff.”

      Eli paused his struggle with his tie. “Wait, wouldn’t the fans keep the smell from going downward? The point of those is to push the air up, not down.”

      Brady elbowed me when I still couldn’t muster up simple responses. “Vi turned the blades around, so it blows air down instead of sucking it up.”

      Eli’s eyes widened as he chuckled. “I had no idea ye had tha in ye, Mouse. You’re always such a sweet one to me.”

      Brady stood and pulled down a cup for Eli, filling it with water for him. “Well, you didn’t screw over her best friend. Plus, she’s in love with you, so there’s that.”

      I didn’t think I could feel more like I wanted to be sucked into a vortex in the sky, but that sure did it. “I didn’t say that!” I blurted, clearly choosing the wrong thing to shout.

      Caty covered over my faux-pas. “It’s okay, V. I’m sure Eli already knows you want to make babies with him.”

      I guffawed at her, my face red. Instead of arguing and accidentally telling Eli he was gross, I hung my head and massaged my temples. “Oh, you two are just the worst. Next time either of you likes someone, it’s going to be a swift payback.”

      Eli harrumphed at his tie. Then he leaned down to kiss my heated cheek in that comfortable way you do when you’re already in a relationship. “You’re growing on me, Mouse. Fix me a plate while I figure out this tie?” he asked with a puppy-ish tone to his voice.

      Caty shook her head. “Ho, no. I’ll do it. I spent a lot of time on this stroganoff. I don’t want to see it spilled all over such a nice suit. Where are you off to, E?”

      Eli smiled at the familiar address, rolling his shoulders back, as if waiting for some invitation like that to make him relax. He was still the new guy, but we were each determined to remedy that. “My boss is going to the opera tonight, so I have to dress the part. What do ye think, Mouse?”

      I hoped I was nodding, or offering up any kind of a response that was intelligible.

      Caty shook her head. “Okay, I seriously didn’t get a word of that. Is it possible your accent is getting thicker?”

      “Opera for work,” Brady translated through his mouthful of food.

      “Oh. Why didn’t you just say that? Anyway, I think Violet means to say that you look very nice.”

      “Does she, now?” Eli winked at me, and I’m fairly certain I threw the entire global atmosphere off-kilter with the amount of heat that was rushing through my body.

      I motioned to his form. “Nice, with the that.” I knew I couldn’t be in the same room as him when he was all dressed up like a cologne ad. I stood abruptly, knocking my chair over. “Have to be back!” Then I bolted for the door before I did something I couldn’t take back – like, I don’t know, ripping his suit off and doing all kinds of filthy things that only the characters in Caty’s dirty books dared to do. We were on opposite shifts, with me working all day, and him working during the night. I didn’t get my daily dose of him, so I wasn’t immune to his hotness just yet.

      I had to get out of there; I could feel my Hot Guy Blurts flaring up. My fingers slipped on the handle, and when I finally managed to open the door, I knocked myself in the forehead with it and stumbled back, dazed.

      Before Caty could rush to see if I was okay, Eli spun me around and shut the door. He examined my forehead, thumbing at the sore spot with more concern than a simple bump called for. “Jays, ye cracked your head good, there. Ye have to stop running away from me. How’s a lad supposed to show off for ye if you’re dodging him every chance ye get?” Then he did something so sweet, I couldn’t comprehend the warmth that flooded my veins. My very being filled with blooming daffodils and multicolored butterflies when Eli leaned in and kissed my forehead, as if I was precious to him. In that moment, despite the klutz that I was, I felt elegant and special in my wrinkled scrubs. “Did ye like your flowers?”

      “My flowers?” My gaze jerked to the vase on the counter. I’d assumed Caty bought them to pretty up the apartment – that was her way. “I thought Caty bought them.”

      Caty held up her hands. “I thought Brady did.”

      Brady pointed to Eli. “I was right on the money. Well done, Eli.”

      My eyes felt enormous with wonder and surprise when I looked up into his face. “You brought me flowers?”

      The half-smile showed how pleased he was with himself. “Don’t go telling me your favorite flower, now. I think I’m going to have some fun buying you every kind I can get my hands on before I land on the right one.”

      Words started to file themselves in the proper order, finally. “Eli, thank you. I’ve never kissed a guy who got me flowers afterwards. That’s so thoughtful.”

      “I want to be the man who brings ye flowers. Mums this week. Don’t tell me if they’re your favorite; only tell me I’m your favorite.”

      “You’re my absolute favorite, Eli.” When he lowered his lips toward mine for a kiss my whole existence was screaming for, I squeaked and jumped back, surprising us both. “You can’t kiss me when you’re wearing that! It’s too much, Eli. You’re too beautiful. I’ll have a heart attack and die right here in the middle of this apartment.”

      Eli smiled at me with the mischievous look of a boy about to do something he knew he shouldn’t. “I’d never hurt ye, Mouse. Come back here. I’ve got to leave for work soon, and I’ll be wanting a kiss before I go.”

      “Absolutely not. I’ll faint. I mean it. Be less…” I motioned to his body. “All of this is overkill. Tell me you at least have ugly feet or something. Give me anything that’ll help this go away.”

      “I can’t deal with this thing,” he admitted, motioning to his tie. “Tha’s a flaw there. And my feet are hairy and barmy, like a man’s should be.” He moved forward, so I compensated by backing up until my spine hit the wall. “Ye scare me too, Mouse. I haven’t had someone to come home to since I left my father’s house.” He was close now – so near that I could smell his aftershave and feel the brush of his chest against mine. His voice lowered, and I could tell he wished we were alone. “Be my someone,” he pleaded, his eyes showing me that no matter how shockingly handsome a man is, he still has a vulnerable side he doesn’t often expose.

      Brady and Caty darted into the guys’ bedroom, taking the hint. They gave us some space to work through… my being in a room and not throwing up all over Eli whenever he flashed me his dimples. Eli was determined to get me over this hump.

      It was just the two of us in the living room, and I was caged in between his hands that rested on the wall on either side of my head. “Tell me I didn’t put on this suit for my boss. Tell me I put it on to give ye dirty dreams. Tell me we belong together.”

      Slowly, and with a few false starts, I leaned up on my toes, my fingers snaking up his shirt to the collar. I gave the stiff white material a tug, bringing him closer this time, instead of trying to get away. “Eli?” I whispered, my voice quavering in time with my knocking knees. Though we’d already kissed, this one felt different – like we would be promising each other something more permanent than a fleeting flirt. I couldn’t help the question that tumbled out of me, but I had to know. “Are you real?”

      His eyes were kind enough not to laugh at me, instead drinking in my inexperience with men and deciding I was the right fit for him. “Aye. I’m real, and I’m yours, if you’ll have me.” He ran his freshly shaved cheek up and down against mine, setting my nerve endings on fire and sending me to a level of bliss I wasn’t sure I deserved, or could handle with any sort of grace. “Kiss me, Violet. I’m dying for it. It’s been too long I’ve lasted without ye.”

      I wanted to run, but I knew I couldn’t deny his lips when they were so close to mine. Like two thirsty magnets, our mouths met timidly at first, lapping at the satisfying connection neither of us could seem to shake.

      The kiss grew in its fervor – two hungry people dying for a taste. He was the only one who could satiate the ache that only kept coming the longer we were apart. My fingers threaded through the short hairs at the nape of his neck, bringing him closer to deepen the kiss. His tongue didn’t bother teasing. He took what he knew I wanted to give him, but was too shy to ask. His hands gripped and stroked my back, as if holding onto the edge of a cliff that he knew our passion might push him clean over. Though he was clearly out of my league, he made the same frightened noises under his breath that I did. We were attempting something far more harrowing than a simple stab at a relationship.

      When we finally crested however many elongated minutes and whole time-zones later, we kept going in for little nips. Eli was an addictive drink, and I couldn’t stop longing for everything that was him. Both exciting and relaxing, he was the beauty that had been missing from my life. I’d never known it was possible to ask the universe for a man like him, but somehow, there he was, begging to be explored.

      He cursed under his breath. “Shite. I’m going to be late for work if I don’t leave now.” He kissed me again, and I melted as if it was the very first one we’d shared. “I’ll be home after three in the morning. Go to sleep early tonight, Mouse. I’ll be sneaking into your room when I get back to steal myself another kiss.”

      I nodded, reaching up to kiss him again and again. “How dangerous is your job? Like, does your boss get attacked often?” A second fear shot through me. “Does he get shot at?”

      “Nah. Only when he runs his gob.” Eli paused to suck on my lower lip, as if he’d forgotten the taste of my cherry lip gloss. “He has guards, so no one thinks to try anything. It’s mostly for his peace of mind. I open the door for the lad and keep the women at the clubs away when he’s working.”

      “Be careful,” I begged. A whole new set of worries began to plague me. “It matters if you come home or not.”

      Eli pressed his forehead to mine, his nose sweeping back and forth across my own. “Tell me you’re my home.”

      “I’m your home,” I declared with sudden boldness, latching easily onto the idea he presented, “so come back to me in one piece.”

      He pressed his lips to mine once more. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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      I awoke well before my alarm went off, sleepily aware of a second body in my bedroom. Something rough bristled against my cheek, making my toes curl in that delicious way only the sexiest of men can do. Caty had fallen asleep either in Brady’s room or on the couch, leaving the whole double bed just for me. My heavy eyelids opened to a sight that was too heavenly to be real. Eli in a suit, yet again. Twice in one night was just overkill, stretching the limits of how handsome a man could be to its brink. I yawned and stretched, scrubbing my eyes to see if that might clear away the vision that roused me. “Eli? ¿Que pasó? Am I dreaming?”

      “Do ye often dream of me?”

      I nodded guiltily, reaching to the nightstand to turn on the lamp. “Only if I’m very lucky. What time is it?”

      “Three-thirty. I shouldn’ta woke ye up. Ye were sleeping like an angel.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, and it was then I realized that he was staring at me in the same way I gaped at him. My hands flew over my tank top and shorts under the covers, double-checking that I’d remembered to wear pajamas. He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something important, but closed it again.

      “Come here,” I offered, finally being the brave one. I blame it on the early morning hour.

      Eli’s shoulders relaxed, and he slid off his suit jacket, folding it over the footboard. “Well, what sort of lad could say no to an offer like tha?” He loosened his tie and unfastened his top two buttons, letting me see the perfect model a little disheveled.

      Even sexier. I don’t know how he did it.

      I scooted over to give him room to sit on the edge of my small bed, rolling onto my side to face him. My body curled around his hip without me telling it to, and the sigh that wafted out of my mouth was inadvertent. I was so content to have him in my space. Perhaps it was because it was three-thirty in the morning, and I wasn’t firing on all cylinders. I probably should’ve been worrying if I’d left dirty laundry on the floor or something, but in that quiet pre-dawn moment, I couldn’t be anything but enraptured that this was the direction my life had finally taken. If only my mother could see me now.

      I gazed up at the perfect vision that was Eli, and noticed his pensive stare. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Have ye ever been to the opera before?”

      I shook my head through a yawn. “No, but it sounds fancy. Was it nice, or did you have to spend most of the show working?”

      “I want to take ye to the opera someday. I think you’d like it. I thought it’d be boring, but it was… I don’t know. I can’t shake it. I had to come home and see your face. I needed something beautiful, and there ye were, hair laid across your pillow like an angel sent just for me. Violet, I…”

      I couldn’t imagine what drugs he must be on to think that I should be anywhere near his hotness radar, but I didn’t argue with the blessing that surprised me with its luster and candor. He had an earnest look in his eyes, but the words seemed delayed, somehow stuck inside of him, working uphill against the mill to eke their way out. “Yes, Eli?”

      He cleared his throat. “I want to meet your parents. I want them to know I’m around, and that I’m not going anywhere.”

      More perfect words had never been spoken before in the history of the English language. Of all the things he could’ve said to me, that was the best one a man could say to a woman. However, the sweet sentiment surpassed where I sat on the sidelines of life. “I’m sure my mother would’ve loved that, but she’s not around anymore. Died last year. Breast cancer.” I shrugged, as if the whole thing wasn’t a hole in my chest that gutted me from time to time. “And I don’t know who my father is. Split when he found out my mom was pregnant.” My eyebrows furrowed together as I scratched an itch on my shoulder. “I think maybe his name was Javier, because my mother would flinch every time someone said that name. I get the feeling he wasn’t a good guy.”

      Eli closed his eyes and cupped the side of my face, gripping my cheek, as if my old wounds cut him. “How’d ye turn out so well, losing your mammy like tha? Were ye close?”

      “The closest. Still hurts sometimes. At least she got to see me graduate from college, and go on to use my degree.” A sentimental smile swept over my face as I stared at nothing in particular. “I’m the only person in my family to ever get a degree. She got herself a new dress for my graduation. It was white with pink poppies along the hem. Pretty. Got all dolled up because she wanted everyone to know that her daughter was a college graduate, and our family was going somewhere. She was a housekeeper up until I took over the bills when she was too sick to work. Immigrated from Mexico to give me better opportunities. I got to show her that all her sacrifices weren’t for nothing.”

      “Is tha why you’re such a hard worker? To make your mammy proud?”

      I nodded, my eyes wetting. “More like I wanted to be like her. No one worked harder than my mom. Scrubbing toilets and floors all day, and then quizzing me on my homework at night in a language she had a hard time learning.” I refused to let the tears fall. I’d cried enough in Brady’s arms and Caty’s. No matter how many tears came, they never brought her back, so they were useless to me. My mother knew I was in good hands with Caty and Brady, and I wasn’t about to wreck it all by falling apart every time I felt sad. I’d never get out of bed if that was the case. My mother got out of bed and went to work no matter what. I would be my mother’s daughter if it killed me.

      Some days, the pain was so biting, I thought it just might.

      Eli grimaced. “Jays, Brady and your mammy must’ve been diagnosed around the same time, then. Tha must’ve been terrifying.”

      I rolled onto my back and picked a point on the ceiling, exhaling out a steadying breath. I didn’t speak until I was sure the tears wouldn’t explode out of me. I was quite familiar with the pain of suppressing my agony, so I could keep my head up through another day. “It was the worst and second worst news of my life, right in a row.”

      “How’d ye get through it?”

      I shook my head slowly, not wanting to admit that I wasn’t through it. Every time Brady winced in pain or caught a cold, it set my heart racing and twisted my stomach into knots. “It’s not about me. Brady needed Caty and me, so we were there. Every doctor appointment, every sleepless night. The stretch of time he had to take off work because he was too sick to get out of bed, we covered the bills and took care of him. It’s why he was so eager to offer to foot the bill for Caty to start over again. He’s always trying to give us money to pay us back for those six months.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes, the moisture pooling, but thankfully, never falling. “Like we want a dime. All we want is for him to stay healthy. I’d give all the money in my savings for that without a blink.”

      Eli watched my face carefully, studying the hardness and the softness that make a woman unique. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet and respectful. “I think your mammy would be proud to see how ye take care of your own.”

      I cleared my throat, eager to get the spotlight off myself. “Tell me more about you. I can’t talk about myself this much. Too painful.”

      “I like hearing it,” he said simply. Then, when I didn’t say anything to shift the attention away from him, he started off with great reluctance. “’T’was my Da and my brother Seamus growing up. Da worked on the family farm, raising sheep and growing vegetables, but ye already knew tha.”

      “Growing up on a farm sounds way cool. I’m sorry it didn’t suit you.”

      “Da didn’t really know what to do with us boys when Mum died with us so young. Twins can be a handful, especially boys.”

      I sat up, my hair disheveled and my tank top twisted around my torso. “Hold the phone. You’re a twin? Please tell me he looks nothing like you.”

      Eli quirked an eyebrow at me. “Identical to the smallest toe. Why? Ye thinking of trading me in?”

      “Well, that’s just unfair to the rest of the world. I can’t fathom the universe with two of you in it. It’s too much sexiness for one planet.”

      Eli chuckled at my totally serious comment. “Aye, well the similarities stop there. Seamus is a drunken fool. He gambled away part of his inheritance, so he’s stuck working it off on the farm with Da. He doesn’t believe in the military, and I knew I couldn’t stay at home and herd sheep for the rest of my life, so we parted ways. The day I enlisted was the last day I’ve spoken to my brother, same time I stopped speaking to my Da.” Eli’s voice quieted, and he reached for my hand, looping his fingers through mine so he had something to focus on. “He said if I left for the Service, tha I shouldn’t come back. Tha I was choosing the brotherhood over my own brother.” He cleared his throat. “If my family was a family, I’d take ye home to meet them first thing.” Finally, a small smile introduced a hint of longing to his features. “Da would be taken with your brown skin. You’d be treated like the daughter he always wanted, but never got.”

      “You’d want me to meet your family?”

      “If they were one, yes. I haven’t…” He glanced around my room, as if just seeing the details for the first time. “I haven’t belonged anywhere in a long time, but I like it here with ye.” He shook his head, as if to clear the admission from the air. “I came in for a kiss, and now I can’t shut my stupid gob. I haven’t talked about my brother to anyone in years. This Hot Girl Blurts thing, is there a cure?” He started to bite his nails.

      I shook my head with a sheepish smile. “I’ll let you know if I ever find one.”

      “I’ll let ye get back to sleep. I’ll be on the couch if ye need me.”

      “The couch?”

      “Aye.” He jerked his thumb toward the door. “Caty’s asleep with Brady in his bed. Thought they might like some privacy. Seemed kinda intimate.”

      When the next words tumbled out of my mouth, they were so quiet, I was surprised Eli heard them. “Stay with me tonight, then.”

      Eli seemed to swell with emotion, needing the invitation as much as I needed to find the boldness inside of me to offer it. “I’d like tha.”

      “Just sleeping,” I clarified, knowing I would faint if I saw him naked this early in the game.

      He stood and held up his hand in a pledge. “Aye. Ye won’t get no funny business from me. I’ll just be dreaming about it.”

      “In your dreams, you might want to dress me in something sexier than an old tank top and shorts.”

      He leaned over and kissed the vulnerable part of my neck, letting out a low “mm” when my head lolled back with sheer delirious pleasure. So strange that he was able to summon the butterflies inside of me on command. “I think I’ll dream about ye exactly as ye are. It doesn’t get much better than this.” He pressed his lips to mine just once, savoring the kiss that made us both sigh. “I’ll go change and be right in. Keep the bed warm for me, Mouse.”

      Eli’s brief absence gave me time to do a quick sweep of my bedroom, picking up anything that might turn him away and choose the couch as a better option than my bed. The box of Lucky Charms he’d given me was safely tucked in my closet, still with the bow atop the box. I’d taken the vase of mums he brought home for me into my bedroom earlier. The loveliness brightened the whole space with hope and elegance.

      When he came back in navy flannel pajama pants and no shirt, I feared my Hot Guy Blurts might ruin the night. Luckily, Eli took charge, sliding into the narrow bed and turning the lamp off.

      I’m not sure if I kissed him, or borderline attacked. His body was too sexy, juxtaposing nicely with his bashful smile. He should’ve been cocky to command a firm body like he had, but he was humble, sweet and eager. Our lips met in a crash we were both ready for, but it somehow still caught us by surprise.

      The lights were off, which took away my desire to keep the pacing tame. I didn’t hold back, letting the feathery moans come as they wished. My nerve-endings delighted in his hands that roamed under the sheets, grabbing my butt far more possessively than he ever would in the daylight. We were hungry for each other, starving for more, and still more. When Eli bit down on my lower lip with a greedy growl, I knew he’d been holding back for my sake. I needed both sides of him – the gentleman who brought me flowers and held my hand in the supermarket, and the boxer who slid the hem of my tank top north, leading the way to a more frantic entanglement.

      Oh, how loved being tangled up in Eli.

      He pulled me atop him, my thick thighs straddling his hips. When I pressed my torso flush to his, his hips couldn’t stop slowly bucking, undulating against me to let me feel just how infatuated he was.

      But… But I was supposed to be the earnest lover who couldn’t get enough. I was the one in bed with Irish Channing Tatum, yet he was caressing my curves as if I was the elite. He was ravenous, but firm, his frantic movements cresting into a man who knew what to do with a woman on the verge.

      Eli gripped my thighs and rolled me over so he was on top. His hands slipped to my open knees, anchoring me to him so he could nip at me in a pattern of biting, and then licking to soothe the playful assault. He peppered my body with the sting, followed by tenderness, mixing my emotions until I was a trembling mess beneath him.

      I lost all sense of time, my breath coming in husky pants as my eyes rolled back in sheer delirium. I was incoherent, my body feeling like pure silk that had some sort of electric current running through it every time Eli bit at a new part of me I left open to his perusal.

      It was nearly five in the morning when we finally exhausted each other, my brain a perfect mess of incoherent sentences from sensory overload.

      He flopped on his back and rolled me onto my side, waiting the three seconds it took for my body to give in to its desire to curl around his. My leg draped over his thigh, and my head rested on his shoulder. My hand found its solace atop his chest. My fingers played in the light tufts of hair, exciting and relaxing us both.

      “I want ye every night, just like this.”

      I couldn’t form words – he’d demolished me into a puddle of barely awake murmurings. I wanted to tell him, “That was fantastic. Yes, tomorrow night I’ll have the same thing, and the night after that. Screw sleep, and please, please screw me.” But of course, I’m never that clever when Eli’s near, especially at five in the morning.

      Eli pulled the blankets up over us, cocooning our entwined bodies in the warmth that felt like decadence and comfort rolled into one. His arm moved under the sheets until his hand found my knee. The light teasing he did to the underside of my thigh kept me from drifting off.

      Eli’s voice was quiet in the darkness. “Mouse, are ye sleeping?”

      “I don’t think so. What’s up?”

      I kept myself cuddled into him as he told me about his week, filling me in on the small bits I’d missed with our opposite schedules. We traded childhood and adulthood stories while his light touch teased the underside of my thigh. When the sun rose, neither of us had slept yet, but our souls were refreshed in the home we’d found in each other.
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      “This was a bad idea,” Caty groaned, stopping to stretch her calf muscle. Her hair whipped around her face as the chilled autumn wind picked up to bite at her pale cheeks.

      “Climbing a mountain is Number 23 on the list,” Brady reminded her for the third time that morning. Caty was hardly carrying anything in her pack, but she complained most frequently. Brady handed her his water. “This is the only mountain that doesn’t require oxygen tanks and has a trail that goes to the top. We do this, and we’re king of the hill.”

      Caty wiped the sweat from her brow. “I feel like we should’ve trained better for this. I mean, Vi used to go up that stupid hill every night after work when her car was busted, so she’s not dying over here. You’ve got to give me more time to prepare for this stuff, guys.”

      Eli didn’t say anything to Caty’s whining, which I appreciated. “The trail looks like it splits off up there. Any ideas which way we’re supposed to go?”

      Brady pulled out his map, but just as he opened it, the breeze picked up and whipped it out of his hands. We all watched with similar expressions of worry striking our faces as the map flew, and then floated, descending without conscience that we still very much needed its guidance. Brady covered his mouth in chagrin. “Oh! I feel like that was ominous. Um, what do you guys think? Should we turn back? Did anyone think to grab a spare map?”

      I tried not to lose my cool, but my jaw clenched without my consent. “We’re not turning back. We’re halfway up this stinking mountain. If you think I’m climbing this high again, you’re off your rocker. It’s now or never for me.”

      Eli nodded, and Caty seemed to agree. “I vote the path to the right,” Caty offered, choosing the one with more greenery and less rocks. Everything around us had been a mix of green, brown and gray when we’d started out, but it had devolved into straight gray for miles, making us all wish for a little variety.

      “Aye. I’m sure they all lead to the top. One way or the other, we’ll get there.”

      We were all sweating bullets. Even with the wind trying its best to cool us, there was no escaping the heat from a rough workout that never seemed to end. We’d been hiking this rocky, steep trail for four hours, and were only a little more than halfway to the top.

      I longed for my bed, though it was barely ten o’clock in the morning. Actually, to call it my bed was probably incorrect at this point. Eli had slept wrapped around me every night this week since that first time. I wasn’t actually sleeping much, but these were the best sleepless nights of my life, so I didn’t complain.

      Caty had given Dennis this speech about wanting to keep things fresh with the illusion of mystery before the wedding night, which got her out of hump day. She officially moved back in with us without tipping her hand that she knew of his affair. None of us had actually talked about the sleeping arrangements, but Caty’s stuff had been moved into Brady’s room, and Eli’s things had migrated to mine. This giant mountain aside, the four of us were pretty blissful from day-to-day. Caty without the stress of smiling at her cheating fiancé, Brady being on a home-daily schedule finally after his week-long haul, and Eli and I… well, we were just plain blissful.

      I linked my little finger around Eli’s, drawing out the subtle smirk he wore just for me.

      We veered off to the right, taking that trail for the next forty minutes until the greenery, and the path, came to a sudden stop. “Did we pick the wrong trail?” Caty whined.

      “Aye, but tha’s alright. It looks like right overhead is the real one. We just have to scale this, and we’ll be on our way. Might’ve even saved ourselves a few hours. Good choice, Caty.”

      “What’d he say?” Caty scrunched her nose and tilted her head at me every time Eli spoke.

      “We’re climbing this,” Brady answered, pointing upward. The wall was straight up, and nearly twice the height of Eli, which was no small thing.

      I wanted to groan, but kept that little gem tucked tight inside of me, so I didn’t look like a wuss. Oh, how I wanted to wuss out on this. I raised my hand to volunteer myself. “Let me try climbing up. If I can get up there, I’ll tie a rope somewhere, and you all can climb up easier.”

      Eli and Brady held out their hands to give me a boost, but I turned them down. “It’s alright. I’d rather get a solid foothold from the bottom.”

      “But we can boost you up at least halfway, so you don’t have to climb as far,” Brady pointed out.

      It had been way too long and arduous a hike for me to have tact, so I belted out the truth without qualms. “I don’t want Eli to know how much I weigh, okay? I can climb it by myself.”

      Eli whirled on me, gripped the front of my tank top and jerked me to him, pressing his sweaty chest to mine. “There’s not a thing I don’t want to know about ye, Mouse. I wouldn’t shrink an inch off that perfect arse of yours. Now let Brady and me help ye, so we can cross this mountain off our list.” Then he kissed me without preamble, and without apology to our audience. It was rough, and gave me a hint of his strength that he’d been quieting, so as not to spook me. We were both sweaty and dirty, but somehow, Eli seemed to like me this way. He bit down on my lower lip, making my spine arch and my body twist around his. It was impossible to hold myself back, so I didn’t. I let his tongue sweep across my lower lip after the bite. Stinging, then soothing, stinging, then soothing, as was his way when he was truly riled up.

      When we finally came down from the kiss, my limbs weren’t good for climbing – or anything, really. I was limp in his arms and malleable to his touch. He was breathing hard through his nose, and looked like he wanted more than we could share in front of our friends. “We’ll be finishing tha kiss when we get back,” he warned me with a palpable hunger in his eyes. “For now, let’s get up this mountain.”

      I nodded, stepping back so I could shake out my arms and legs to get them ready for the task at hand. With the rope looped over my shoulder, Brady and Eli boosted me up gently, but I still felt unsteady. The wind whipped at me, yelling that it didn’t care if I fell, and it wouldn’t quiet down to respect the effort of my ascent.

      “You’ve got this!” Brady and Caty cheered from below me, but it was Eli’s outstretched arms that made me feel secure. I knew that if I fell, he was strong enough to catch me. It was a strange feeling to trust a person with that much of yourself, but I knew that if I wanted to test out whatever Eli and I were playing at, I needed to rely on him – to trust he wouldn’t let me fall to my death.

      Not having done much rock climbing in my life, I studied each foothold and crevice before I put my weight on it. My fingers ached at supporting their fair share of my weight, but they didn’t wuss out on me. My whole body seemed to rally, urging me on to remind me that our bucket list was supposed to push us. As the wind belted the loose strands of hair around my face, I gritted my teeth against the parts in my psyche that threatened to let me quit. I didn’t want to look back on my life and regret the chances I never took because I was afraid.

      Fear hadn’t suited my mother, and I was determined it wouldn’t suit me, either.

      It was a slow process, and my fingers were shaking by the time I reached the top, but eventually my shin scraped over the edge, and I was up. I scrambled to the far wall and placed my hand over my chest, letting out a triumphant noise that could barely be heard above the rapid jumps of my heart. “I did it! I’m amazing.”

      They were saying something below, but I couldn’t hear above the wind. I crawled over to the edge, and peered down to them. They looked far smaller, and the climb much taller than I remembered it.

      A thrill of accomplishment washed over me. Even though we still had far to go, my heart lit up with the rush of “I did it.” I didn’t want to be afraid of my life, or back down when something I wanted was just out of reach. I wanted to stand tall. I wanted… I wanted to climb mountains, apparently.

      I had a surreal feeling that I might topple over the edge, so I backed up a few inches and cast around for something to anchor my rope to. There was nothing, save a few rocks that didn’t look sturdy enough to help me out. I sighed, psyching myself up for the next part. “Okay, guys. There’s nothing for me to tie the rope to, so I’ll have to pull Caty up with it.” I tossed the frayed end over the edge and let it dangle.

      Brady was saying something in Caty’s ear as Eli tied the rope around her waist. She looked frightened, which tightened a knot in my chest. I liked Caty confident, and wanted to vanquish anything that made her cower with a crack of my Wonder Woman lasso. I didn’t have the strength or tools of the Amazonians, but I wound the rope around both my forearms, and braced myself as best I could. Brady and Eli boosted Caty as high as they could manage, so I only had to pull her up about eight feet.

      Still. Eight feet, even when you’re hefting up a pixie, is no small thing. I grunted and used as much of my leg muscles as possible to brace myself and lift with my sturdy thighs, so I didn’t exhaust my arms or strain my back. The wind was no friend to me, and gave a pestering amount of resistance, telling us to turn back, and that the list was too grand for us.

      That very thought scared me more than toppling off the mountain. I didn’t want to live in a world where my dreams would always be out of reach. I didn’t want to die an old woman with a long list of regrets. My mother hadn’t worked her fingers to the bone so I could live a “good enough” existence. I gritted my teeth and pulled as hard as I could, until my best friend’s blonde hair appeared over the side of the mountain.

      I nearly wept when Caty fumbled over the edge and scrambled to my side. We flung our arms around each other and let out squeals of elation and what-the-crap-are-we-doing-up-here. Caty was always quick to cry, and let out several tears onto my dirty shoulder. “How did you do that?” she marveled, pulling back to look at me like I was something amazing.

      “I love you,” I stated simply. “I’d never let you fall.”

      “I love you so much!” Caty blubbered, emotional and tired. People wondered how the three of us could be so close – why we would choose to live together when really we didn’t need to. Those people were usually the types who led a relatively predictable existence. The three of us had been through loss of parents, the birth of new careers, cancer, and a bucket list that challenged us to stick together and rise above the chaos that threatened to bully us into a life of normalcy.

      “I’ve got you,” I promised.

      I thought she would say something next about pulling Brady up, but she stiffened when something behind me caught her eye. “Violet!” she shrieked, panic shooting through her body and zinging into mine.

      I turned my head to see what had freaked her out more than being hoisted over the edge of a mountain. I swallowed a scream when I saw with a sudden jolt of horror the calculating face of a mountain lion staring at us.
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      With cunning and menace, the giant cat considered just how much of a fight we might put up. I could see the desire to strike in her eye, and knew I couldn’t let Caty get mauled before she’d seen Dennis punished for all he’d done.

      I stood very slowly and shifted Caty’s trembling body behind mine, rising up to stand. “Get the knife from my pack,” I instructed in as calm a voice as I could.

      The guys were shouting instructions that were carried away by the wind. I’m sure they were helpful tips, but up on our level of the trail, the whole world seemed to boil down to me and the giant cat. The more the furry hunter’s stare focused on us, the more I lasered in on her. I clutched the puny swiss army knife in my fist as if it were a capable machete. I could hear the guys trying to climb up the side without a rope, grunting and calling out to let the predator know that we weren’t alone up here.

      For a second, the cat looked as if she might cut and run, being outnumbered as she was. But when Caty’s sobs grew audible, the mountain lion could smell an easy takedown. When she took a rapacious step forward, I mirrored her actions, letting her know I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      “Violet, stop! She’s going to bite you!” Caty wailed, making matters worse.

      “It’s all going to be okay,” I told myself more than her, trying to keep my voice even. If the lion bit me, it wouldn’t move on to Caty. Caty would be alright, and that was all that mattered to me in that moment. I could feel my maternal instincts rising up in me, protecting Caty with my body. My chin raised, and part of me knew that my mother’s spirit was calming me from losing my ground to the hunter.

      “Get back, Vi!” Brady shouted, though I couldn’t even see his head yet. The guys weren’t anywhere near being able to be helpful, so I knew it was only me there to protect Caty.

      The lion’s lithe movements were fluid. Her spine seemed to slither like a snake along her lean and muscular back. She was graceful, and if I wasn’t on her dinner menu, I would have been enraptured by the leonine seduction in her walk. She sauntered toward me, still testing to see if I would run, and she could give chase. She let out a loud an irritable roar, making my teeth rattle, but I knew I’d crossed the point of no return. I couldn’t back down now. She was inches away from lunging. Though I had a small knife, she had large claws and teeth that she bared at me. I hissed back, though I couldn’t tell you why. My bite was nothing to hers. All I knew from treating some of the more aggressive and unstable patients, was that I couldn’t show fear. The neighborhood I walked through on my way home wasn’t all that safe. I liked to tell Brady, Caty and Eli it was no big deal, but there were late nights that I felt the panic of being a single woman in a rougher city. I couldn’t show fear then, and I wasn’t about to start now. I had no idea if the “show no fear” credo would translate to animals, but it was one of the few tools in my arsenal at the moment – Wonder Woman lasso be damned.

      I wasn’t expecting the lion to clear the distance between us so quickly, nor the paw that aimed for my face. I let out a furious scream as I raised my arm to shield my eyes, taking a clawed hit across the outside of my forearm. I should’ve sobbed, or fallen back atop Caty, who was hovering and crying behind me, but an indignation rose up in me that I couldn’t reason away. I forgot about the usefulness of my Swiss Army knife, and clenched my fist around the steel with rage. Without a thought in my brain, I wound my fist back and socked the giant cat across the face, scaring myself and making Caty scream anew.

      The lion roared at me, and looked ready to pounce yet again, but Eli’s shouts from behind me gave the animal pause as he climbed up over the side. He charged around Caty and me, and shouted at the mountain lion with a vengeance that told the creature we weren’t to be messed with. Eli on a mission was an incredible thing to watch. His muscles were tensed, and his voice held a command that made me jump. I momentarily forgot the searing pain in my arm. The mountain lion turned and ran with all the agility and tenacity of a hunter-turned-hunted, who didn’t want to be whipped up into a kitty cat stew.

      When the predator was long gone, Eli whirled on me with wide eyes and fear on his features. “Did ye just punch a mountain lion in the face? Was tha your plan?”

      I shrugged, shaking as my adrenaline ebbed. “I d-didn’t have a plan. She was going to eat Caty, so I had to do something.”

      “She was about to eat your face!”

      “Don’t yell at me!” I shouted, frustrated that anyone had the audacity to be short with me in that moment.

      Eli lowered his chin and held up his hands. “You’re right. Tha was out of line. I just… And then… Ye could’ve died! I saw it all, but I couldn’t get to ye fast enough. I climbed as quick as I could, but ye still got marked! I’m so sorry, honey. I’ll take rock climbing lessons or something, so the next time this happens, ye won’t be without me.”

      I blinked at him, confused and amazed that this was the source of his temper. “That’s… If you ever yell at me again, do it like that. That’s the sweetest thing, Eli. You’re really mad because you wanted to protect me from the lion?”

      Eli looked up to the sky, as if praying for patience. “I’m climbing up this stupid mountain to be sure ye make it down alive. Every time ye sneeze, my heart races. This?” He pointed to my arm that had blood drooling down the side. “I can’t handle stuff like this.”

      “Hello, you’re a boxer, and a bodyguard. You’ve seen a little blood before.”

      “Not on your arm! Ye aren’t allowed to bleed. It tears me up to see ye hurt.”

      “A little help!” Brady called, his voice pinched.

      Eli moved around me to get down on his knees and hoist Brady up over the precipice. Then he stood and made his way back to me, lowering my shaking form to the rocky ground so he could examine my arm. “Oh, Mouse. These two gouges won’t cause ye much trouble, but this one’s deep. Which one of our packs has the first aid kit?” he called over his shoulder to the others.

      Brady shook out his arms and fumbled with his backpack, producing a small kit he almost dropped in his angst to get to us. He wrapped Caty in a tight hug and collapsed to his knees, pulling her down with him so they could assure each other that they were safe.

      Eli sorted through the contents of the kit, avoiding my eyes while we both came down from the terror. The more I calmed myself, the more I started to feel the searing sting from the claw marks. He took his time disinfecting my arm, slathering ointment over the slices, and wrapping it with a long bandage. He kept his eyes on my wound as he spoke. “I don’t want ye fighting mountain lions anymore, understand?”

      “Yes, Eli,” I replied with a small smirk I couldn’t stifle. He was just so adorable when he was worked up like this.

      He heard the tease in my tone, and finally his shoulders loosened with the gust of his exhale. “Don’t ye know tha a cat will always chase my Mouse?”

      “I’m yours?” I asked tentatively, needing to hear it.

      “Only and always,” he promised, leaning in for a small kiss to seal the deal. “Let’s go home. I’ll take ye to the doctor to have this properly looked at.”

      Emotion swam in my eyes, knowing the kind of devotion you had to have for a person to take them to the doctor. Maybe that was a small gesture to some – those girls are very lucky. To me, it was the declaration every woman needs to hear.

      I shook my head at the notion that we were finished, finding my wobbly knees and pushing myself up off the ground. “No. We’re almost to the top. We’re climbing this stinking mountain, and then we can cross it off our list. We made it this far; no point in turning back now.”

      The others were hesitant, but I was determined. I slung my backpack over my shoulders once more, picked up the Swiss Army knife I’d dropped in the fight, and motioned for them to follow. One way or another, we were going to make today count.

      I thanked the pain in my arm for being a constant reminder that I was alive. I knew that when I died someday, I would do it with no regrets, and with the memory that I’d punched a mountain lion in the face to save my friend, mere minutes before Eli pledged himself to me.
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      “You’ve got bags under your eyes, young lady. It’s one thing to go out and have fun at night, but clearly you’re not sleeping enough.” Mr. Li was in full-on lecture mode. I’d learned it was best if I just let him get it all out, instead of offering up any kind of defense.

      I hefted myself up to sit on the kitchen counter of his busy restaurant, my legs burning after a long day on my feet at the clinic, followed by the arduous trudge up the hill to the bodega. It had been two weeks since our mountain trek, but Mr. Li still paused a few times every night to glare at the faded marks on my arm from the mountain lion. The smell of a bajillion eggrolls permeated the air, making my stomach cry out for something greasy and delicious. I debated making an excuse, but I opted for the truth instead. “I started seeing someone, actually.”

      Mr. Li banged his wooden spoon on the steel pot. “That Irish man, yes. I was wondering when you’d fess up.”

      I gaped at him. “Did Brady tell you?”

      “He didn’t have to. You’ve had your head in the clouds for a couple months now. Plus, I noticed you never mentioning your new roommate. Very suspicious.” He kept his eyes on the sauté pan, swirling the snow peas around with garlic, just the way I like them. I’d left work an hour earlier than usual (which was still with more than four hours of overtime), so my meal wasn’t quite ready yet.

      “You don’t have to cook me dinner, you know. I understand it’s not convenient to stop everything for this.”

      “Today is a special day. Today you have a boyfriend.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him. “These are my boyfriend snow peas?” When Mr. Li squinted at my humor, I pressed my luck by voicing my desire. “If it’s my special day, can I have an eggroll, too? I’ll pay for it and everything. I’ll be your best customer if you let me have just one eggroll.”

      Mr. Li shook his head. “Eggrolls have too much sodium. You need to live a long time, and that won’t happen if you clog your arteries with fried food.”

      “Just this once?” I pleaded, giving him my best puppy eyes.

      He squinted at me and gave me a long sigh, as if he was vexed that I only wanted more and more of his delicious cooking. “Chinese food is boring. You’ll eat my snow peas, brown rice and baked chicken with a light low-sodium hoisin sauce.” He huffed at me with his signature stink-eye. “But I suppose just this once, an eggroll on the side will be okay. Only once, you understand? When I had my heart attack, the doctors told me no more fried food. Eggrolls are fried food. Do you want to have a heart attack?”

      I grinned, my legs kicking back and forth against the cabinet below the stainless steel countertop, as if I were a little girl. “No, Dad. I promise not to have a heart attack tonight, and not to eat any fried foods other than yours.”

      He finished cooking my dinner, and then carried my plate and his out into the dining room, where no one else was allowed to be served his heart-healthy specialties. We sat at a table near the kitchen, away from the other patrons in the red bedecked dining room. There were cheap Chinese tchotchkes all over, and a big picture of Jet Li on the wall behind the carryout counter. He liked to tell people Jet Li was his cousin. The smell of onions and soy sauce permeated everything, making me starving for anything that came from his kitchen. There were gold fixtures that hung down at each booth, giving low light for hushed conversations.

      Mr. Li possessed no such indoor voice. “Tell me about this boyfriend. Is he a good man? Does he open doors?”

      I nodded, relishing the game we played where he was my father, and I was the obedient daughter. It was a cherished charade on both ends. He needed a child who would take his advice, and I occasionally wondered what life would be like if I had a dad who’d stuck around long enough to, you know, meet me. “Eli’s a good guy. Very handsome.”

      Mr. Li grimaced. “I don’t care about handsome. Handsome doesn’t pay the bills. Does he have a job? Is he a hard worker?”

      I speared my snow peas, loving the deep bass smell of the hoisin sauce that only Mr. Li knew how to tweak just so. There was a sweetness to it, and I never understood how he got it to sing that way for him, but the flavors were a welcome symphony through every single bite. “He works security for his boss. Pays his portion of the bills without a problem. No skeletons in his closet that I can tell. It’s still new, but I like what I’ve learned so far.”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Li was not impressed, but he had nothing disparaging to say about that. “He’s a citizen, or is he here on visa? Is he trying to seduce you to get a green card?”

      I choked on my water, blinking away the moisture as I coughed. I was about to open my mouth to answer when Eli’s voice made me jump. “I’ve got dual citizenship, so I don’t need Violet to stay in the country. I’m with her because I want to be.”

      Mr. Li squinted up at Eli with a scrutinizing frown, as if calculating all the ways the handsome Irishman didn’t measure up. “Sit down, young man. I have questions for you.”

      Eli shrugged. “Ask me anything. I’ve nothing to hide from her.”

      I quirked an eyebrow up at Eli, noting that he carried a bouquet of daisies in his fist. “It’s good to see you. I thought you were working tonight. Everything alright?”

      “Aye. I stopped home on my lunch break to see your smile for a few. When ye called me on your way home, I knew I had a bit of time before the club really got going. Decided to take my break with you. Here.” He handed me the bouquet, kissing my cheek just to heat his lips with the warmth he seduced out of me. He had a thing for bringing me flowers once a week, and I had a thing for loving his sweet gestures.

      Mr. Li shook his head at my girlish swoon. He decided to hijack our mini-date, and went right for the jugular. “Good. That’s plenty of time for me to get to know your new boyfriend,” Mr. Li declared with the look of kill-and-destroy about him.

      I squirmed in my chair, wondering if this was the best idea. “I don’t know, guys. I’m a little tired. I think maybe I should call it a night.”

      Eli scooted into the booth next to me and draped his arm nonchalantly around the back of the seat. To the outside observer, I’m sure it looked casual, but I could feel the underlying current of, “I’m with her, and you’ll deal with it, old man.” Eli kissed my temple and settled in for a round of rapid-fire questioning. Each inquiry made me want to run and hide, begging Mr. Li to go easy on the very new thing we were only just starting to explore. Eli was a champ, answering each question, even when it came out like an accusation. The only one Eli faltered on was when Mr. Li asked Eli how many relationships he’d ever had.

      “We don’t have to talk about that,” I insisted, my appetite gone after five bites. My daisies were resting on the table beside me, begging me to use them as an excuse to dart upstairs and escape the drama to put them in water.

      “No, no. It’s alright. I had a girlfriend back in my school days, and one on and off while I was in the Service, but since then, I’ve moved around a lot and didn’t feel like putting down any roots. So two, I guess.” He frowned. “Tha sounds strange. There’s nothing wrong with me; I’ve never been much into settling down, until I found Violet.”

      I rested my hand on his thigh under the table to steady us both. “Really?” I asked, gazing up at him.

      The corner of his mouth tugged upward, giving me that easy adoration I was really starting to love. “Really. Never saw the point until ye batted those lashes at me.”

      Mr. Li frowned that his interrogation had driven us straight into a tender moment. “Enough of the eyes. You can do that on your own time, mister. Your father, is he a good man? What does he do?”

      “He’s a farmer, sir.”

      It was Mr. Li’s turn to falter. “A farmer, eh? What does he raise?”

      “Sheep mostly, and cabbage.”

      “I used to raise goats back in China. My father had over a hundred goats at one point,” he said with pride.

      “Tha’s a lot to keep track of. The farm next to ours raised goats. I spent a fair bit of time around there. Did ye ever come across Anaplasmosis?”

      Mr. Li’s eyes widened. “Yes! All the time. My father said not to vaccinate, but I would anyway. It was the more economical choice.”

      “Right? If tha spreads through the flock, ye have to eliminate the infected ones, which is far more costly.”

      “Exactly! It was the one way I defied my father, and he never let me forget it, so I never let him forget that I was right!” Mr. Li laughed at the old memory even I didn’t know about his childhood. “Do you still make chèvre, now that you’re in the States?”

      “Not in a while, though I’m sure I still know how. We had sheep, so I can make manchego in my sleep.”

      Mr. Li clapped his hands together excitedly. “Tomorrow I’ll buy sheep’s milk and goat’s milk from the store in town. I teach you to make the goat’s cheese, and you make the sheep cheese for me.”

      Eli grinned and reached his arm across the table to shake hands with the suddenly eager Mr. Li. “Deal.” It was amazing how quickly Eli turned the interrogation around. I guess he just had that way about him.

      Mr. Li sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I like this boy, Violet. Why didn’t you bring him around here before?”

      “Um, because of the third degree you just gave him!” I retorted with a loud guffaw. “Men are weird.”

      Mr. Li stood and held his finger up to Eli. “Wait here. I’ll make you some dinner. Are you picky?”

      “Whatever ye have leftovers of is fine by me.”

      Mr. Li shook his head with an animated frown. “Chinese food is so bad for you, and has one flavor: salt. A farm boy should never eat Chinese food. I’ll make you something good. Something healthy for a man with an important job.” He started talking to himself as he walked away. “Security. Not bad. He can keep her safe.”

      I gaped up at Eli. “Well, how’d you pull that one off? Luck of the Irish, indeed.”

      Eli exhaled the nerves he’d had on standby. “He’s intense. But hey, I met your Da, and I think he approves. Tha’s gotta count for something.”

      I gazed into his eyes that were so captivating, they erased the blaring red and gold that surrounded us in the clamber of the noisy restaurant. “You sat through that interrogation for me, answering to a man that isn’t even my actual dad. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I did. I told ye, I’m in this. He’s important to ye, so he should know I’m sniffing around his daughter.” Eli leaned over and picked up my eggroll, chomping on the end with gusto and eating half of it in one bite.

      “Hey! That’s my boyfriend eggroll.”

      “Huh?”
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      “Eli is so lucky Mr. Li gave us a bag of eggrolls to replace the one he ganked off my plate. We almost had our first fight.”

      Caty plopped on the couch next to where I sat on the floor, my paperwork spread out on the coffee table. You know, just like how Mick Jagger spends his Friday nights. “I can’t believe Mr. Li actually gave Eli the green light. Hand me another eggroll? It’s torture to smell the Chinese food all night, and not be able to eat any.”

      “I swear, it’s like each one is better than the last. I keep thinking I’ll get sick of them, but I never do.” I wiped a crumb off my chart and filled in the notes about the various dysfunctions plaguing Patient 43732’s right deltoid. If only Keith would switch to digital files. EMR is so much easier. “How’d you spend your time this evening?”

      Caty sighed and slumped on the cushion. “I had my ear glued to those Rosetta Stone French lessons you got us after I finished grading. Every time I started getting depressed and angry, I put the headphones back on and hit the books. We are totally crossing off ‘learn French’ from our list this month. This Rosetta Stone stuff is no joke. I even spoke to the French teacher at school, and she gave me some of the handouts she gives her intro students, so I could practice.”

      “First step, learn French. Second step, go to Paris. Easy-peasy, right? Only a few thousand bucks per person. We’ve all got that lying around, right?” I grumbled. “I hate the list items we have to save for. It’s like, the worst lesson in patience ever. This would be the perfect time for us to go, too. I mean, Christmas break isn’t too far out for you. I so wish we could go then. Even Brady’s not working during most of that stretch.”

      “You think Ireland Bob will look good in a beret, posing in front of the Eiffel Tower?” She waggled her eyebrows at me suggestively.

      I scrubbed my fists against my forehead. “Great. Now that’s in my head. He’s already too handsome to begin with.”

      She whistled long and low. “An international trip with your special guy? That’s serious relationship stuff.”

      I nodded, but didn’t want to discuss something so new just yet, so I switched topics. “Operation: Dennis-Is-Going-Down is coming along swimmingly. I re-signed Dennis up for about a million porn sites using his work email address, since they scrubbed his computer after the first wave. Worst case scenario, it’s a little annoying to get penis ads popping up every five seconds. Best case scenario, his computer gets digital herpes, and the IT guy has to come check it out. He’ll have to fish through Dennis’ inbox, and he’ll see any office relationship stuff they’ve been trying to keep oh-so-secret. Plus, there’s the bonus of Amber finding out through the work grapevine that Dennis has a porn addiction. Getting caught once is a mishap. Twice? Now, that’s intentional animal porn-seeking behavior.”

      Caty giggled. “That’s a good one.”

      “I thought you’d like it. I did it to Dennis’ personal email, too, so I wouldn’t open anything he sends you for a good long while. Did you know there’s people on pogo sticks porn? Then there’s the animal variety, but I’m too much a lady to tell you the titles of those. Suffice to say, he’ll get a burning eyeful of things no human should ever have to see. Serves him right for looking for love in places he shouldn’t.” I cleared my throat. “That humane trap I set up in the bushes of the parking lot? It caught a skunk last night. I may or may not have waited until Dennis left for work, and then released it into his house. Might not want to go inside for a while.”

      Caty gulped, keeping her eyes on the paper she was grading. “Do you think he’s in love with her?”

      “I think he’s in love with his penis.”

      Caty giggled, breaking out of her funk. “I love you, you know. You and Brady fighting for me? It helps more than I can tell you. I’m still feeling kind of bulldozed. And Eli getting me that hidden camera from his work? I’m not sure I want to see more of the proof that Dennis is a cheating bastard, but Eli was right; it doesn’t hurt to have the affair caught on tape. Though, there’s been less of him cheating, thanks to your stellar laxative protein shake.”

      “I do what I can.”

      “Every time he kisses me, I feel the lie, and wonder how I didn’t see it for so long. He wants to catch a late movie tonight, so that’s where I’ll be, to keep up appearances until I figure out my big move.”

      “Want me to be the third wheel?”

      “No. I’ve been dodging him too much. He’ll start to get suspicious. I’m not ready to pull the trigger yet.”

      Caty and I chatted until Brady came home, his mouth in a hard line when Caty mentioned her plans with Dennis. “You look like you’re coming down with the flu,” he suggested, moving closer to rest the back of his hand across her forehead.

      She reached out and stroked his bicep, softening his frustration. Then they both glanced at me and inhaled sharply, taking a step back, as if they had been caught doing… I’m not exactly sure, but I’d never seen that look on them together. “I’ll be home late, so don’t wait up.”

      “You know I will,” Brady whispered, as if trying to hide his words from me. I wasn’t sure what to make of their body language that was closer than usual, as if they were nurturing some sort of secret. Brady drew her into his arms, and she exhaled her nerves on his shoulder. “Don’t go with him.”

      Caty cleared her throat, and then pulled back with a plastered-on smile. “How’s this grin? Do I look like the totally snowed fiancée who has no idea her guy is having an affair?”

      Neither of us answered that loaded question. “I love you,” I stated simply. “You look like a woman who’s way too good for Dennis.”

      After Caty left, I was still nowhere near finished with my paperwork, because Brady kept randomly fuming about Caty going to the movie with Dennis. “I don’t get it. Why doesn’t she just tell him she knows and be done with it? Why is she breathing the same air as that idiot?”

      “Aw, you love her. You’re a sweet brother. She wants to cross off Number 34. I’m not sure Dennis regrets the day he was born yet. I’m doing what I can to up the ante. After he finds the skunk I set loose in his house, I’m dumping a few hundred crickets in his bedroom. See if Amber can get comfortable in there after that.”

      Brady swallowed hard and grabbed another eggroll, banging his fist around in the bag as if he was angry with the paper. “Dennis is a tool. I never liked him. Didn’t I tell you he was bad for her?”

      “You did.” I tried to concentrate on the form I needed to finish, but it was a lost cause. Brady was all riled up, which meant I wasn’t going to get any work done. I put my pencil down and gave him my full attention for the next hour and a half before he’d used up all of his angry words, finished off the eggrolls, and exhausted himself. He went to bed in a huff, leaving me to the empty living room.

      The soothing tick-tock of the Salvador Dali soft clock on the wall that Caty had picked out (but Dennis hadn’t wanted her to bring to his house) lulled me as I worked. Before I knew it, I was passed out on the floor of the living room, pencil dropped from my hand and my paperwork almost finished.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What’re ye doing on the floor, Mouse? Ye can’t go falling asleep like this. Ye didn’t even make it onto the couch this time.” I heard Eli’s scolding, and then felt his muscular arms lift me up off the carpet. He was strong and capable, and despite my sizable thighs, I felt petite in his arms. It was incredible being loved on by a man when he didn’t need to go above and beyond, but did so anyway. He carried me gently from the living room to my bedroom, barely jostling me when he laid me down atop the mattress.

      I tried to sit when he released me, waking up more fully and rubbing my eyes. “I have to finish. I can’t believe I fell asleep.”

      Eli kissed my forehead and carefully laid me back down. “Rest, love. Ye can’t keep pushing yourself like this.” He moved to my ankles, and in a gesture so kind, it made emotion swell in my chest, I felt him gingerly untie my shoes and slide them off my feet. Next came my day-worn socks, which I didn’t have the energy to feel embarrassed by. He frowned down at me, deep in thought. “I’ll go get changed and come tuck ye in, yeah? Close your eyes.”

      I rolled onto my side and curled up in the fetal position, not liking the feel of my bed without him in it. Though it was a small double mattress, it felt like an ocean of space when I had it all to myself. For the first time, that didn’t feel like a good thing.

      Eli left the room and came back a few minutes later, shirtless and in cozy pajama pants – just how I liked him. He slid under the sheets and pulled the comforter up around us, his warm body inviting me to wrap myself around it and snuggle to my heart’s content. I have no idea how I fell asleep ever in my life before this. Eli was the best teddy bear, and I was determined to hold onto him, even in my sleep.

      He was pensive, his voice quiet when he spoke. “I worry about ye working so much. Was tha twelve hours, plus how many more when ye got home?”

      I shrugged, my eyes closed contentedly. “Thirteen, plus a few more when I got here.”

      “What would your mammy say? I don’t think she’d want this life for you. There’s no living in your life.”

      “I’ve got to finish those grants, then I can…” I yawned and shifted against him, too tired to have a real conversation.

      “I thought ye were going to do just a few, and tell Keith he’d have to do the rest.”

      “I don’t leave jobs undone. Didn’t sit right when I tried to talk to him about it. You’re wonderful to worry about me, but I’m alright.”

      “I don’t want my girl to be ‘alright’. I want ye to be grand. What if ye lost your smile? What would I do then? How would I find my way home without it?”

      In lieu of a response, I leaned up and kissed his lips, my eyes still refusing to open. “I love everything about you,” I murmured, and then promptly fell asleep with my arm and leg coiled around him, and my head on his shoulder, right where it belonged.
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      The world celebrated with candy the evening before the anniversary of my mother’s birth. We had a lot of trick-or-treaters October 31st, dressed up as princesses, ghouls, ninjas and the like. They didn’t come up to our apartment, of course, but Caty and I parked two lawn chairs on our usual yearly perch outside Mr. Li’s restaurant. We handed out fortune cookies for his restaurant, with menus and mini spring rolls for the adults. Mr. Li had brought us vegetable dumplings, but as good as they smelled, I couldn’t stomach a bite.

      My mother was gone – worse than that, she’d withered away, moaning in pain with every movement towards the end. Last year, while the rest of the country was affixing makeup, sparkles and fake mustaches to their faces, readying for a night of fun, I’d spent Halloween holding my mother’s hand in hospice. That turned out to be far creepier than any Halloween celebration to date.

      The autumn leaves were halfway off the trees, letting us know that winter was coming, and the beauty of nature would soon be evolving. The chilly breeze made Caty shiver under her sweater, but I felt nothing.

      That night, the little trick-or-treaters were a welcome distraction from Caty. My bestie’s sympathetic eyes begged me to talk about my mother’s passing. I didn’t want to talk about that. I didn’t want it to be true. The crisp fall air kissed my face, reminding me that time was happening, whether I was ready for it or not.

      “You should try a dumpling, Vi. When was the last time you ate anything?” Caty didn’t hold back on babying me. On a night like tonight, I needed all the mothering I could get. There was a gaping chasm in my chest that nothing could fill, short of my mother’s smile. She’d done such a seamless job of incorporating American holidays with the traditions of her youth. I’d always celebrated Halloween, and then the following night, we cleared our schedules for the Dia de Los Muertos. It was supposed to be the night when the dead walked among us. She always took off November first from work, since that was her favorite holiday, and also her birthday. We would spend November 1st painting our faces to look like skeletons, and making hard sugar skulls. Mine always turned out looking like white bowling balls, but hers could’ve passed a doctor’s inspection.

      Brady came home shortly after his shift, with a bouquet of carnations clutched in one hand, and white lilies in the other. He wore a worried look on his face when he took in my closed-off expression. “Hey, ladies. Eating all the fortune cookies without me, I see.” He leaned over and kissed Caty’s cheek, handing her the orange carnations she melted over. I know it had been difficult for her to see Eli bringing me a new bouquet of flowers every week, while her fiancé cheated on her in the sheets she’d purchased. Brady gave Caty a tender smile that he kept on reserve for her more vulnerable days. “For you. I know you miss your mama.”

      It was true. Caty’s parents were both socialites that hadn’t been around much. She’d migrated to our apartment most days after school, treating my mother as if she were her own. When her parents had been too busy for student-teacher conferences, my mom had gone for Caty, making homework plans for her, as well as me. Caty had confided in my mom about boys, modeled new outfits for her to get her opinion, and celebrated all the Mexican traditions with us. Caty’s sugar skulls had always been far more impressive than mine, but then, she was an art major, and had a natural flair for sculpting, which she attributed to my mother. When Caty’s parents had dismissed her interest in pursuing art in college, my mother (skint though our budget was), bought Caty a slew of art supplies, making sure our girl was taken care of.

      Today was hard on both of us, and the fact that Brady understood that made him king of like, all the things.

      Caty loved the simple details, and threw ten parades when anyone brought her the no-frills flowers. She hugged the bouquet to her chest with a smile to light a football field. “Thank you, Brady! They’re gorgeous! You really got us flowers?”

      “Of course. Anything my girls want tonight, it’s yours. Name it.”

      Instead of leaning over to kiss my cheek when there was a lull in the trick-or-treaters, Brady pulled me up out of my lawn chair and wrapped his arms around me. I braced myself with a steely breath, holding it in my lungs to endure the hug. I loved Brady; it wasn’t that I wanted him to go away – it was that I wanted to feel nothing, and hugs made me feel too much. I made it an entire three seconds before I shrugged out of the embrace, not wishing to push my limit on a day I knew I’d be prone to tears. I hadn’t cried yet, but I knew it was coming. Putting off the inevitable was easier when your friend wasn’t trying to squeeze the tears out of you like an overfull tube of toothpaste.

      Brady pressed the lilies into my hands with an I’m-here-for-you expression. “I got a pot of geraniums for Mama Rodriquez, too. I was thinking tomorrow night we could sleep by her gravesite together, all three of us, like we usually do. It can be the four of us, if Eli’s not working.”

      “Not Eli,” I insisted, surprising them both. “I’ll be a mess, and I don’t want him to see me falling apart like that.”

      Brady frowned at me. “I’m no expert, but I’m not sure that’s how relationships work. Don’t you think he’d want to know that tomorrow is going to be rough for you?”

      I shrugged. “Hopefully I’ll miss him with our opposite schedules.”

      Caty tugged lightly on my sleeve. “You took the day off tomorrow, hun. We always take November 1st off. Remember?”

      I cursed under my breath. “I forgot about that.” I didn’t know what the right move was, only that I didn’t want my mother to be gone. Talking about it didn’t help much. That only solidified her absence. Part of me felt like each time I mentioned she’d died, it made it more true. I didn’t want it to be real, so I didn’t talk about it all that much.

      Brady took in the bags under my eyes with pity I didn’t want to see. “How are you?”

      I met his understanding gaze with a vacant expression, wondering how I was supposed to answer something like that. “I’m tired. Can you guys finish the night without me? I think I’m going to turn in.”

      I didn’t hear their responses, but moved into the busy restaurant to get to the stairwell in the back of the kitchen. It was all hands on deck for the holiday that brought in more carryout orders than usual. The clatter of the knives and pans kept my crushing depression from being known, for which I was grateful.

      I avoided Mr. Li’s eyes, knowing there wasn’t anything he could say that might bring her back. I didn’t want sympathy; I wanted my mom. She was supposed to make sugar skulls with me tomorrow. It was our thing.

      “Violet, wait. I’ve got something for you.” Mr. Li met me at the door to the stairwell, and handed me a brown paper carryout bag. “If I don’t see you tomorrow, happy horrible day,” he said with that same note of sympathy in his eyes that Brady and Caty couldn’t seem to shake.

      I set my flowers on the counter and peeked inside the bag, gasping at what waited for me inside. Despite my need to hold myself together, I felt the pressure building behind my eyes. “Where did you get this?” I carefully pulled out an intricately carved sugar skull that was about the size of a real human head – just like mom’s creations had been.

      He reared back, offended. “‘Get it?’ I made it. Do you think the only thing I can throw together is Chinese food? I know tomorrow will be hard.” He pointed out toward the dining area. “Every November 1st, you three girls and Brady come into my restaurant and show off your skulls. You’re all painted up with that silly makeup that glowed in the dark. You scared half my customers, looking like walking skeletons, but I thought you were funny.”

      “You made me a skull for the Dia de Los Muertos?” My eyes watered, and I knew if he said another kind thing to me, I was done for.

      Mr. Li leveled his gaze with too much wisdom at me. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth left no room for anything but insight and kindness. “Tomorrow I want to see you, Brady and Caty down here, looking like skeletons and showing off your sugar sculptures. I know it will be hard, but your mother was a good woman. She deserves to be honored on her birthday.”

      My hands were shaking so badly, I was afraid I might drop the masterpiece that stared up at me with its gaping cavities where the eyes should have been. My mom always fitted hers with a girly touch – a pink bow on the scalp, or earrings where the ears would’ve been. Mr. Li’s was anatomically perfect, with no desire to declare a gender.

      Mr. Li took pity on my plight, and put the skull back in the bag, setting it on the counter. His arms engulfed me in a hug I wished no one working in the kitchen had seen. I didn’t last two seconds before I burst into tears, soaking his shirt as I clung to him. I blame Brady, for his earlier hug, and the flowers that always made me emotional. There were too many things that bubbled up in me, but I didn’t want to give a voice to the agony that tore at my guts that night. She should still be here, and there was no amount of working hard or being good that would make it so.

      Mr. Li held me far longer than the three seconds I normally allowed. When I finally gathered my sobbing into pockets of hiccups, I tried to work out an apology for exploding all over him, but he wouldn’t hear it. “Upstairs,” he ordered, grabbing the gift he’d made me, and my flowers from Brady.

      “But you have customers,” I reminded him, wiping my eyes on my sleeve.

      “I have a daughter,” he ruled, making my chest ache with a simultaneous dose of loneliness and comfort. I burst into tears all over again, letting him lead me up the concrete steps and away from the clamber of the busy restaurant.

      Mr. Li pushed me toward my bedroom, instructing me to put on pajamas and get ready for bed. He made me ginger tea while I changed, sobbing into my hand and going through too many tissues. The past year of hardening myself against the agony of my mother’s absence finally caught up with me, daring me to pretend for just one more day that I could hold my head above water with the weight I carried around.

      When I came out in pajama pants, a tank top and a pink robe overtop, it wasn’t just the tea I smelled, but a whole dinner he’d brought up from downstairs. It wasn’t his made-from-scratch super healthy greens, but sodium-rich Chinese food that made my mouth water. “What’s all this?”

      Mr. Li frowned at me. “You’re too skinny. You need to eat something more substantial.”

      I burst out into laughter, my emotions all over the place. “You’re the only one who’s ever said that to me, apart from my mom and Caty.”

      Mr. Li poured me my tea when the kettle sang, and pushed a fork towards me. “Eat. Fried rice is good for when you have bad days. I only want good days for you, so I never give you that junk. Today is a bad day. Let’s let it be what it is.”

      I stared at the father figure who totally got me, and went out of his way to make sure I was taken care of. I nodded, and reached for my fork. “She died in my arms,” I confessed, unburdening myself from a weight that some days felt tied around my neck like a noose. “There weren’t enough pain meds in the world to get her to stop crying toward the end. She couldn’t hold her bladder. She’d lost so much weight, I could see all of her ribs when I bathed her.” I closed my eyes, tears falling into my rice. “I did everything the doctor said, but it wasn’t enough!”

      Mr. Li didn’t tell me it would be okay; we both knew it wouldn’t be good for a long time. Instead, he sat next to me on a stool and placed his hand on my shoulder. “She used to call me, you know. Once a week since you moved in, to make sure you were alright.”

      My tears paused as I turned to stare at him. “I didn’t know that.”

      Mr. Li nodded. “She was worried, because you lived so far from her.”

      I gaped, arguing with him as if he was my mother. “I moved five minutes away!”

      Mr. Li held his hands up. “That’s what I told her, but she’s a parent. I don’t think we ever stop worrying. You were her world, Violet.”

      I turned back to my plate and dabbed at my face with one of the many tissues I’d stuffed into the pocket of my robe. “She always said I was her favorite color.”

      Mr. Li chuckled at my mom’s cuteness. “I’m sure you’re everyone’s favorite color, sweetheart. Eat your fried rice.”

      I obeyed, needing a parent to push me in a healthy direction when I was lost. I cleaned my plate and sipped my tea, while Mr. Li regaled me with stories where my mom made him laugh, and the habits she had that vexed him. By the time Caty and Brady had handed out a fortune cookie to the last trick-or-treater, I was halfway through the box of tissues, but my tears were mingled with bursts of smiling at precious memories that broke through my dark clouds.

      When Mr. Li hugged Caty, she started sobbing in his arms. He had that way about him. She confessed how much she wished my mom had truly been hers, and that her own mother had forgotten her birthday last year. She told Mr. Li about Dennis, with Brady chiming in about our slow-boiling revenge plan.

      Mr. Li pulled back, gripping Caty’s bony shoulders. “Does he like Chinese food?”

      Caty shrugged. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Stop by the kitchen tomorrow, and I’ll cook up something special for him.” He held his finger up to her in warning. “Don’t you take a bite of it, though. I’ll make something edible for you.” He hugged her again. “My poor Caty. He’s a fool, and now he pays for it. Next time you three go making mischief, you tell me, so I can help.”

      Brady and I exchanged looks of glee, now that Mr. Li was part of our espionage. “Excellent,” Brady said with a grin, feathering his fingers together like an evil villain. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Nothing lethal,” Mr. Li insisted, as if our minds would ever go there.

      My eyebrows raised. “Just what are you planning on putting in his food?”

      Mr. Li remained vague, but warned Caty again not to eat Dennis’ portion. Then he sent me to bed, and cleaned the dishes for us, watching over his trio of misfits as if we were his own.
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            My Fort of Isolation

          

        

      

    

    
      Caty slept in my bed that night, the two of us clinging to each other like scared twin kittens in need of our mommy. That meant Eli had to sleep in Brady’s room when he came home at three in the morning. Though I cuddled Caty all night long, I felt lonely without him.

      Caty had requested November 1st off before the school year had even started, knowing neither of us would be functional. The two of us slept in until ten, waking to puffy eyes and a bed littered with damp tissues.

      Caty stretched, knocking one of my boobs, which always felt like it was in the way. “Morning, cupcake,” she said to me through a yawn.

      “Morning… regular cake.” I couldn’t think straight, unused to getting so much sleep. My body was stiff, and though a weekday off presented me with a litany of things that could be crossed off my to-do list, I couldn’t bring myself to get out of bed. Caty stood and stretched again, but I merely rolled over, content to wallow and push the world away for as long as it would let me.

      “You got any plans for the day?” she asked, rummaging through my drawers. She yanked out a purple shirt and jeans, laying them on the bed for me.

      “Nope. This bed. That’s my only plan.”

      Caty’s voice was tentative, using carefully chosen words when she spoke. “I was thinking we could make Mama’s enchiladas. Maybe her spicy guacamole, too. I’m in the mood to eat my feelings with a side of tomatillo salsa today.”

      I closed my eyes and pulled the comforter tighter around me. “No, thanks. That would involve getting out of this bed, which I don’t plan on doing.”

      “I wanted to make sugar skulls later and paint our faces, like we always do. I can wait for you to be awake for that part.”

      My heart sank into the mattress, weighting me there and securing me to the spot. “No, thanks. I just want to stay in bed today.”

      Caty was cautious as her fingers reached down to sift through my hair, brushing the strands that had dried to my face from all my tears in the night. “Eli’s here. He’ll probably be around the apartment most of the day. You two are on opposite shifts, so you never get to spend much daytime together. Are you sure you don’t want to get up and see him?”

      I knew my face was splotchy, my eyes swollen from crying. “I don’t even want to see myself. Can you lock the bedroom door on your way out? Maybe he’ll think I’m at work.”

      Caty sat down on the side of the bed, her nimble fingers working a thick French braid into the side of my head to keep more hair from sticking to my face. Then she turned my head and did the other side, so I had two braids to keep my unruly hair from bothering me. The clean hairdo made me look like a I had a plan in life, and not as if life had already beaten me over the head and buried me. Caty kissed my cheek, told me she loved me, and left for the kitchen. We’d spent every Dia de Los Muertos together since we were in junior high, but this time I wanted to be alone. I closed my eyes and shut out the world, irrationally angry that the universe had taken such a good person away prematurely.

      I drifted off, but was roused however many hours later by a light tap on my door. Caty’s voice was gentle. “Violet? I made lunch for us. You want to come out and eat with me?”

      “No, thanks. I’m sleeping.”

      “Mouse, open up. I’m worried about ye.” Eli’s voice made me crawl deeper under the covers, shame washing over me that I was the kind of girl who couldn’t get out of bed today. It was the one drawback of living with the hottest guy in the universe – I had no buffer of a separate place where I could live in my bed and cry all day without him knowing how pathetic I truly was.

      “I’m okay. Just tired. I’ll see you before you go to work tonight.”

      “Ye plan on sleeping all night and all day?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I muttered a “yep” that was dripping with self-loathing.

      I expected that to be the end of it, but when the Allen wrench jiggled in the knob to unlock it, I stiffened. Eli and Caty let themselves in, invading my pity party and seeing me at my worst (which, incidentally, is how every girl wants her own personal movie star to see her).

      Chagrin kept me firmly under the sheets, hiding under the fabric like a child. In that moment, I truly wished I could still be a kid, hiding when life grew too harrowing to navigate. My mom would handle things when I was overwhelmed, but now she couldn’t, so I wallowed. I’d handled life for nearly an entire year without her, so I was due an entire day in bed.

      I was ashamed of myself, but unable to stop the flood of sadness that, after a year of powering through, finally toppled me. “Go away!”

      “Honey, Caty told me about your mammy. Why didn’t ye say anything? I’m here for ye, or I want to be, anyway.” He sat down on the side of the bed, gently prying at the covers I pinned over my head to isolate myself from the world. “Why’d ye lock me out?”

      “Because I don’t want you to see me like this! I’m not the girl who lies in bed and cries all day, but today, I’m that girl!”

      “I want to see ye exactly as ye are. Do ye think I’ve never shed a tear over something sad? Losing your mammy warrants a day in bed, at least. Did ye really think I wouldn’t understand tha?”

      “I don’t want you to have to understand it. I want it to not be real!”

      He said quietly to Caty, “Ye can go back out and finish what ye were doing. I’ll be in here for a while.” Eli sank down into the bed next to me after the door closed, making himself comfortable with his head on the pillow. He was thoughtful for a couple minutes, letting me adjust to the fact that he wasn’t going anywhere – that day, or for the foreseeable future. “I don’t remember much about my mammy. My Da didn’t like to talk about her, and left the room whenever her name was brought up, so I learned not to speak about her. Over time, I started to forget.” He rubbed his chest uncomfortably. “I don’t remember much about her now. I don’t want tha to happen to ye, Mouse.” Slowly, he peeled back the sheets of my fort, revealing the mess that I was. “Tell me about your mammy.”

      I’d thought my tears were maxed out, but at Eli’s gentle caress of my face, more leaked and slid down my temples as I rolled onto my back to stare up at him. “She was amazing, and then she died, and now it’s all ruined.”

      Eli didn’t shy away from my grief, but pulled me closer, drawing nearer to the damp tissues and puffy eyes. He rolled onto his side and gathered my body to his, welcoming my messy depression for what it was. “It sounds like ye were close.”

      “The closest. I always felt sorry for people who complained about their mothers. I had the best one, and then she was just gone.”

      Eli kissed my forehead, being gentle to me when I was lost. He spent the next two hours holding me, asking thoughtful questions, and slowly getting me to spill my carefully held-together guts to him. Never once did he grow weary of my tears, or act like he was bored hearing stories of my mother. He laughed at her antics, held me through the bits about her cancer, and kissed my closed eyelids when all I could do was cry through the pain.

      I didn’t understand why my mother had been taken from me. I didn’t understand how I was supposed to just up and live a whole life without her now. The only thing I understood that afternoon as I wept in Eli’s arms, was that the man in my bed loved me, no matter how messy my life got.

      Through my tears, I knew my mother was smiling down on me, grateful that I’d found a man who wanted to love her as I did.
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            Mr. and Mrs. Skeleton

          

        

      

    

    
      Caty shook her fists in the air when I finally emerged from the bedroom at two in the afternoon. The second I meandered out, my senses were assaulted with jalapeño, ground beef, cilantro, and a dozen other scents I associated with my childhood. Caty had been cooking up a storm, making all our favorites, because I’m just that lucky.

      She wore my apron, which was now stained with a smear of red from tomatoes, and had oily ground beef splatters on the green bib. Most surprising of all was her face, which I should have expected would be painted to the hilt. Her artistry was in full effect, and I could tell she’d spent at least an hour on the details to make her pale skin look like a skeleton.

      “Jays! What did ye do to your face?” Eli exclaimed, taking a step back as soon as his eyes fell on Caty in the kitchen.

      “Hello, it’s my death mask.” The charcoal outline and painted-in details made her look horrific, but when she smiled, it was simply quirky. She started explaining the details of the Dia de Los Muertos, and the traditions we’d stuck to since childhood. “Tonight, we’re sleeping in the graveyard where Mama Rodriquez is buried. We’re going to leave our sugar skulls for her, and loads of candy. I got the black and orange peanut butter chewy Halloween candies she hates. She’d laugh so hard if she saw them. ‘Caty, those aren’t even fit to feed the birds. Do not bring those in my house.’ She’d laugh her socks off if she saw those on her grave.”

      I loved how Caty imitated my mother’s voice – the heavy Spanglish accent prevalent and precious. I managed my first attempt at a smile that day. “I’ll bring her some cookies to make up for the peanut butter candies.”

      “Good plan. Go take a shower, and I’ll heat you up some of the enchiladas I made this morning.”

      I nodded, moving slowly, since my limbs were stiff from disuse and too much crying. Eli lowered me to the recliner instead, and covered me with the red, white and green afghan Caty had knitted years ago. Dennis didn’t like knitted blankets, so she’d left her creations with us, where they would be appreciated. Eli leaned down and kissed both of my puffy eyelids. “I’ll draw ye a bath. Would tha be alright?”

      My mouth fell open as I gazed up at him. “Are you serious?”

      “Of course.” He tilted his head to the side, as if to ask what else I would expect a person to do in this situation. “Caty’s making lunch. The least I can do is draw ye a bath. Ye lost your mammy. Ye don’t lift a finger today.”

      Caty’s grin couldn’t be hidden, even with the best melancholy skeleton makeup job. “Listen to the man. I caught the last sentence of that. Your English is getting better, Eli.”

      He turned and shot her a faux glower. “I’ve been speaking English this entire time! Oh, ye drive me mad.”

      “What?” Caty asked, her nose crinkling.

      I sniggered as Eli stomped off to the bathroom, wondering in my pit of unfortunate events, how I ever got to be so lucky. My phone buzzed with what I assumed was another “hang in there” text from Brady while he was at work. I reached to the coffee table to snatch it up, but realized it was an incoming call from work. “Hello?”

      Keith’s voice was no-nonsense, getting right down to business. “Violet? I need you to come in today. I’ve been calling you all morning.”

      My cloud of being cared for so sweetly began to dissipate as burdens of adulthood sank on my shoulders. “Keith, I’ve had today requested off for like, eight months. You approved it.”

      “Yeah, but it’s the day after Halloween. Two PTs called in sick. It’s either hangovers, or their kids eating too much candy and feeling sick, but whatever. I need you to come in and cover their caseloads.”

      My mother’s smile drifted away in my imagination, making me somber and leaving me feeling pushed around. It wasn’t even a request he’d presented me with, but a demand. A request was fine, but a command to come in on my day off? “I’m sorry, Keith, but I can’t.”

      Keith paused, his voice dropping to an anger he usually reserved for hostile and uncooperative insurance providers. “Do you have children at home who need you there?”

      It was a well-aimed kick to my uterus, reminding me that I wasn’t a mother, on a day I was focused on not having a mother. If I had kids someday, they would never know their amazing grandmother. “I mean, no. But I…”

      “Do you have the Ebola virus?”

      “Of course not. Keith, I…”

      “Then I need you here.”

      Caty marched over to me, hands on her hips when she saw me wavering. “I don’t know. I mean, maybe I could…”

      Caty snatched the phone from me and put it on speaker, her painted face livid and deadly. “Hi, Keith. Violet has the flu, the plague, seven limbs amputated, and whatever else you need to hear to respect that this is her day off.”

      “Who is this? Put Violet back on the phone.”

      “This is her best friend – the person who’s going to be fielding all work calls, so Violet can actually have a day off without being bothered. You run the facility, right?”

      “Caty, no!” I whispered, biting my nails as Eli came out of the bathroom. “I can go in.”

      Keith was indignant. “I do. There’s no need to speak to me like this.”

      “If you run the facility, being short-staffed is your issue. Don’t you dare put it on Violet, who shows up for you seventy hours a week.”

      “It’s not that many,” Keith said sheepishly.

      “It is that many, and you’re too much. She’ll see you tomorrow, which leaves you plenty of time to work up a good apology for guilt-tripping a perfectly nice person because you’re having a bad day.” Then, before another word could be spoken, Caty ended the call with a triumphant, “Screw you!”

      My mouth fell open as Caty pocketed my phone, which was vibrating again with no doubt another angry call from Keith. “He’s in the wrong, Vi. You don’t need that today. I’ll be fielding your calls for the rest of the evening.” She struck a Vogue pose, knowing I would giggle. Everything was funnier when your face was a skeleton. “Am I the sexiest assistant you’ve ever had?”

      “Without a doubt. I can’t believe you just did that. He’s going to be angry tomorrow.”

      “He’s going to learn his lesson today.” Caty answered the phone with a cool receptionist’s voice. “I’m sorry, Violet can’t come to the phone right now. Her ear fell off. Sucker just popped right off because her boss called too many times. Also, her middle finger decided it’s had enough exercise for today. It’s okay, though, because I’ve got two middle fingers for you.” She promptly hung up before Keith could reply, giggling at the new game she’d invented to amuse herself.

      Eli’s face was stony, his brows pushed together and his jaw set. “How many times has he called, Caty?”

      “Huh?”

      Eli rolled his eyes and extended his hand to her. “Let me see the phone.” He scrolled through, his eyes widening. “He’s called ye twelve times today!” The phone buzzed in his palm. “Thirteen!” He answered, and I rested my head in my hands to hide from my roommates. “Is this Keith?”

      Keith’s pinched voice crackled out over the speaker function, which Caty hadn’t turned off. “Yes. Listen, I don’t know what kind of game…”

      “Did ye approve Violet’s day off?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Do ye know who I am?”

      “No. Do you know who I am?”

      “It doesn’t matter who ye are.” Eli leaned down and kissed my forehead, rubbing out the worry lines between my eyebrows as he took Keith off speaker. “Get in tha tub, Mouse. I’ll take care of it.” Then he stalked away, growling low threats into the phone I tried not to hear. He took the phone call out into the stairwell, shielding me from another layer of anxiety I didn’t need to feel when I was already maxed out.

      I wanted to handle it, but if I was being honest with myself, Keith was good at steamrolling me. I was good at standing up for my friends, but not quite as adept at speaking up for myself. Hence, the too many hours, and the fact that I actually did need a friend or two to intervene from time to time.

      Caty jerked her thumb to the door. “Okay, I liked him before because you were nuts for him, but after that? I didn’t catch a word, but did you see the look on his face? Hold onto that one, Vi. Drew you a bath, and then stands up for you when your boss is out of line? Sexy.”

      I think my nerves had hit their max capacity, because I snorted out a laugh at her assessment. “I’m glad you think so.” I stood slowly, my body still a little stiff, and made my way to the bathroom.

      My eyes watered yet again when I took in the scene Eli had set just for me. There were bubbles enough to add an extra foot of height onto the steamy water’s surface. The air was warm and fragrant, filling my lungs with jasmine and peace. I slowly undressed and lowered myself into the tub that had been so thoughtfully assembled for me.

      In the quiet of the bathroom, I felt no shame as my tears spilled down my cheeks, adding to the water, and the bubbles that covered my breasts. This time, they weren’t one-dimensional tears of sadness. Gratitude and relief also washed through me. I relaxed into the warm hug the water gave me, finally optimistic that the heaviness I carried around with me might somehow be lifted from my overburdened shoulders.

      Eli didn’t wash off his face paint when he reluctantly got ready for work that night. Being a bouncer at a club afforded him the liberty to look as menacing as he liked, so the skull Caty and I had drawn on his face fit perfectly with his job description. When Brady came home from work, we did the same to him. Though, we painted his face every year, so he was used to it.

      I paused in front of the door with my guy, smiling up at his painted face with more affection for him than I’d ever had for a man I was kissing. “Are you sure you want to go to work like that? Your boss won’t get mad?”

      Eli snorted at me. “I keep my boss alive. Beyond tha, Antonio doesn’t care if I come to work in a tutu.” He slid on his jacket with a frown that was accentuated by the shading Caty had done to his stellar bone structure. “Are ye sure ye don’t want me to call off tonight? It doesn’t feel right, leaving ye.”

      “I’m sure. You can come to the gravesite after you get off, if you like. Or you can have the apartment to yourself, rather than sleep on the ground in a graveyard.”

      Eli surprised me by fisting the front of my shirt and yanking me forward, his eyes that much more menacing with the skeletal décor. “I want to sleep next to ye every night for all my nights. I don’t care if it’s in our bed, at a grave, or on the bleeding moon. Next time something big in your life comes up, I want to know about it.” His smoldering gaze fixed me with heaviness that made my throat constrict. “Ye didn’t tell me about today, Vi.”

      I blinked up at him, unsure how to absorb his devotion that always caught me off-guard. “I didn’t want to bring you down. Besides, we’re still new to each other. I didn’t want to scare you.” I pointed to my face paint, knowing some people didn’t understand the beauty in Mexican traditions. “But I can bring you a sleeping bag tonight, if you like.”

      “It only scares me when we’re apart, not when we’re close. Let me be close, Mouse. I’ll be gentle with ye. I want to be Mr. and Mrs. Skeleton.”

      I swallowed hard, both of us melting when I wound my arms around his neck, drawing him in for the hug we both needed. “I can be better at this – at letting you in. Thanks for being amazing today. You helped to make it not as terrible as I thought it would be.”

      “You’re only saying tha because my sugar skull was worse than yours.”

      I chuckled at him. “It’s nice to not come in last place anymore.”

      He squeezed my side, making me giggle. “I’ll see ye after work, Mrs. Skeleton.” Then, he shifted so he could stare into my eyes, whispering a fervent, “Mrs. O’Sullivan.”

      My shallow intake of breath stole all my words, leaving me with no intelligible response to him labeling me with his last name. For the worst day ever, Eli was intent to give me something lovely to hold onto. I gazed up at him with admiration, wondering what someone so perfect could possibly see in a mess like me. “See you tonight, Mr. O’Sullivan.”

      Caty pointed at us with a stern look on her face. “Do not kiss. You can think about it, but no smearing my artwork. You two are my masterpieces.”

      With the way Eli’s thumb grazed over the curve of my hip, I actually started feeling like Caty might be right. Together, it felt like Eli and I were indeed works of art.  Mr. and Mrs. Skeleton, indeed.
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            Dia De Los Muertos

          

        

      

    

    
      Brady rolled out his sleeping bag between Caty’s and mine, a look of apprehension on his face. There was a light that shone from one of the mausoleums in the distance, but other than that, we carried flashlights and the small lantern my mom had used to illuminate the way every year. The leaves crackled underfoot, making Brady jumpy, and pushing a smile to my cheeks.

      Brady glanced around, as if he expected ghosts might rise up and grip him around the throat. “Okay, true confessions? Every year, I was glad Mama Rodriquez was with us. Not to be a giant baby, but sleeping in a graveyard? A little scary for me, and probably most humans.”

      I chuckled at Brady’s nerves and smoothed out my sleeping bag. He’d joined our little family later in life, only spending eight nights in the graveyard, unlike Caty, who had been doing this through her adolescence and adulthood. “Stay close,” she told him. “I’ll protect you.”

      My sleeping bag spot was directly over my mama, and made me feel almost like I was cuddled up next to her in bed, the way we did when I’d been little. Then when I’d insisted I was too big to share a bed with my mommy anymore, I still meandered back to her, sleeping in her arms whenever one of us got sick or lonesome.

      Caty fumbled around in her purse, her face falling in the subtle glow of the lantern’s light. “Oh, man! I think I left all my orange and black crappy peanut butter candies on Ana Rodriquez’s grave.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure Mama won’t mind sharing. She hated those things.”

      Caty stood, frustrated with herself as she brushed the stray grass and leaves from her jeans. “I got them specifically to make her laugh, and now I don’t have them. I’ll be back. I put too many on Ana’s grave.”

      Brady stood, as I knew he would. “No way am I letting you traipse around in a graveyard by yourself in the dark. It’s like wearing a giant sandwich board that says, ‘Murder me. Here’s a grave. Go ahead and dump my body inside. No one will ever find it.’”

      “That’s quite the sandwich board,” I sniggered.

      He snatched up the lantern and slid his arm around Caty. “Plus, this place is massive. You’ll take the good light, and I’m too big a chicken to sit around in the dark.”

      Caty giggled at him, and then called over her shoulder to me. “You alright here, Vi? Or do you want to come with?”

      “I’m good here.” After they walked off, I slid into my sleeping bag on my belly, my fists stacked atop my mother’s plaque, and my chin resting on my hands. I stared down at her scripted name, recalling how many years we’d camped out in this very graveyard. I never guessed I’d be sleeping here without her – or with her like this.

      My mother’s relatives were all in Mexico, so we’d scoured the graveyard for another Rodriquez we could pretend we were related to. Ana Concepcion Rodriquez didn’t have anyone else with the same last name around her, so we adopted her into our little circle, making her our own. We pretended she’d been stolen away from her wealthy parents at a young age, grew in poverty with nothing but gruel sandwiches, her morals and can-do attitude. Then when Ana was a teenager, she went in search of her family.

      It was a tearful reunion when fake Ana was welcomed into the family she’d always known was out there. They showered her with love, kisses, presents, and an elephant because, well, Caty had a healthy imagination. Love, kisses and presents hadn’t seemed like enough to her.

      In our rendition of Ana’s life, she’d died peacefully in her sleep as an old woman, surrounded by her family, and the gardener. Julio had admired her from afar as he’d pruned the roses at her family’s estate, but only ever got up the courage to kiss the back of her hand. We always brought flowers for Ana’s grave from fake Julio, swooning at the romance of their unrequited love.

      We’d slept on Ana’s grave every year. Now that I had my mother in the ground, I knew where I would be spending every November 1st for the rest of my life.

      Brady and Caty came back forty-five minutes later, their eyes wide as they rejoined me. “What’s up with you two? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” I let out a perfunctory laugh and clapped my hands at my terrible joke. The spirits of the dead were supposed to walk around on the Dia de Los Muertos, searching for treats and their loved ones. They were granted one night a year to rise from their graves and go bonkers, reuniting with family and friends who camped out on their graves to greet them.

      “Nothing happened!” they both exclaimed, looking guilty. Then Caty folded herself into the sleeping bag and set a few pieces of my mom’s least favorite candy on her plaque, next to our row of sugar skulls. “How’s Mama?”

      “I think she’d be glad her traditions didn’t die with her. I’m glad you guys came tonight. It wouldn’t be the same without you. Thanks for pushing me to get out of bed. I needed this.”

      “Anytime,” Caty smiled, situating the lantern next to the gravestone, so we could see each other a little better.

      I smoothed away a leaf that had fallen onto my mother’s no-frills plaque, studying her name and timeline as Brady tucked in between us. It was such a simple thing, the dash between her birth year and her death. “That’s all we get,” I mused in my shifting melancholy, tracing the line that summed up her entire life. “Just a dash to the end.”

      Brady’s features grew tense, his eyebrows pulling together, and his mouth in a tight line. “We need to make our dashes count, then. Vi, you’ve only got four things on the bucket list. It’s time we started crossing them off.”

      “Hello, we can’t afford France yet.”

      Brady shook his head. “We can’t afford not to go. We can’t afford cancer. We can’t afford getting older. Now’s the time, Vi. We’re putting something on the calendar. By this time next year, I want France crossed off Violet’s bucket list.”

      I shot him an appreciative smile. “But that list belongs to all of us.”

      Brady smirked at me. “Then I guess we’ll all have to go.”

      Brady’s finger traced the small engraved line with mine, and then Caty added her finger to the mix. We scooted closer to each other, knowing that we might not know what our respective dashes would hold, but certain we would go through it all together.

      We told a few more stories, and exchanged a couple cheeky jokes before we fell asleep – three skeletons content to snooze their troubles away in a graveyard.

      When Eli found us some time after three in the morning, he kissed my cheek and snuggled into the extra sleeping bag I’d laid out for him. He cuddled up next to me, swallowing my form in his embrace that I prayed would never let me go.

      I smiled as I drifted off in his arms, knowing that if he insisted on being part of my family, there was a chance I could stay in his arms forever.
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      “I’ve got to say, I didn’t see this coming. You’re usually such a team player.” Keith stared at me across his desk, his brown eyes boring into me with a penetration that felt physical. “I had no idea it was all about the money to you.”

      I hadn’t been prepared for a harsh rebuttal. I’d gone over my speech at least a dozen times with Eli on the way back from the graveyard, before I’d left for work, and hadn’t flubbed a single word. Now that Keith’s disappointment was weighing down on me, I felt my stomach start to twist. “Of course I like helping where I can, but I don’t have the time right now. I already wrote up eight grant proposals for you and submitted them. If you want to apply for more, I can’t keep being the one who picks up the slack. I just don’t have the time.”

      “You’re a single woman, and I’ve got a wife and a child to split my time between. Are you telling me that you have less time than me?” He shook his head. “I thought we were friends, but after the way your roommates yelled at me for no reason yesterday, I’m starting to wonder if that’s true.”

      I’d seen Keith get snappy and petty like this with the other workers, but never with me. I was his golden employee, the one he consulted harder cases with, and occasionally leaned on when he was overwhelmed. I cleared my throat and kept my chin level to the ground. “When is my birthday, Keith?” I asked as calmly as I could. I felt like vomiting, but I knew I couldn’t lose it in his office and still respect myself.

      He squinted at me in confusion. “I can’t see how that’s relevant.”

      “If we were good enough friends to where I would stay up night after night doing this favor for you by writing the grants, coming in to cover your butt on my days off, then you would know my birthday. You’re asking me to do you a personal favor with these grants, otherwise it would be a work-related task. If that was the case, I would be paid my normal hourly rate for it. I’m the first one here, even before you, and the last one to leave most nights. I’ve more than proved my loyalty. Do you want to take advantage of good-natured, helpful people?” I knew I’d taken it one too far, but I was already so close to a panic attack, I figured I might as well go all out.

      His nostrils on his snub nose flared. “That’s how you see this? I ask you to help the clinic, and now I’m taking advantage of you?”

      “No. Not at first, but now that I’m telling you I can’t, you’re trying to pressure me into taking over a project that was never in my job description, and one you’re not even paying me for. If I’m going to be losing this much sleep over it, my paycheck should reflect that. Don’t you think? Wouldn’t you tell your daughter the same thing in my situation?”

      Keith narrowed his eyes at me. “I thought we weren’t friends. You’re trying to play on my sympathies now. Is this you telling me you want to quit? I’ve got to tell you, Violet, I never thought of you as a quitter.”

      I could feel my heartbeat in my cheeks. The shame and angst that flooded me as I sat in the squeaky chair in his office was overwhelming. It was then I knew that Eli, Caty, Brady and Mr. Li were right; Keith had been taking advantage of my work ethic. My mother wouldn’t want this life for me. It’s not what she sacrificed so hard for. She scrubbed toilets for strangers so I could go to college and get the job of my dreams. When she was on her hands and knees, thinking happy thoughts about me, I know she didn’t picture me falling asleep on the living room floor, and working for free. I cleared my throat and tried to hold my mother’s dignity in my heart. “No, sir. This is me telling you I want to do my regular work, and not a grant writer’s job. None of the other therapists are labeled ‘not team players’ because they’re not writing grants until one in the morning. I need energy to do my actual job, Keith.”

      Keith sat back in his chair, his fingers tented in front of his mouth as he stared at me in thought. “Very well. Since you’re so overwhelmed, I don’t want to take that lightly. How about I cut your overtime, so you can catch up on your sleep? I don’t want to be accused of running a sweat shop.”

      My teeth ground together, and it took everything inside of me not to point out that I was the only Hispanic person on staff, and he was making sweat shop jokes to me while working me to the bone. “Whatever you think is best. I’m sure Kira, Seth, Elaine, Michelle, Doug and Brittney would love to take back the patients they passed on. You get to deliver the good news to them. Was it Elaine who threw her back out trying to lift up Mr. Henderson? Or was that two weeks she collected disability from you for something else? Oh, I know. The disability you paid was to Doug, and it was when Mr. Barumian’s knee gave out because Doug sucks at diagnosing people. Doug threw his back out when Mr. Barumian fell on him, poor thing.” I winced, as if feeling Keith’s financial pain he’d had to absorb during those catastrophes. “How much did that set you back? Was it more or less than paying me overtime to treat the patients the other therapists can’t handle?” Before Keith could collect himself and say something hurtful, I stood. “Look, I’m tired of the games. I need sleep, and you need me. Work it out, chief. Give the grant writing assignment to Seth, and see if he doesn’t laugh in your face at being given more work to do with no extra pay. Bottom line? Mess with my overtime, my schedule, or anything else that lets me be at my best for your company, and I’ll work somewhere else.”

      Behind the bravado Keith scrambled to scrape together on the fly, I could see him sweating. “You are not irreplaceable. This kind of attitude isn’t going to get you a raise. You’re up for a review in two months. You know, why don’t we do your evaluation right now? I’m in a stellar mood for it.”

      I couldn’t believe he would outright threaten my livelihood like that. Without thinking it through, I rolled my shoulders back and stared down my nose at him. “Don’t bother.” Perhaps I was loopy from sleeping in the graveyard, or maybe my mother’s spirit truly had risen to give me a blast of her courage. I felt her indignation rise up in me, emboldening me where I’d been timid and agreeable before. “Consider this my two-week notice.”

      The charade of who had more to lose was dropped, along with Keith’s jaw on the floor. Neither of us expected I would ever have the nerve to leave the job I cherished. In that conversation, I saw very clearly that Keith observed my love for the work, and used it to manipulate me – milking me for free labor. He’d been dumping the harder cases on me, and assigning shifts that would overwhelm anyone who kept up the twelve-plus-hour workdays for as long as I had.

      “You don’t mean that, Vi. Come on. Sit down. We both said things we didn’t mean.” Keith motioned to the empty chair I refused to reclaim.

      Very calmly and quietly, I rested my pointer finger in the center of his oak desk. “January thirtieth.”

      “You’ll stay on longer than January. You know we can’t afford to lose you. Think about your clients who rely on you to get better. You’re really going to abandon them because we had our first fight?”

      I closed my eyes and lowered my voice to a whisper. “My birthday is January thirtieth, Keith. Last year on my birthday, I worked thirteen hours. My mama had just been diagnosed with breast cancer a couple months before, and we wanted to spend the day together. That was the last birthday I could’ve celebrated with her, but I spent it here instead. I opened and I closed because you asked me to. You shorted me an hour that paycheck, telling me I went over seventy hours for the week, and there was a new policy you were putting into place that said you’d only pay us up to seventy hours. You knew what you did, and you didn’t care. I’m telling you, I’m out in two weeks.” Inside my chest, I could feel Caty, Brady, Eli, Mr. Li and my mother all cheering for me. “Push me on it, and I won’t even give you that.”

      Then Keith surprised us both by not arguing, but hanging his head as his shoulders deflated. “I didn’t know it was your birthday. I wouldn’t have done that, had I known.”

      I tilted my head, remaining soft and steady so I didn’t scream at him, or worse, devolve into tears. “Not good enough, Keith. Two weeks to replace me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a patient to see, and you’ve got resumes to start reading.”

      With all the self-respect I’d been shorting myself on, I gathered up my bearings and turned toward the door. As I ignored Keith’s stammered apologies that were too little and far too late, I felt my mother next to me, turning to cuss Keith out in Spanish as I walked my generous Rodriquez womanly hips out of my boss’ office.
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      “Breathe,” Caty urged me in a steady voice. Her dulcet sweetness wasn’t doing its usual magic to center me when my life felt out of control. She held the empty brown lunch bag to my mouth and patted my back. “Breathe, honey.”

      The bag inflated and deflated over and over before I was positive my panic attack had passed. “What am I going to do, Caty? Why did I do that? I don’t have a plan for this!”

      Caty smoothed the few hairs that had come loose from my ponytail away from my face. “Then we’ll make a plan right now. How much is in your savings? Like, what kind of window do we have, here?”

      I rattled off a number that made Caty’s eyes widen. “What the crap, V? Why are you always worried about money? You didn’t need any of that overtime.”

      I spoke before I could filter myself. “I have to save, because what if Brady’s cancer comes back? I was barely able to support us last time. I need a bigger cushion, so I’ve been preparing for it, just in case.”

      Caty froze. “Um, do you know something I don’t?”

      I shook my head. “No, he’s fine. It’s for my own peace of mind. You know, if you have a rainy-day fund, it never rains?”

      “What about your student loans?”

      “Paid off last month. I didn’t want to tell Brady, because his are more than mine were, and I wanted to celebrate together.”

      “That’s sweet.” Caty made a show of breathing deeply when I started to panic again. “Hey, it’s alright. It’s more than alright. Do you think we can get one of your coworkers to write you a character reference? I can get started beefing up your resume tomorrow. We’ll send that puppy out only to the places you really want to work, and you’ll have a new job by the end of the week.”

      I shook my head. “I hate leaning on you when you’re already going through too much.”

      Caty moved my forehead to her shoulder as we sat in our stools at the kitchen counter facing each other. She soothed the ache in my chest by rubbing slow circles into my back. “Hey, you lean on me as often as you need. I’m actually doing okay with the whole Dennis thing. Better than okay. The evil revenge plot helped, I think. See? You fix me, I fix you. Finally, I get a turn.” She paused to giggle, her shoulders vibrating with the guilty glee of a schoolgirl. “I dropped off Mr. Li’s special meal for Dennis, and he’s been on the can all day. He’s scheduled a colonoscopy because he’s so worried about his leaking butthole. The whole house smells like a fart, plus rotting fish from the attic fan trick you pulled.” She giggled. “So much for hump day. Remind me to get Mr. Li a big old Christmas present this year.” Caty was gentle with me while I rested my head on her dainty frame. When she pulled back, she gripped my shoulders, and stared into my eyes with a blazing look of determination. “Since it’s my turn this week to take care of you for a change, I get to be in charge. First things first, get out of these scrubs and put on a dress. We’re going out tonight.”

      I groaned and pulled back. “I can’t imagine something I’d want to do less right now.”

      Caty was firm. “We’re going to Eli’s club, and we’re going to look amazing. We’ll dance, have drinks, and forget the bad parts about today.” Before I could argue, Caty held up her hand to stop me. “While you’re getting dressed, you’re going to tell me everything I need to know so I can redo your resume. See that? You’ve already got a plan. While you’re at work tomorrow, biding your time because you’re a nice person who didn’t leave Keith’s loser butt high and dry, I’ll start looking around at what’s right for you on my lunch break. I’ll submit your resume to the best of the best rehabilitation facilities. You won’t even have to go through that process. I’ll fill out the online applications and do whatever needs to be done. All you’ll have to do is interview for the jobs, once I find them for you.”

      I shook my head. “You know I can’t let you do that. You’ve got a life, too.”

      Caty glanced around the apartment. “What life exactly do you think I have right now? My kids are painting clay pots for the rest of the week, Brady’s on his home-daily schedule now, and Eli sleeps all day. I’m going bored out of my mind, and I’m almost done with those French lessons. Really, you’re saving me. Please let me do this.”

      Caty was stubborn when she put her mind to something. Before I knew it, I was being shooed into my bedroom. I flipped through my closet, though I already knew what was in there. I owned exactly two shirts, and they hadn’t been worn in ages. I had a navy cotton skirt that fell to mid-calf, and a lavender one that was shorter. Caty had bought the skimpy thing for me years ago. I’d never actually worn it in public, though. I opted for the longer navy skirt, and threw on a red cardigan over a t-shirt, wondering when it was that I’d lost my desire in life to doll myself up. Eli had only seen me in either scrubs, pajamas or jeans.

      When I came out, Caty did her best to temper her frown. “Perhaps I need to be more specific. I’m picking out your clothes, because we’re going to a club. Not the 700 Club, the club where Eli works. You can show off your hot body for your boyfriend and dance with me.”

      “I’m too old for clubs,” I admitted. “We haven’t gone dancing in ages.”

      Caty marched to my closet and ripped out the short, sparkly lavender skirt she’d bought me so long ago. She threw it on the bed with a V-neck fitted t-shirt that I rarely wore because it showed two whole inches of cleavage. “Change and be ready to go in fifteen. We’re making a pitstop. I texted Brady, and he’s meeting us at the club.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That outfit’s too slutty on me. I’m not you, Caty. I look like a hooker in revealing clothing. You look classy and cute in stuff like that. My body’s different.”

      “I wouldn’t know because I haven’t seen your shape in a hundred years. You’re a woman, Vi. Embrace it for one night.”

      “I don’t need to be slutty; I need to get away or something.”

      Caty blinked at me a few times, and then went over to her closet to fish me out a pair of shoes. “Hmm. That’s actually not a bad idea. Get dressed, babe. I’ve got a couple things to take care of before we go.” Then she left me to stare down the miniskirt that taunted me, telling me I had fat thighs, and I would soon be unemployed.
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      Caty was all smiles when she cut straight to the front of the line, clutching my hand and giving the rest of the partiers in line a “screw you, we’re awesome” smirk with swing of her slim hips. She kept me behind her for the big reveal. “Hello, Ireland. I brought my hot friend tonight. Want to meet her?”

      Eli smirked. “No one’s sexier than my Mouse. Where’s she hiding?”

      I stepped out from behind Caty, embarrassed at the whistle he let loose. “Ye cut off your long hair!”

      I chewed on my lower lip, unsure if that was a compliment or an accusation. “Number 57 on the bucket list. I wanted to donate my hair to a company that makes wigs for cancer patients. They took off twelve inches.”

      “I can see tha. Turn around. Let me get a look at ye.” He narrowed his eyes at the line of people who were frustrated they had to wait. “Hold onto your panties. Can’t ye see I’ve got the hottest woman alive batting her lashes at me?”

      I flushed at the public compliment, grateful for the polite kiss he blessed my lips with. “You like it?” In truth, it wasn’t crazy short. Caty had taken me to a salon after my meltdown, and the stylist whipped me up with an A-line bob. It was shorter in the back, hanging to the middle of the nape of my neck, but it arced down to my shoulders in the front. I was shocked at how carefree and sexy the cut looked. I’d never thought much about my hair, except for the usual get-out-of-my-face annoyances. Now I was a woman with a hairstyle, not just hair. It was the boost I’d needed to start my new path without McCale’s Rehab Clinic dictating my every waking hour.

      Eli ran his fingertips across the edge, drinking me in with hunger he didn’t bother to suppress for the viewers. “I love it. Tell me my shift’s almost over. I want ye so badly, Mouse. Did ye come up here just to tease me, and drive me mad?”

      “Maybe.” A coy smile curved my lips. It felt like I was the shy schoolgirl getting asked out by the captain of the football team (which, incidentally, had never happened to me). “Number 57 on the bucket list, done.”

      “Finally, something ye put on the list. I’m proud of ye, Violet.”

      I blinked up at him, not realizing how much I’d needed someone to say those words to me until they tumbled out of his perfect mouth. “Really?”

      “Always. Ye have a plan, and you’re chasing it. A woman with a plan is dead sexy.”

      I love everything about this man, I thought, gazing up at him with pure rapture.

      “Got any room in the club for two lonely girls?” Caty cast him a bright smile, no doubt loving that she had an in here. She was wearing a pink, tight mini-dress that didn’t bother sending mixed messages. Girlfriend was there to be stared at from all angles.

      “Lonely, eh? Go on in, Caty. I’m sure ye can find a lad or two to take the edge off.” Eli’s eyes met mine, and then fell to my outfit. Caty hadn’t been able to argue me out of wearing a blue cardigan over the form-fitting top. Though it didn’t cover my cleavage, it kept the more dramatic curves of my body off the radar. I also hadn’t been able to handle the heels in such a short skirt, so I was wearing slip-on pink tennis shoes. Not exactly Manolos, but whatever. At least this way, I was less likely to trip over my own two feet. Eli’s gaze combed over my thighs with obvious lust that gave me my first genuine smile all day. “Ye look lovely, Mouse. Don’t go trading me in while you’re out on the dance floor.”

      “Never,” I promised, leaning up to give him another light kiss before he let us in the door.

      Going to a club for the first time in ages was a little like riding a bike – that is, if the bike had strobe lights, four hundred people, glow sticks, bubbles and silver glitter floating from the ceiling on the dance floor. The music was so loud, you could barely understand the words. For a while, we were all one heartbeat, moving in and out with perfect synchronicity. Our pain, our joy, our aspirations and defeats were one song, and we felt it all as one organism that only responded to a heavy bass.

      It wasn’t so loud at the bar, which was where Caty and I ended up after half an hour of attempting to dance our cares away. Turns out? That only works in your twenties. After that, you need something more for the harder-to-expunge cares, and Caty knew just the thing. “Two Long Islands,” she requested, her fingers in the air to catch the bartender’s attention. We leaned against the polished wooden bar, our elbows in something sticky as we tried to catch our breaths.

      “Whoa. You know I can’t drink that. I can barely finish a beer.”

      “Then don’t finish it,” she replied simply. “But you’ve had a hard day, which is as good a time as any to take the edge off. Drinks are on Dennis. Come to think of it, if you’re hungry, food’s on Dennis too. Want a new car? A second cardigan?” She waggled her eyebrows at me.

      I sniggered, took the hint and slid the sweater off my shoulders. It was hot on the dance floor with that many people all looking for a better Friday night than normal life had planned. When the bartender brought us our drinks, I took three sips, and decided I was probably done. My mother would rise from the dead just to cry if I ever got drunk, especially in public.

      “Brady’s finding a parking spot,” Caty informed me, holding up her phone to show me a text from him.

      The bartender whose nametag read “Nathanial” made his way over to us again, and I wondered if perhaps Caty was going to order fried pickles – her bar favorite. When the brunette with a beard and hipster glasses set a shot down in front of me, I blinked up at him in confusion. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I ordered this.”

      Nathanial jerked his head to the man sitting two seats over from us. “From the gentleman who wants to get into your pants over there.”

      My eyes widened in shock. This sort of thing never happened to me. It could be because I traveled with mini-dress Barbie everywhere I went, or it could be because of my stellar cardigans. What can I say? Some ladies just know how to rock a good cardigan. “Oh, um, thank you.” I leaned forward to get a good look at him and thank the stranger, touched that someone thought I was lovely on a pretty crummy day. Of all the times I’d wished to be the mysterious beauty at the bar who men sent drinks to, this was the perfect night to be chosen among the elite.

      Caty waved to Brady, who’d just come in through the door, flagging him down so he could join us. He slapped both our hands and ordered himself a beer, standing between us. “Whoa! Caty, who’s your hot friend?”

      “I know, right?” Caty grinned appreciatively, reveling in every compliment I received.

      I beamed at Brady for the sweet words I’d needed to hear, unsure as I was. “Thanks, B.”

      “She texted me pictures, but in person, I barely recognized you. Hair looks awesome.”

      “Thanks.” I chose to dismiss my inner self-doubt and believe him.

      Brady shook his head at us. “I can’t believe you two crossed off an item without me and Eli.”

      Caty shot him a withering look. “Hello, did you really want to wait around in a women’s salon all afternoon?”

      “Fair point. Looks like you’ve got yourself an admirer, V,” Brady teased, tapping the lip of my shot glass. “You should send him an olive or something.”

      The mystery man at the bar had his blue dress shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, his rust-colored cowlick sticking up from dancing, and a grimace on his face in response to my polite smile. He leaned over the bar and shook his head, shouting over the music too loudly, “Nah, man. I didn’t want the fat one. The blonde.”

      Brady stopped short, his hands in the air and shock on his face. “Ho! Did he just say what I think he did?”

      It was like being offered flowers, and then getting bashed over the head by them in the same breath. I don’t know why I let that sting me, but the gut-punch made my eyes mist over as my chin lowered in complete and utter mortification. I slid the shot over to Caty, who was livid enough to spit nails. “Just not my day, I guess.”

      Nathanial offered up an apologetic look, and poured me a shot of who knows what for the faux-pas. “Here, sweetie. On me. Don’t listen to that guy. What’s your name?”

      I wanted to answer the clearly kind bartender. He was a decent enough human being to have pity on a stranger, but I knew if I opened my mouth, a pathetic, childish sob might tumble out. Instead I worked up a smile and shook my head before lowering my chin again.

      Caty was on her feet with the shot in her hand. “What did you just say about my best friend? Did you just call her fat? Do you have a death wish?” She took the shot and poured it over his crotch, making him look like he’d wet himself, because well, that’s my girl. She was much like me in that she had a hard time standing up for herself, but would punch through walls if something hurt her friends. She still wasn’t ready to confront Dennis, but dude at the bar was getting a swift reckoning. Brady was right behind her. He picked the indignant guy up by his collar and marched him toward the exit, stopping by Eli on the way out.

      As grateful as I was for the Dynamic Duo handling things when I was down for the count, frozen in my shame, I very much wished I could just melt into the floor. I couldn’t process Caty’s pep talk, deciding I’d rather spend my attention on my drink instead. The Long Island iced tea was smooth, without the vicious bite of alcohol. It almost tasted like a normal iced tea, which part of me knew was the danger. If I had an hour or more, I could finish a whole beer, but usually I gave up halfway through because I didn’t want to risk the loss of control, in case Brady or Caty needed me for something. Plus, I was a lightweight, for sure. Tonight, I didn’t care. I got through half of my drink and my shot before Brady came back, this time with Eli by his side. “He won’t be coming back in,” Brady assured me.

      Eli, whom I wished hadn’t been involved, stared at me with pity, which is pretty much how every girl dreams of being seen by the guy she has a crush on. Now Eli knew I was fat; the guy at the bar had yelled it loud enough. “Are ye alright, Mouse?”

      I nodded, but kept my eyes on my drink, staring it down and willing it to keep me from dissolving into a puddle. “It’s fine. It’s no big deal. I’ve got my mother’s hips, thighs and chest, and I won’t apologize for that. I won’t feel bad for looking like her; she was beautiful.”

      Caty and Brady both nodded so quickly, they looked like bobblehead dolls. Caty was adamant. “That’s absolutely right. Every girl in here would kill for your double D’s. That guy was drunk, and very, very stupid.”

      I kept my eyes on my glass. “It’s fine. No guy’s ever sent me a drink at a bar before. I thought it would feel cooler than that, is all.”

      Caty and Brady’s chimes of “You are cool!” and “You’re the hottest girl in here!” were sweet, but the night was officially a bust. To make matters worse, the drink was hitting me faster and harder than I’d been anticipating. It had been so long since I’d indulged in hard liquor. “I’m fine, guys. I’d really just rather forget about it.” I gripped the ledge of the bar to keep the room from tilting like a cheap carnival ride.

      I finished off my drink when Caty told the guys about me quitting my job. I didn’t want to be conscious for that conversation. “Ye really quit on tha bastard? Good for ye, Mouse. Tha’s grand! You’ll find a better place tha’ll snatch ye up in no time.”

      I tried to nod, but my head started to feel like it was floating. Brady caught sight of my lidded eyes and sniffed my glass. He swore loudly. “Did you know this isn’t a virgin? Did you know there’s liquor in here?” His tone sharpened at Caty, who shrank. “What were you thinking, letting her drink this much? You know she can’t handle it.” He shook his head at me. “Come on, cowgirl. The only place you’re partying tonight is at home.”

      Before I knew it, I was scooped up in Eli’s arms, floating through the sea of partiers without a care in the world.
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      I didn’t want to wake up when Eli climbed into bed with me; I was too ashamed to face him. After he’d carried me to Brady’s car, he finished off his shift, and then came right home. “Time to rouse, sweetheart.”

      I groaned and rolled over, turning my back to him to hide my face. “It’s three-thirty in the morning.”

      “Aye, but if ye don’t drink water, you’ll wake up with a rough hangover.”

      My voice came out emotional, and I hated the weak sound. “Could you go sleep on the couch tonight? I really don’t want you to see me like this.”

      Eli chuckled, though I couldn’t tell you why. “Ye think I’ve never been shitfaced after a rough day? I’ll see ye as ye are, and thank my lucky stars for the privilege. Turn over, honey. Your old Eli’s come home after a long night, and I want to be kissed.”

      “You don’t want to kiss me. I’m unemployed.”

      “Boy, do ye know what blokes want in a lady. I was only after ye for your job. Now where’s the attraction? Guess I’ll have to satisfy my hunger with this.”

      Out of nowhere, Eli wound up and slapped my butt, making me jump and shriek. “Eli!” I gasped, scandalized.

      “Water,” he reminded me, shoving a glass near my face. “I’ve been known to sing louder than a cock’s crow whenever someone has a hangover. I just can’t help myself.”

      I sat up with great reluctance, and noticed that I was still wearing my V-neck t-shirt and short skirt. “Ugh. I never drink more than half a beer, at most. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “It’s tha boss of yours. Good riddance.”

      “Yes, good riddance to a steady paycheck. I don’t know what came over me. I love my job.”

      “He was taking advantage of ye.”

      I nodded. “I know. It still feels crummy, though.”

      It was then I noticed that Eli was staring at my legs. I’d fallen asleep atop the covers, and my skirt was a little indecent. I made to pull it down to cover the bulk of my thick thighs, but Eli stopped me with his hand on mine. “Tha skirt… I mostly see ye in your normal clothes.”

      I took a drink of the water he offered me. “Yes, well, don’t get used to it. I won’t be wearing it again. Were you aware that I’m ‘the fat one’?”

      Eli’s eyes darkened with deep displeasure. “Did ye dress up for tha sodden lad?”

      “No. I dressed up for myself, and for Caty because she made me, and a little for you,” I admitted.

      Eli’s hand brushed the naked skin of my knee, a lust burning in him that was almost palpable. “If ye weren’t so buried by your liquor, I’d have this skirt worked clean off you, in a pile on the floor. Tha’s how much I love it.” Eli leaned forward and kissed my lips. “Tha lad got an education today. He’ll be seeing the world through one eye for a while. Hopefully when his left one starts working again, he’ll be able to see what’s obvious to any man with a pulse.”

      My intake of breath couldn’t be helped. “I don’t like you fighting.”

      “I don’t like my lady insulted. Your body’s exactly right. I want my woman to look and feel like a woman should. I’m a sturdy man, Violet. Do ye think I’d want a twig of a woman?” His hand slid under my thigh and climbed north, squeezing and pinching roughly to drive us both crazy. “Say the word, Mouse. Say the word and I’ll have ye every which way ye can bend.” He tipped the cup to my lips again.

      I swallowed, unsure how I landed a great guy like Eli. “I love you. I don’t deserve someone as wonderful as you are to me.”

      He laid me back down on my pillow and caressed my belly, stroking the soft flesh under the hem of my shirt with too many emotions on his face. “I love ye, Mrs. O’Sullivan.”

      It was the perfect thing to say, and made my whole body fill with elation. He loved me enough to give me his name in our fake married life together. “Then show me, Mr. O’Sullivan.”

      He unzipped my skirt with one rough tug, making me jump. He tore it off my hips, and then moved to my feet to bite my insteps. It was when I felt his lips on my knee that I tugged his pillow over my face and moaned into it. Whole sonnets and plays could be written in tribute to Eli’s luscious lips, but they would all come out in a gluttonous moan. When he parted my knees and began kissing a line up the inside of my thighs – alternating from one to the other, and back again – I thought my body might light itself on fire. My hips began rocking on their own, and I couldn’t control the unladylike noises that were only partway muffled by his pillow.

      His fingers looped in the band of my underwear, teasing – always teasing. I was his plaything, and he loved to toy with me. “I love watching your body move and twist for me. Oh, the fun I’m going to have with ye when you’re sober.” He kissed my sensitive inner thigh again, and I couldn’t help but open my legs further, my body oh-so-hungry for him. In response, Eli bit down hard on the tender flesh.

      “Ow! You bit me!” I wasn’t drunk anymore, but I was still feeling a little buzzed and out of it. “That was mean, Papi.”

      Eli buried his nose in my thigh, relishing the feel of my skin, and the heat he always brought out in me. “Say it again. I love your Spanish.”

      I couldn’t help the coy note in my voice when I practically purred for him. “You’re playing with fire, vato.”

      Eli moved an inch up my leg, paused, and then shot backwards out of the bed, his hands raised and his eyes wide. “Ye can’t use your Spanish if you’ve been drinking. It’s too tempting, Mouse, and I’m wanting ye too much right now. I can’t take ye unless you’re sober.”

      I debated reaching up and grabbing his collar, then listing off pizza toppings in Spanish just so I could have my way with him. “Get some pajamas on, and come to bed before some other handsome Irishman offers me water and sucks on my thighs.”

      “I’m your only Irishman,” he declared. “Finish tha water, or I’ll be biting harder next time.”

      When Eli left, I stumbled around my room and managed to assemble pajamas for myself. With the soft tank top and light shorts, I felt more myself, and less like the fat girl on a bar stool who was trying (unsuccessfully) to be popular. Eli came back in when I had my shorts mostly pulled up. His hands moved over mine to slide them up the rest of the way and graze my hips. It was the most natural thing in the world – bedtime with Eli. He yanked the covers down and carefully laid me in the bed, brushing the side of my sleepy face with his knuckles. When I held up my arms in invitation, he didn’t waste a moment. He slid into the bed next to me, tipping me onto my side so my body could curl around him. “Buenos noches, Papi,” I whispered sleepily, rubbing a line across his belly and tangling my fingers in the short hairs under his navel.

      Eli made me jump when he smacked my butt hard. “Ye can’t say tha to me, tease me with your fingers, and expect me not to take ye right now.”

      I nuzzled my nose to his cheek. “Thanks for wanting me. It’s been a long day, and it feels good having you in my bed. Never leave my bed.”

      Eli kissed my lips, murmuring something I didn’t hear as I drifted off to sleep in his arms.
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      When my alarm rang, I was less than enthused to leave my bed. I was half-tempted to just not go in to work, but I knew my mother would be disappointed in me if I bailed on my patients, who’d done nothing wrong. I did my best not to rouse Eli as I tiptoed around my bedroom, grateful I didn’t seem to have a hangover. His eyes were closed, and his breathing still even, so I took a chance and got dressed for the day in the bedroom, feeling scandalous, even though his eyes were shut.

      “Come back to bed,” he whined, rolling over on his side to face me. His eyes, that had been sleeping mere seconds ago, were now wide at my form. I was just missing my shirt, but it was enough of a tease to set us both purring for each other. “What a sight ye are, Mouse. Always let me wake up to tha.”

      “Play your cards right, and I’ll let you watch me put on my oh-so-sexy scrubs shirt.” I cast him a humble smile. “I’m sorry. I thought you were sleeping.”

      “I was, until ye left me alone in this bed. And don’t ever apologize for showing me yourself. Tha’s all I want – just more of ye to stare at.”

      I smiled with my chin tilted downward at the compliment. “You look good in my sheets.”

      “Aye. Though we should talk about getting a bigger mattress. I don’t fancy my feet hanging off the edge.”

      “That’s fine. We can talk about that.” I frowned, looking down at my scrubs after I pulled my work shirt over my head. “I’m only working eight hours today. Fourteen days of employment left before I officially have a mental breakdown. Fair warning.”

      He sat up, tugged on my arm and pulled me closer, so I was standing between his knees. “Today’s a new day, yeah? Yesterday was a bust, but today I’ve got a surprise for ye. I was going to tell ye last night, but ye were two sheets to the wind.”

      “Sorry about that. I really don’t drink like that very often.”

      “I know. Ye forget, I live here. I know who ye are.” Our gazes met with a sudden seriousness, a promise of something tender and permanent blazing between us. Eli was starting to know me, and even more incredibly, I was beginning to understand him.

      “What’s my surprise?” I asked, slowly twisting my hips from side to side in a slow dance. “I’ve got to warn you; if it’s not covered in chocolate and shaped like a wombat, I might return it for something that is.”

      “My surprise is better than chocolate. It’s me. My boss is finally taking me off nightclub duty. I’ll be on the daytime shift starting later this month. Personal security around his house.” He lifted the hem of my shirt to kiss my stomach, making me melt. This time when he spoke, his words vibrated against my belly, sending shivers through all four of my limbs. “See, as much fun as it’s been waking ye in the wee hours of the morning, I’m wondering if it’ll be even better when we’re on the same schedule. Maybe I can take ye out for an actual date to somewhere other than Mr. Li’s.”

      I cupped his chin and tilted his head up, so I could stare at his face. He wore a smile that told me he knew he’d hit the nail on the head. There was nothing I wanted from him, except for more of everything he was to me. “Did you do that for me?”

      “Aye. Of course I did. Plus, I can only handle clubbers for so long. They’re loud, and I’m old. I start getting cross, and then before ye know it, I’m punching lads who insult my lady.”

      I grimaced. “Was your boss mad about that?”

      “Nah. Antonio knows me well enough to understand I’ll last only so long breaking up fights at the club. The night shift was temporary to begin with, just until the cocaine problem was handled. I was always supposed to be on his personal security detail. It’s what I did before we moved here.”

      I sank down to sit on his knee, wrapping my arms around his neck, so I could kiss his stubble. “Eli, thank you. That’s above and beyond.”

      “I told ye: I only want more of ye, not less. Now kiss me, and go off to work before I take a bite out of your perfect arse. I was going to run the vacuum today. Anything else ye need done around here while you’re at work?”

      I looked over my shoulder to see if I was being pranked. When I turned my head back to him, I was astonished that a man so good looking could also be considerate – that a man so unattainable could actually be mine. I didn’t question it, but thanked my lucky Irish stars that somehow I’d landed myself with the best roommate a girl could ask for.

      Thirty-Six.

      Antonio, and Number 42

      

      I drove up with Caty and Brady at five-thirty in the evening, staring up at the gated community with the same nervous feeling I’d had when I’d been a kid, and my mother had been hired to clean for a few of the families there. I reminded myself that I wasn’t here to clean anyone’s house, and that I’d been invited into the fold as a guest, not a worker. The mid-thirties guard at the tiny hut had eyes like slits that seemed well-suited for scrutinizing threats. He checked my name off on his clipboard and took my license and plate info down. “Eli’s girl, eh? I’ve got to admit, the way he talks about you, I half-expected you to be a runway model with superhero abilities.”

      “Who says she’s not?” Caty chimed in from the backseat.

      “Nick,” he introduced himself, leaning his muscular forearms on the window’s ledge of his booth. “I’ve known Eli for like, five years. Good guy. Never seen him happy before, but since you?” His tight lips curved up in a smirk. “Caught him whistling the other day.”

      I couldn’t help the bashful smile that swept across my face. “It’s nice to meet you, Nick.”

      “Word of advice? Ignore Antonio. He’s a bit much when he’s allowed to socialize with new people. He’s been teasing Eli about you for weeks.”

      I quirked my eyebrow at the warning. “Duly noted. Thanks, chief.”

      Nick handed me my ID and unlocked the gate, letting us through.

      “Holy rich people, Batman,” Caty breathed when I pulled my red sedan up to what could only be described as a mansion. There were rounded topiaries, a lawn so perfectly manicured, it looked like green carpet, and a legit fountain. “We’re not in Kansas anymore, I guess. Eli didn’t tell you which bucket list item we were crossing off here tonight?”

      “Not even a hint.”

      Eli trotted out with a smile, dressed in his black suit that made my mouth water. The material hugged his perfect backside, making it hard not to ogle. It had been three days since he’d traded in the jeans and t-shirts he’d worn to the nightclub for suits, so he could escort the head honcho around to all of his important meetings and such.

      “Aren’t ye a sight for sore eyes.” Eli opened my door for me and planted a kiss on my lips, lifting me up a few inches in his elation that I’d come to visit him at work.

      “Papi, you’re doing that suit all kinds of favors.”

      He chuckled at me and set me back down. “I’m so glad you’re here. Do ye want to meet my boss?”

      I grinned up at him, elated that he treated me as if I belonged on his burly arm. “Of course. I feel like I’m not really dressed for this place, though. Are you sure he wants to meet us?”

      “Antonio’s not a prig. Sure, he’s my boss, but we’re old friends. I wouldn’t have moved for my job if I’d been working for anyone else. Come on.”

      My eyes widened that I wasn’t just meeting Eli’s boss, but also his friend. I tried to stand straighter, smoothing my hair and donning my most chipper and polite language. A sixty-something-year-old butler in a suit met us at the door, bowing slightly and taking our jackets.

      Caty eyed me, and Brady straightened his flannel shirt, no doubt feeling underdressed, as I did. I linked my fingers through Eli’s, holding on tight as my sneakers padded on the polished wood floor. I jumped when Eli’s voice boomed out. “Antonio! Get your phone out of your ear, and bring your hairy arse downstairs. My girlfriend’s here.”

      I panicked, shooting him a look that told him to tone it down. “You’re going to get in trouble if you talk like that to your boss, Eli.”

      A late thirtysomething man dressed in a light brown pressed linen suit with copper skin descended the stairs at a leisurely pace, texting without looking where he was going. He carried his weight to the left, nursing a slight limp. I guessed he’d sustained an injury to his right hip. With each step, I saw further into the diagnoses. The man had limited mobility in his knee, as well, most likely from a meniscal tear not healing correctly. His patella was unstable, making me wish he walked with a cane, so the scarring that had clearly not been dealt with wouldn’t threaten his gait so dramatically. When he paused, he shifted his weight, and I could more clearly tell that it was a years-old injury his body had adapted to over time. He typed into his phone furiously while Eli tapped his shoe with obvious impatience. “I can’t deal with your head always buried in tha phone. Ye carry it around like it’s your blankie.”

      “Shut up,” Antonio said as he hit the last button and pocketed his phone with a sigh of relief. “The break-in this morning has everyone on edge, so they need Daddy to calm them down.”

      “Break-in?” I inquired quietly to Eli.

      “Aye. Someone broke into the club this morning. Raided the register. Looks like someone who knows the joint, too, since they were able to avoid the security cameras.”

      My arms flew around him. “Are you okay?”

      I could hear Eli’s smile in his reply as he rubbed my back, his arms slung low around my waist. “I’m grand. I was in bed with ye when it happened – exactly where I was supposed to be. No one was hurt.”

      Antonio looked up at us and blinked, donning a dazzling grin when he realized there were people in the room he didn’t know. “And who’s this gorgeous woman?” He locked his eyes on mine, and then ran with his janky gait down the rest of the steps like he was in a romance movie, meeting his love at the airport before she left with another man. “Whoever you are, marry me. I’ve never seen anyone more breathtaking.”

      I gaped at the tall, leonine stranger, my mouth falling open when I double checked that he was fawning over me, and not Caty. That never happened. Caty laughed and covered her mouth, bouncing on the balls of her feet at the dramatic display. “I think you’re getting me confused with someone else.”

      Antonio’s brown eyes were smoldering with intent as he slid down onto one knee before me. He had sharp, high cheekbones, a wide smile and full lips, with a devilish glint of unending playfulness in his eyes. “After seeing you? There is no one else.”

      Eli rolled his eyes and shoved his friend’s shoulder. “Get up, wanker. This is why ye need bodyguards, to keep lads from bashing your face in when ye pull tha on their girlfriends.”

      Antonio winced as he stood, putting too much pressure on his bad leg. He recovered, and playfully shoved Eli back until the two started a mild wrestling game. “I’ll fight you for her!” he roared, pretending to be a crazed lover. “Violet, throw this Irish ruffian down and marry me!”

      I balked, totally confused. “What?!”

      Caty laughed, and Brady placed a fake bet on Eli, but I watched their dynamic with rapt fascination. When Eli lightly kicked at Antonio’s leg, I spoke up. “Careful! Eli, his hip’s bad, and his knee. One wrong kick, and his knee will fall out of socket. It healed incorrectly from a surgery, so you have to go gentle.”

      Antonio froze, dropping his fists and his giddy grin to gawk at me. “Okay, my bit was for fun, but how did you know about my hip surgery?”

      I shrugged and shoved my hands in my pockets, embarrassed that I might’ve spoken out of turn. “I saw the way you walked. You’re babying your right side. Plus the way you knelt when you fake proposed was crooked. You grimaced when you got up, too. Even after surgery, it’s hard to get back one hundred percent mobility in the area, but you’re farther from that than you should be, given how long ago the injury took place.” I looked down, wishing the ground would swallow me whole. “I mean, hello stranger. I’m Violet. Nice to meet you.”

      Eli straightened his suit jacket and raised his chin in defiance. “See? I told ye my girl was smart. Tha’s a leg up from the lasses ye tumble into bed with.”

      Antonio guffawed at me, and looked down at his leg. “Are you a psychic? Because I’ve always felt I had a strange energy that wasn’t just sexual.”

      I smirked at him. “Physical therapist. Clearly I’m not psychic. I never saw someone like you coming. I pictured Eli’s boss as some gold-ringed, gold-toothed mobster.”

      “¿De donde es usted?” he asked, wondering where I was from.

      “Mexico,” I answered. “Pero, he vivido en Los Estados Unidos por toda mi vida. ¿Y tu?”

      His face lit up when my reply came back in Spanish, which he clearly missed using. “El Salvador.”

      I tried to make polite conversation, letting him know that I’d never been to El Salvador. “Oh, nunca he visitado El Salvador. Escucho que es muy hermosa.”

      Antonio chuckled. “Debesirte. Ven conmigo en mi próxima viaje. Se pone Eli muy celoso. Podemos hablar así durante el viaje hasta explota su cerebro.” Antonio gave me a charming wink, letting me know he was up to no good, inviting me to El Salvador on a whim. There was no intention behind his harmless flirting, just a goofball smile that he never seemed to tire of using. “¿Piensas que él me pega en la cara si yo te beso como una broma?” He wanted to see if Eli would punch him if he kissed me, just for fun. I was starting to get the hang of their brother-like antagonism that was mingled with appreciation for each other.

      I tsked him with a scolding smirk. “I might punch you if you try, so best not tempt fate.”

      Caty giggled at the back and forth she understood perfectly. Eli was not amused. He glowered at his friend-slash-boss, as if hoping his stare alone might slice the man in half. “I understood most of tha, ye know. Kiss my girlfriend, and I’ll do more than smash your noisy gob.”

      My mouth fell open as I turned to gape up at Eli. “Since when do you speak Spanish?”

      Eli winced, as if just catching himself in a crime. His neck shrank, and then he started to look embarrassed, the tips of his ears turning pink. It was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. Add the suit to that? Forget about it. I was toast. “I’ve been learning Spanish for ye. There’s a podcast I’ve been listening to when I get bored at work.”

      Just when I thought he couldn’t possibly get more stunning, there he went, blowing my mind, as he always did. As soon as I thought I was handling my max capacity of attraction, there was a whole extra layer of sweetness that melted me all over again. I shoved my hands in the pockets of my jeans, shuffling my feet from side to side as I stared at my laces. “You’re learning Spanish to know me better?”

      Antonio clutched his heart. “Eli, you’ve never been sexier to me than you are right now. Forget Violet. Marry me!”

      Eli ignored his friend’s antics. His body language was similar to mine – hands in his pockets and shy eyes on his shoes. “Aye. I thought ye might want to share tha part of yourself with me. Ye grew up speaking both languages in your home with your mammy. I didn’t want tha to die with her.” He reached out his foot and tapped the toe of his dress shoe to my sneaker. “Plus, the three of ye are learning French, but I already speak it. Thought I should add Spanish to my bucket list.”

      My gaze climbed to his sheepish face, astounded that such a beautiful man could also be this smart, driven, kind, thoughtful, and best of all, mine. There were many things I wanted to say to him, but the most important one rose to the surface with a timid smile. “You made your own bucket list?”

      Caty squealed and held onto Brady’s hand, both of them grinning like schoolgirls at our conversation. “You two are the best romance movie ever. Way better than anything at the theater,” Caty exclaimed, watching us as if we were actors sent to entertain her with a play.

      Eli pulled out his wallet, sliding a piece of paper from the middle. His hands shook as he scanned the list, folding it in half and keeping it in his grip as he showed me, so I could only see part of the dreams he had for himself. He pulled me to his side, reading the list to me. “Take Violet to Alaska. Be a certified diver. Compete in a triathlon. Learn Spanish to impress Violet. Make up with my…” He cleared his throat, remembering we didn’t have privacy.

      “Aw!” Caty clutched her heart.

      Sure enough, there was that exact sentence scrawled on the paper, noting that learning to speak my language was a priority for him. “You’re learning Spanish for me?” I repeated, still unable to get over it.

      Antonio had been neglected for far too long. “He’s learning Spanish for me, silly girl.”

      Eli rolled his eyes. “Shut your gob. This is why ye don’t have friends.”

      I gazed up at him, enraptured by his goals. “When did you make this list?”

      “The day ye burned your hands with tha stew and bread. Ye had me from the start, Mouse.”

      I couldn’t hold back from the magnetic draw he had on me. His emerald eyes lured me in like a tether, yanking me to him with a force I didn’t always understand, and had decided not to fight any longer. I closed the gap between us and raised up on my toes. “I love you,” I whispered.

      “Te quiero,” he said before he devoured my lips. His kiss was passionate, fueled in equal parts by his love, and also our nerves at being on display. His lips were soft, but the kiss was hard and laced with emotion he hadn’t wanted to blurt out in front of the others. Still, he made himself raw and vulnerable for me. I fisted his collar, adding an edge to let him know that I saw his gesture, and I loved him for it.

      Antonio clapped and whistled, deflating us prematurely. He wiped a fake tear from the corner of his eye, pretending to be moved to a breakdown. “You’re welcome to use one of my guestrooms upstairs, kids.”

      Eli pulled away and straightened his jacket, giving his boss the finger. He cleared his throat, pretending like all of that didn’t just happen. “Anyways, I invited ye all here not just to meet my tool of a boss. I’ve got something planned for tonight.”

      “Now, now. Is that any way to treat the man who’s about to help you cross an item off your bucket list? Tell me I’m the king.”

      Eli glowered at his boss. “I feel like ye didn’t have many friends as a lad.”

      The three of us turned in confusion to Antonio, our attention solely on him. “You know about our list?”

      “Eli hasn’t stopped talking about you since we moved here. I feel like I know everything, shy of your shoe size,” he said to me, outing his friend, who grimaced. “He mentioned you all wanted to drive a race car.”

      “Number 42,” Brady said with clear hunger in his eyes.

      Antonio postured, straightening his shirt. “I happen to sponsor a driver that agreed to let us take a little spin in his wind-up car. ‘Agreed’, as in, he doesn’t know. Of course, that’s if you all wouldn’t mind me tagging along.”

      Eli shook his head at Antonio. “Think long and hard about tha one, guys. His mouth doesn’t get any easier to take.”

      “I’ll bring earplugs,” I ruled, and then turned to Eli. “You arranged all this for us?”

      “Of course. I was hoping you’d look at me exactly like tha. And see? It worked.”

      Antonio cleared his throat. “Actually, I arranged it all. Eli only showed me the list. If there’s any hero-worship going to happen, it’ll be me who’s name you’re singing.”

      “Eli, you’re amazing,” I marveled, gazing up at him in wonder.

      Brady picked a point on the ceiling to stare at. “Brace yourselves, guys. They’re about to go at it again.”
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      Brady had stars in his eyes, entranced by the sleek vehicle he’d had the opportunity to take for a spin around the professional track. “Greatest night I’ve had in forever. You’re the best, Eli.”

      Caty wore a winded smile on her face. “Man, we’re crossing off a lot of stuff this year. I feel like that kind of makes us rock stars.”

      “Mick Jagger should be so lucky.”

      Eli’s eyes were closing as he flopped on the couch, stretching out to lay down. I made to go into the bedroom to change for the night, but he caught my wrist as I walked by. “Wait. I’ve got a surprise for ye in there, and I want to see your face. Give me a minute? Maybe fifteen?” His lids swept shut, and I knew he was having trouble adjusting to the new shift. I guessed he would even out in a few days, but for now, his body was rebelling. His tall, muscular form was too long for the beige sectional, and his calves and feet hung over the side.

      I kissed his forehead and covered him with Caty’s afghan that hung on the recliner. “Okay, but I’m going to get you up in fifteen minutes, then, because if you try and sleep the whole night out here, you’ll hurt your back.”

      His lashes fluttered open, taking in my face as if I was an angel. “Ye care about my back?”

      I trilled my fingers down the side of his face, cupping his cheek. “Of course I do. I love every part of you.”

      He started to sit up, rubbing his eyes. “I need coffee or something.”

      “It’s nine o’clock at night. I think what you need is sleep, babe.”

      He frowned, and then revelation struck him that he slept at night now, like a normal person. “Oh, right. I’m not going to the club tonight.” He stood, stretched, and kissed my lips, letting out a contented “mm” sound that made my cheeks warm.

      I leaned up on my toes to speak quietly just to him. “Which bedroom did you want to sleep in tonight?” He had his own bed in Brady’s room, and he might need it, instead of laying on his side, praying he didn’t fall off the edge of mine.

      Eli kissed my lips again, drawing out a breathy sigh from not just me, but Caty, as well. “I’ll sleep with ye tonight and every night. All the nights until the end of time.”

      I buried my blush in his chest, unsure how awake he was through his response. Still, I treasured the sweet devotion that always caught me off-guard. “Okay, then. Let’s get you to bed.”

      He stretched for a long time before he was alert enough for me to lead him to the bedroom. Caty and Brady watched us with indulgent smiles on their faces, no doubt pleased that I was in an actual relationship that seemed to be going along smoothly. “Hey Vi,” Brady said, a sentimental look passing over his eyes. “It’s good to see you happy like this.”

      I tipped my head in his direction and opened my bedroom door to help Eli to the bed.

      Only the bed wasn’t where I was expecting it to be, and it wasn’t my bed. In the far corner of the room, right under the double window, was a grand queen-sized bed. It was made perfectly with white sheets and a comforter that had sporadic light blue and lavender swirls across it, with matching pillowcases. “I didn’t know what color you’d like,” Eli mumbled. He still looked exhausted, with circles under his eyes, but he was alert enough to cross his arms over his chest and glance at me with a bashful squirm. “Mr. Li let in a couple of the lads from work, so they could set it all up and surprise ye while we were out.”

      My mouth fell open at the gorgeous bedding, and the sheer mammoth size of a queen bed. I could picture us sleeping in on the vast mattress on a Sunday morning. We could make a perfect mess of the ironed sheets, and ignore the world for hours.

      I swallowed hard, not knowing what to say until my eyes swept over the rest of the room, and another new piece of furniture caught my gaze. I sucked in a lungful of air, holding it in my chest when I took in the sight of the desk he’d had assembled in the corner of the room. It looked to be about four feet wide and two feet deep. There was a row of drawers lining the side, so I could store all of my paperwork somewhere that no one would spill their coffee. It was solid dark cherry wood, and looked nicer than anything Ikea might have in its catalog. The wood of the desk matched the bedframe, taking my breath away with how grownup my bedroom suddenly looked.

      My feet moved on their own toward the desk I’d wanted in my room for ages, but hadn’t made the time to acquire. My fingers ran over the smooth surface, trembling slightly at the very grownup thing, and the implications Eli was making with this grand gesture.

      “You bought me furniture.” I closed my eyes and pressed my palms down on the desk, like I was the friggin’ President of the United States, contemplating a missile launch.

      “Aye. Was tha not the kind ye wanted?”

      My back was to him, which was probably making him sweat out my measured response. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect. But this means something. You bought a bed for us to sleep in. You bought me a desk. A desk, Eli.”

      “Ye sound upset.”

      “I’m not upset, I just… You want to be with me. Like, me. A guy wouldn’t do something like this unless… You bought me furniture. You want to be with me.” It was a statement this time, and the words rang through my body with a slow-building confidence I was only just beginning to understand.

      Eli moved to stand behind me, one of his burly arms wrapping around my waist. I straightened, pressing my spine to his warm chest. He moved my hair over to the side so he could speak low to me, his lips tickling the shell of my ear. “Aye. Did ye think I would sleep in a graveyard for just anyone? I’ve got three dirty gloves sitting in my car, just hoping it’ll make ye smile.”

      A grin lit my face. I loved it when people brought me gloves for the veterans. It felt like kindness was contagious, and good things were possible all around. There was pure magic in those cast-aside gloves, and I felt the zip of elation at his willingness to take my causes, and make them his own.

      Eli’s thumb reached under the hem of my shirt and moved up and down across my navel. “See? Tha’s the smile I was aiming for. I’m in this, Mouse. Of course I want to be with ye.”

      I blinked away the astonishment and emotion that welled up in me, finally turning in his arms to stare up at him. I had to confirm once again that he was real, that I was standing in the arms of a man so beautiful, so selfless and kind, I could hardly bear it. There were too many things I wanted to say to him, but the words stayed stuck inside of me, turning me into a mouse gaping up at the regal lion. “I don’t deserve you.”

      Eli’s arms held my chest to his, and he gazed into my eyes as if the simple brown color was brand new to him. I wanted to be brand new, shaking off everything that had ever held me back. I wanted to have the first night of sleep in my new bed be a declaration of freedom I desperately needed.

      Eli kissed me lightly, tenderly, as if he was tasting his favorite wine, and it had the flavor of me to it, so he went back in for more. “Ye deserve to have whatever ye want.” Another kiss brought about another attempt to keep my knees from giving out at the surreal experience that was Eli’s lips. He kissed my cheek, and then dragged his mouth to my earlobe, where his lips latched on as he growled, “So what is it ye want, Mouse?”

      “I want you.” I clung to his collar. As he lifted me to sit on the desk, a hunger I was well familiar with loomed in his eyes. I tilted my chin up as he kissed a scorching line down my throat, stopping at my collarbone so he could suck on the ridge.

      My fingers surprised us both when they fumbled to unbutton Eli’s dress shirt. I pushed it off his shoulders, along with his suit jacket. His clothes began to pile on the floor, looking good there – right, somehow. I wanted to add to that pile.

      So we did.

      I backed Eli into the bed he’d bought for us, addicted to the under-the-breath impassioned noises he made. I wanted more of those noises, and resolved to draw them out of him until we exhausted each other an hour later.
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      I awoke to the sound of a heavy sigh of frustration, rolling over to find Eli’s spot on the bed vacant. I felt around for him, and finally sat up to look around.

      There in the corner were naked shoulders that were hunched over the desk. Eli was scribbling on a piece of paper, writing something, and then crossing it out. He was using his phone light propped up against the wall, his wide torso shielding most of the illumination. The muscles in his back tensed each time he started a sentence over, growing more and more agitated. I loved that I could gage his emotions just by looking at his vertebrae.

      “Hey, you. I thought the point of the big bed was so we could sleep in it together. You alright over there?”

      Eli turned in the wooden chair, taking in my sheet-covered form with a glance that made me shiver. “Aye. Sorry. Did I wake ye?”

      I shook my head. “Everything okay?”

      He motioned to his body. “My sleep schedule’s all messed up. Plus, tha break-in attempt at work’s got me all on edge. Had something nagging me when I woke, so I thought I’d… It’s stupid. I’ll come back to bed.”

      I sat up, but he was already abandoning his project, crumpling the page and throwing it in the wastebasket. My frown was quickly obscured by pure lust when he stood and I caught sight of him in his navy boxer briefs. My mouth went dry for a moment, but somehow I forced myself to stop thinking like a teenager. I saw the cagey look he got when he’d been forced to be vulnerable, and knew whatever was in that letter had shaken him up. I laced my fingers through his when he got back into bed beside me, and rolled me over to spoon me. “Eli, are you…”

      “I’ve got ye in my arms now, so I’m grand. Go back to sleep, Mouse.”

      The next three nights were exactly the same. We fell asleep tangled and sated, but before the sun rose, I found him at the desk, frustrated as he scrawled on yet more paper that he threw away. While I knew I could just fish out the pages and spy on him, he hadn’t wanted to tell me, so I allowed him his privacy.

      On the third night, though, I watched him muscle his way through several lines without crossing out a single one. He filled up the whole page, then read it through. With a disgruntled sigh, he started wadding it up, like he had the others.

      “Well, what was wrong with that one?”

      Eli stiffened, and then turned around, masking his disquiet with a smile for me. “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      I held his gaze and slowly crooked my finger at him, drawing him to me. That was one of the things that was good about us – we didn’t stand a chance if the other one wanted something. I tugged his arm down, pulling him so he knelt on the carpet at the side of the bed, our noses nearly touching. “Eli?”

      “Yes, Mouse?”

      I combed my fingers through his hair, and then let my hand cup the side of his face, thumbing his prickly cheekbone. “Do you know that I love you?”

      His voice was deep and gravelly. “Aye.”

      “Do you know that you matter to me?”

      Eli swallowed, and I could see emotion warring behind his stormy eyes. As if he didn’t trust his voice not to break, he nodded, burrowing into my simple touch, needing affection to steady him in his vulnerable moments.

      “Eli?” I spoke his name like a prayer, silently asking that he’d tell me how to help him. I didn’t want him to bunch his shoulders and hide the imperfect parts of himself from me.

      He didn’t answer for several weighted seconds, but held my palm to his cheek, as if it was somehow connected to his ability to breathe.

      I wanted him to breathe, and not hold so much inside of himself. I didn’t like his constant need to carry his problems so close to the vest, while insisting he be allowed to help me with my own shortcomings.

      When Eli finally spoke, his voice was so quiet, I was afraid to move, lest I spook him back into his introverted tendencies. “It’s your damned bucket list. I thought it would be fun to cross my own things off, but this one… Can I erase something off my list? What are the rules?”

      I pursed my lips, chewing on his question before I answered. “That depends. When you’re an old man looking back, what do you want your life to have looked like?”

      Eli closed his eyes and leaned forward to bury his forehead in the mattress. My body curled around his head, stroking his hair as the man he currently was warred with the man he wanted to be. Everyone wants to do a bucket list when the items on it are all fun. But when there’s something on there that requires true change and personal growth, people back away and choose what they know over what could one day be.

      “I was afraid ye would say something wise like tha.” When he finally deflated, he turned his chin, burying his nose in the underside of my breast. I tried not to squirm, but he knew exactly what he was doing to me – punishing me in the best possible way for standing up to him when he was ready to hear it. He nipped at my breasts, inhaling and kissing the coveted swells until his anxiety began to lessen. He picked his head up, not willing to let more than a couple of inches rest between us. “Tell me tha ye love me again. I think I need to hear it twice tonight.”

      I took the sheet with me when I slid off the bed and settled into his arms. He rocked back on his butt and pulled me into his lap. My legs and arms wrapped around him, encompassing the man I adored with everything I had. “I love you. I love everything about you, even the parts you’re afraid I’ll see.”

      He kissed my lips, and then reached over to the jeans he’d worn that evening, sliding his wallet out from the back pocket. He opened the page and skimmed down, folding back the section he still didn’t want to expose. There, at the bottom of the list, was his tight all-caps handwriting that read, “Make up with Da and Seamus.” He folded up the paper and put it away with a shake of his head. “How do ye expect me to do tha?”

      I wrapped all four limbs more tightly around him, holding him together when he didn’t know the way. “I expect you’ll do what needs to be done. That’s just who you are.”

      He kissed my lips to distract himself from the empty feeling that not being all you can be leaves a person with. “I’m trying, but I don’t know how.”

      I tipped my chin down, pressing my forehead to his, our noses nuzzling back and forth in a tender rhythm only we knew. “Tell me why you put that on the list.”

      “Because I felt it. I saw tha ye loved your mammy so much, ye slept atop her bones in the graveyard. I remember loving my Da tha much. I remembered laughing at the trouble Seamus and I got into when we were just lads. I never thought back then tha I’d be here, so far from them. They were everything I had, and now I don’t have them at all.” His breath drew in shallow, nervous gulps that I could tell made his heart ache. “Now tha I have the life I wanted? It feels less without them in it. I don’t want it how it was. I just don’t want it to be nothing. I don’t know how to say tha. ‘Be in my life, but not a whole lot?’”

      I extracted myself from Eli, moved over to the greatest desk in the world, and pulled out a new piece of paper and a pen. “Write the word, ‘Hello’ here. Then sign your name, and put your address.”

      “Our address,” he corrected me. The only time he felt the need to correct me was to bring us closer, never farther apart. “Tha’s not a whole lot to say to them.”

      “You want to say something, right?”

      Eli nodded. “Aye, but each time I try, it comes out angry.”

      “Then let it come out angry, if that’s what you need.”

      Eli shook his head and inched me over, scrawling out the single word, and the valediction, which was only his signature, and our address. He studied the page with his thick brows bunched in consternation. “‘Hi.’ Tha’s all I’m saying to them?”

      “You can say more. You can write whatever you want. Mine was just a suggestion for a jumping off point.”

      He kept his eyes on the page, confused, and then somehow, relieved. “No, you’re right. Tha’s perfect. ‘Hello.’ It’s all I should say right now. Open it up slowly, just a wee bit.” He shuffled around inside the drawer of the desk he’d stocked for me, and slid out an envelope. Folding the letter and shoving it inside, he sealed it, addressed it, and slammed it down on the desk with a triumphant look on his face, like he’d just conquered some battle he’d been fighting for far too long. If I had to bet on the winner in any war, my money would always be on Eli.
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      On the last day of my two weeks, the staff brought in a cake that read “Happy Birthday” in red icing. Though my birthday was months away, I didn’t say anything, but accepted the sweetness for what it was. Keith was in heavy I-was-a-jerk mode, and the cake, along with its message, was his doing. “To make up for your birthday earlier this year,” he explained of the writing on the cake.

      “Thank you, Keith. That’s… I see what you’re doing, and I appreciate it.”

      He lowered his voice while Michelle cut the cake and started passing it out. “Any chance I can convince you to stay on?”

      I kept my tight smile in place and shook my head. I had no prospects, other than a handful of interviews I’d gone on that hadn’t called me back for a second look. I didn’t think I could feel any worse, but apparently rock bottom was made of rubber, so I bounced on the rocks over and over until my pride was thoroughly bruised.

      With the last few pieces of my cake under my arm and my backpack empty, I started through the neighborhood just as the sun was setting. Though my car was running just fine, it was my final trip home from the clinic, and I wanted to walk off the low feeling I couldn’t shake. I was officially unemployed. My mother had always been employed, sometimes by more than one job. With each step, I felt the weight of my life taking me on a downward turn. Though I had amazing friends and a fantastic guy, I had no job, and no money coming in.

      I started picturing the minimum wage jobs that were hiring, and had to talk myself down from panicking. I loved being a physical therapist. I loved taking care of people. I was good at it, and I needed my patients sometimes as much as they needed me. Each victory for the patient was a parade in my heart that now I would be without. I was a cyclist without a bike, a clown without a rubber chicken. I felt lost, and very, very small.

      So entrenched in my pity party was I that I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me. I didn’t look over my shoulder and head for the side of the street that was well-lit. I didn’t do anything but cry out when the two “gentlemen” behind me purposefully bumped me, knocking me to the ground so they could steal my backpack, and the box with the last pieces of my farewell cake. My chin bounced off the pavement, and then scraped across the uneven concrete. One of them stepped on my outstretched hand, whisper-yelling at his friend to “Go! Go!”

      The dude who stayed behind knelt down, revealing his smile that was one tooth shy of a set. His tennis shoe ground my hand into the pavement, making me wince as I squirmed.

      I knew him from somewhere. He had fluffy copper hair that stood out three inches like an unkempt puff from a dandelion. “Well, if it isn’t Eli’s girl. Such a cocky son of a bitch, isn’t he?”

      I gasped when I realized who he was. “Dan the Destroyer?”

      He chuckled that I recognized him, which made my blood run cold. I finally ripped my hand from him, leaving a trail of my blood on the pavement. I had decent self-defense skills, but I was no match for a legit boxer. I sat up on my knees, looking over at him still crouching too near to be comfortable. “In the flesh. Your boy cost me a lot of money when he got in those cheap shots during the last match. No point in trying to squeeze it out of him, but maybe you can cover what he owes me.”

      “Owes you? Eli owes you money?”

      “He doesn’t know it yet, but he does. I lost too much on the match, and I know he’s flush with cash. Cushy day job, plus his take of the winnings. Hand over your wallet, sweetie.”

      I glanced down and frowned. “I didn’t bring my wallet today. I walked to work.”

      This was, apparently, the wrong thing to say. Dan’s fist whipped out towards my face, but I deflected the blow, trying to focus through my fear. I sprang to my feet, readying myself to do all I could to keep myself alive long enough for… I wasn’t sure what might happen. Maybe a cop would drive by and see Dan winding up for another punch. Maybe a good Samaritan would intervene. Maybe the finger-snapping Sharks from West Side Story would come up behind me and dance my problems away.

      Dan’s grin cracked when I deflected his second and third blows, screaming for help all the while. He was a sturdy guy, who boxed in an underground ring. I wasn’t sure how well my self-defense skills would hold up to his ingrained aggression. I reminded myself that I didn’t need to land a punch; I just had to outlast him, let him exhaust himself until help came.

      The fact that there were no other PTs to back me up blared like an alarm in my mind. Patients who took their mental issues out on me were one thing – if I needed help, the other therapists rushed to my aid. Out here, there was only the dark of night, and the people who looked the other way when crap like this went down.

      “Eli took my job, you know,” Dan spat, livid that he still hadn’t landed a blow. “I used to watch the door at the club for Antonio. Then Eli comes in and I’m out of a job. All of a sudden, he’s the golden boy.” His fist flew out, and though I deflected that one as well, I wasn’t expecting it to be a decoy. Dan’s right hook buried itself in my stomach, doubling me over in pain. A gust of air rushed out of me, along with my pride.

      He threw me to the pavement, flattening my front to the cold concrete that scraped yet more of me. I screamed as his hands roamed over my thin scrubs, searching for my wallet that didn’t exist. He found my phone, though, and slapped my butt as he pulled it out. I fought and kicked, but he scooped my wrists into one of his much larger hands and pinned them to my lower back. He knelt on my legs, immobilizing me so he could… make a call?

      “Eli, buddy. Good to hear your surly voice. I’ve got a little present for you.”

      I didn’t bother to scream incoherently, but gathered my thoughts into planning mode. “Eli, I’m at Fourth and Grand Oak! Help!”

      Dan never bothered to learn my name, but insisted “bitch” was what I should be called. He dropped the phone on the concrete and leaned forward, speaking loud enough for Eli to hear. “For every day you stay in town, that’s another I’ll find your girl and take what I need from her. Today, it’s money. Tomorrow? Who knows. She’s got a decent amount of aggression in her. You know how I love a good fight.” Dan’s free hand crept up my shirt, his fingers controlled like a spider, sneaking up my side. He groped the side of my left boob, which was smashed to the concrete.

      I heard Eli shouting in anger and panic, and though I wanted to puke, I willed my steady voice to anchor him. “Eli, I’m at Fourth and Grand Oak! Dan’s got me!”

      The bile that rose up in me grew harder to fend off when Dan’s hand migrated south. He jerked open my drawstring pants and slid his hand inside, making me scream like a woman on fire. Come to think of it, I might prefer fire to the oily calluses of Dan’s hand.

      He leaned down to speak to both me and Eli. “You shouldn’t have told him that, sweetie.”

      It wasn’t much of a chance, but I took it. I snapped my head back, cracking him square in the nose. The shock jerked his hands from me, giving me just enough space to scurry away like the mouse I was. I got to my feet first, and despite the fact that my pants were barely around my hips, I smiled at finally getting the upper hand. Without wasting a second, my foot snapped out and cracked him square in his face, busting his nose again in repayment for the scuffs he’d left on me. Then I delivered a punch straight to his mouth, making him spit blood. “You like rubbing on someone else’s girl? Is that what does it for you?” Another punch, and my fists were aching. I shook them out, but didn’t permit myself more than a few seconds of reprieve. I needed him incapacitated, and my brain was flicking to different maneuvers I could use to give me enough space to get away.

      Dan ambled to his feet, and I didn’t pause more than the breath it took for me to steady my aim. My leg flew out and nailed him between the legs as hard as I could. I wasn’t sure if my adrenaline was working for or against me, but either way, Dan dropped to the pavement and keeled over, grabbing his junk in pain. He cussed me out, but I didn’t stick around to listen to the swearing mutate into racial slurs. I snatched up my phone and ran, limping a little as I pumped my arms.
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      It wasn’t until I saw the sparse neon lights of commerce when I turned the corner that I remembered to breathe. I looked over my shoulder, but didn’t see Dan coming for me. Besides, there were enough pockets of people milling about under streetlights; he would have a harder time snatching at me now.

      Eli’s voice blasted from my palm, and I realized that Dan never hung up. “Eli, come get me! I’m at Fourth and Grand Maple now.”

      “I’m on my way.” I heard his raised voice over his engine, and felt a rush of relief. It would only be a few minutes I had to hide out from Dan and his crunched nuts. “Are ye okay? Did ye get away?”

      “I think so. Fourth and Grand Maple. Hurry!” My eyes darted around, and for the first time in all the years Brady and Caty warned me this was a bad neighborhood to walk through at night, I finally began to see what they were talking about. The liquor store had barred windows, and the only other shops were either closed, or had too many “gentlemen” frequenting the parking lots. I smelled pot in the air, and while it never bothered me before, everything spooked me now.

      “Violet, stay on the phone until I get there.”

      “I think I need to…” I jumped and nearly screamed when a car backfired. I shuddered as I paused to cinch my pants before they fell. “I’m losing it, Eli. I’ve never been… No one’s ever grabbed my…”

      “What did he grab?!” The steady roar of Eli’s car engine made my stress go down by a necessary five percent, taking the thrum of my own pulse out of my ears. “Do ye see any stores open?”

      I couldn’t break down yet, but the pressure behind my eyes was building to a boiling point. “Yeah. Vic’s Liquor on the corner.”

      “Get inside and hang near the register. I’m on my way.”

      “Okay.” Though there were no cars, I looked both ways four times before I crossed the street.

      The guys hanging in the parking lot were smoking, and didn’t pay me much mind until one of them called out to me, making me nearly choke with fear. “Hey, Mami. Damn, someone got you good.”

      I nodded to him, meeting his eyes with relief when I saw he was Mexican. “I’m alright.”

      Eli was barking in my ear commands of “Violet, go into the store and don’t talk to anyone tha’s not the store owner, or a cop. Are ye inside yet?”

      The stranger held his joint in his mouth and lifted a finger to pause me. I didn’t want to pause, but I was so turned around that I didn’t think to fight him on it. Our skin was the same copper that held the promise of a safe harbor to it.

      He was my height, and thin as a rail. When he finished fishing around in his glovebox, he faced me with a fistful of napkins, and two missing teeth. “Here, Mami. Looks like you fell. Your chin’s busted. Está bien?”

      I nodded, gulping my tears as Eli shouted into the phone for me to get somewhere safe. I managed a watery smile as I took the napkins from the stranger and pushed them to my chin. “Gracias,” I hiccupped.

      “De nada. Está demasiado tarde por una muchacha tan linda.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” His four friends, who’d paid me no notice, began to turn in my direction to see what entertainment my woes could be to liven up their night.

      “Te llevo en mi coche, Mami?” he asked, holding the passenger door open to his old, maroon Cadillac. Though he looked me up and down, I saw that he was trying to be helpful. He had tattoos peppering his neck, and pants that were about four sizes too big to match his filthy undershirt.

      One of his buddies ran his thumb across his lower lip, and made a show of checking out my butt. “Home? Shoot. She can come home with me.”

      Eli was raging now, so I held the phone away from my face, wincing at his volume. I ignored the obnoxious friend and addressed only the guy who’d been decent, and offered me napkins. “Thanks. I think I’ll wait inside.”

      He nodded and shot me a two-fingered wave as I moved toward the neon sign that was missing lights behind two of its letters. It wasn’t until then that I realized I was limping badly, the adrenaline muting the physical pain of the attack.

      Eli was beside himself with anger, yelling his fears that I was going to get myself killed if I didn’t do as he instructed. It wasn’t his best way of communicating with me, but I didn’t have the wherewithal to tell him to calm down. Had I any tranquility on tap, I would’ve used some of it for myself.

      I waited by the store clerk, trying not to dissolve into a puddle of tears. The portly clerk and I had an unspoken agreement. I didn’t ask him to call the cops, and he pretended like I didn’t exist, busying himself with taking inventory of the cigarettes behind the partition, which I realized was bulletproof.

      When Eli ripped open the door, the clerk and I both jumped. My boyfriend cleared the space between us in two of his long strides, his expression surly and his volume at wince-inducing levels. He gathered me into his arms, which were trembling just as bad as mine. “Which way did he go?”

      I pointed up the street uncertainly. “He’s probably long gone. Can you just take me home?”

      “Where?!” Eli thundered, making my insides shake and recoil.

      “Fourth and Grand Oaks is where he had me pinned. I kicked him in the balls, so he might still be there.”

      Brady stalked in after Eli, slightly less imposing, but no less determined to get me home without further injury.

      “Take her home,” Eli told Brady.

      “I can do that. You sure you don’t want help?”

      Eli sneered, looking like a thug, and not my beautiful, gentle guy. He didn’t address Brady, but turned his wrath on me. “When I tell ye to get inside a building, I don’t mean to chat it up with some hoodlum in the parking lot. Do ye understand tha ye could’ve been taken? Last time I would’ve seen ye was this morning, and then never again. Do ye get how much tha scares me?” His volume was climbing again, coaxing a few tears out of me.

      Brady eyed us with disapproval. “I’ll take her home. You go take that anger out on the guy who deserves to be yelled at, not her. Come on, Vi.”

      Eli stormed out into the night without so much as a goodbye, leaving me trembling.

      Brady kept an arm around me, shielding me as if his flesh could stop any bullets aimed in my direction. He shut me in the passenger’s seat, and then got behind the wheel, slamming his door shut with too much muscle for the car to handle gracefully. He tried three times to jam the key into the ignition, his hand shaking so badly, he dropped his keys onto his lap before he was able to start the car. Brady choked the steering wheel as if it had spoken rudely about his mother, and took us home.

      He parked the car behind the restaurant in one of the spots reserved for employees and us, and cut the engine, finally trusting his voice enough to speak. “You did good, calling us. Let’s get you upstairs.” He reached across the console and rested his hand on an unmarked section of my forearm. “You’re home now.”

      I nodded, my tears silently falling as Brady moved around the car and opened my door for me. My best friend took his time extracting me from the car, my limbs trembling and locked.

      Brady opened the backdoor to the stairwell, and I was grateful we hadn’t had to go through the kitchen and upset Mr. Li. Brady was careful with me, which was good, because I felt like one wrong look, and I might shatter into a thousand jagged pieces. “It’s alright. You’re home now. You’re safe.”

      I wasn’t used to Eli’s anger, and I was too turned around to put things in proper order in my mind. I sat at the counter in the kitchen and spilled the details of the worst robbery in history.

      “They didn’t get anything else?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t have my wallet on me, and I don’t wear jewelry.”

      Brady set a glass of water down on the counter for me. “Way to outsmart the criminal element, V.”

      I stared at Brady, seeing his fear and anger through the casual verbal high-five. I hiccupped my tears in lieu of a response. In that moment, I was so grateful Brady was my best friend. He handed me a tissue from his pocket, and I didn’t even care that it was slightly used.

      He moved around the counter and wound his arm around my waist, offering his other hand to steady my elbow. “Bathroom, okay? Jeez, Vi. Maybe you should stop trying to beat people up on the streets. I mean, what did those poor thugs ever do to you?” he teased, adding just the right amount of… everything to the situation.

      I snorted through my tears, trusting Brady to help me. He kicked the toilet lid down and lowered me onto it with his best kindly nurse expression. “You d-d-don’t have to…”

      “Are you kidding me? When else am I going to get the chance to pretend I’m the one with the medical authority in here? Now, put your hands over your head and hop on one foot. I need to check for bubonic plague.” When I chuckled at his antics, he jerked his thumb in the direction of his bedroom. “Not taking me seriously? I’ve got a sexy nurse outfit stashed away for just such an occasion. I see you’ve left me no choice but to get it out and put it on.”

      I pictured Brady in a woman’s sexy nurse outfit and outright laughed, grateful that he was who he was, so I could be me in this situation. I dabbed at my eyes and then threw my tissue in the wastebasket. “Thank you for making a joke,” I said as he pulled out the first aid kit and started cleaning out the scrapes on my elbows.

      “Why would you think I was joking?” He was careful with me, using too many bandaids and casting up furtive smiles whenever he caught my eye. When he’d finished with my arms, hands and face, and bent down to roll up the legs of my scrubs, he grimaced at the amount of blood that my pants had concealed. “Jeez, Vi. This looks bad.”

      “Well, it feels incredible,” I deadpanned.

      His voice was quiet. “You ID’d Dan. Well done, by the way. Did you get a good look at the other guy who got your stuff?”

      I shook my head, lowering my chin to my chest. “No. It all happened so fast, and I had a faceful of concrete for a while. They didn’t get anything valuable. I hope they’re really mad when they open the backpack and find nothing put a bunch of half-used cheap pens and a pack of gum.”

      “Maybe you donating your pens to that dummy is going to be the thing that turns him around. Maybe tomorrow, he’ll wake up, see the backpack and pens and think, ‘That was all I needed. Now I can enroll in college classes and really make something of myself.’ Think about it, Vi. You probably just saved hundreds of people from getting mugged, now that he’s going back to school.” He handed me a high-five, grinning up at me while I snorted through my laughter. He took his time cleaning out the deep pavement gouges on my knees, treating me gently through my trauma.

      “Hey, I even threw in half a pack of gum and a cake to congratulate him on his first week at school. I’m such a good mommy.”

      “That, you are.” He screwed the lid back on the antiseptic and rolled my pants down, standing over me with a somber expression. “You take care of Caty and me well enough. I think this week, it’ll be time for us to take care of you.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. My body felt disgusting and filthy, and I just wanted to hide under my covers and weep until all the terrible things in the world fixed themselves.

      Brady leaned on the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest. “You want me to call Caty? She’s on her weekly date with her leaky butthole fiancé, and could probably use the excuse to duck out.”

      I shook my head. “Not tonight. She tends to fall apart in a crisis, and I don’t have it in me to calm her down right now.”

      Brady nodded, scrunching his nose. “Yeah, that’s probably best.” He slid his phone out of his pocket when it rang. “Did you get him?” Brady’s brows furrowed together as he listened, a cord in his neck tightening as his eyes darted to mine. “Alright. We’ll be out of here in five.” He ended the call and donned a light expression that didn’t touch his eyes. “Good news. We’re going to a slumber party, courtesy of Eli’s boss.”

      “What?”

      “Eli’s worried Dan might know where he lives, and he’ll come here looking for either of you. It’s best we give the apartment some breathing room, and head over to Antonio’s place.”

      “I can’t do that. This is my home. Dan’s not going to chase me out.”

      Brady called over his shoulder as he moved to his bedroom to start packing. “Not the hill to die on, Vi. We’re getting out now, and letting Eli handle his mess.”

      “Eli didn’t do this.”

      “I know, and I really don’t want to argue. If Dan’s on his way here, we’re already too late. I’d rather no more blood gets shed tonight.” Brady paused, his back to me. “Did Dan… Did he touch you?”

      I gulped, and then nodded, feeling dirty and used.

      Brady beelined to me and wrapped me in a tight hug. “I wouldn’t worry about Dan after tonight. Eli’s going to murder him as soon as he tracks him down.”

      I swallowed my indignation and grudgingly agreed, hobbling to my bedroom to pack an overnight bag. I stashed enough stuff for myself and Eli, meeting Brady in the living room a handful of minutes later.

      Brady hoisted his duffel over his shoulder and reached out to hold my hand, a gesture of the purest kind of friendship. I didn’t know what else the night might hold for us, but Brady and I darted out into the darkness, facing the world together.
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      Antonio met us at the front door with several policemen, and his solemn butler who looked like he’d never smiled a day in his life. Though, to be fair, we were stumbling into the house at ten o’clock at night, and his uniform was a pressed suit. I’d be ornery, too.

      Antonio wrapped me in his arms with an exaggerated pout on his face. Despite the fact that I’d only spent one day with the guy, I leaned onto his chest. My cheek rested on his collarbone for three whole seconds before I got that itch that made me pull away. “Pobrecita. Let me get you some tea.” He snapped his fingers at the butler, who went to the kitchen.

      Antonio led us to a sitting room, where I gave my statement to the cops, sandwiched in between him and Brady. I talked until my tea went cold, answering the officers who asked every version of every possible question under the sun.

      It wasn’t until Antonio ended the interview an hour later that I permitted myself an exhale. “Dan can’t get in here?”

      Antonio shook his head. “No. I didn’t even trust him to sit at the front door of my club. He’s off the fighting roster now, and my guys are out looking for him.”

      “You mean Eli’s out looking for him.”

      “Sure, Eli, but I have three other men on my security detail, and they’re out searching for Dan right now. He won’t get far.”

      The butler brought nightcaps for us, and suddenly I loved the stodgy old man. I reached for my glass and drank when I should’ve sipped. Brady swore, gently prying the tumbler from my fingers and setting it back on the table. “You alright there, champ?”

      “I don’t want to be awake anymore. I can still feel Dan’s hands on me. It’s either this drink, or a brillo pad scouring my whole body.” I shuddered at the memory that was still too near.

      When Brady took in my lost expression, he sighed. “Yeah, let’s get you to bed.”

      Antonio patted my hand. “Eli will see to it Dan’s dealt with. He won’t be bothering you ever again.”

      I nodded, talking myself off a ledge. “The cops will lock him up, and it’ll all be over.”

      Antonio chuckled. “Oh, Chiquita. By the time Eli’s finished with Dan, there won’t be any body parts left to arrest. He’s very thorough.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him, but said nothing.

      Antonio was so geeked to have houseguests that he grinned as he showed us to our rooms, despite the grim circumstances that brought us here. He opened the door to a guestroom that was about as large as a comfortable hotel room, and decorated just as pristinely in a beige and burgundy palate. “Can I get you anything? You hungry?”

      I shook my head and moved inside, feeling jumpy in the great space. Though the guys were right in the hallway, I shot Brady a wide-eyed look to convey my irrational panic. “You’re sure Dan can’t get in here?”

      Antonio drew an X over his chest. “Cross my heart. It locks down like a fort, and Dan’s a common criminal. (You don’t need to be afraid in here, chica.)”

      Though Antonio had a separate room for Brady, my bestie stalked into my room and rested his duffel on the king-sized bed. “Don’t worry, Vi. I’ll stay in here tonight.”

      I didn’t have the gumption to ask him for the grand favor, but the fact that he offered it stuck with me. My heart thrummed with a little less anxiety, now I wasn’t alone. Antonio sized us up before he shut the door, leaving us to settle in.

      My movements were clumsy as the alcohol did its trick, working quickly to numb my pain. I changed in the adjoining bathroom, and stumbled into bed feeling cold and scared. I waited until Brady took his turn in the bathroom to rummage through the bag I’d packed for Eli. Yanking out his maroon hoodie, I sighed at the sheer bulk of it. I tucked my trembling body inside the sweatshirt, zipping it up to add another layer of don’t-touch-me. It smelled like Eli – piney, and all man. I inhaled the peace that the promise of his presence gave me, and did my best to exhale my demons.
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      On the third day at Antonio’s place, I started to grow restless. Brady had gone to work, leaving me in the enormous house I was too respectful to wander through without invitation. That afternoon, Antonio rapped on my door, bringing me out of my fort. I was expecting maybe a quiet smile, but instead got shot with a stream from a squirt gun, straight in the face. “What the… Hello to you, too!” I glowered at him, water dripping from my chin.

      “What’s the fun of having new people in the house if you’re holed up in the bedroom all day?”

      “You are the least adult grownup I’ve ever met.” I wiped my face on the inside collar of my shirt.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Of course you will.”

      Antonio pocketed his weapon and offered up a wide, dazzling grin. “Go for a walk with me?”

      I nodded, unsure why he thought I needed the human element from him. He’d given me a safe place to rest my troubles while life swirled around me. I tilted my head when he proffered his elbow to me with a cheeky smirk, but took his arm as he led us through the massive mansion.

      Antonio loved his home; he’d owned it for five years, but only moved back into it recently, when he’d brought Eli to town. “I’ve known Eli forever. Saw him boxing one night, and knew he had more brains to him than the fight. Most guys live for the fight, but not Eli. Boxing was just something he happened to be good at. So I hired him to work for me, and I never looked back. Most of my staff worships at my feet, but not him.”

      “Yeah, I can’t really picture Eli sucking up to anybody.”

      Antonio chuckled. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. He bends over backwards for you. I never would’ve believed it if I hadn’t seen the transformation myself.” He patted my arm with his other hand, his brown eyes filled with compassion. “He’s not going to come back until Dan’s taken care of.”

      Moisture built up behind my eyes as I gave voice to the thing I’d been dreading for days. “Dan fights dirty. It takes a special kind of jaggoff to punch a woman in the stomach, pin her down and molest her while her boyfriend listens.”

      Antonio stopped walking and drew me in for a hug, as if we were old friends who could lean on each other when life turned harrowing. “All the more reason Eli won’t come home until he finishes Dan off. Not to worry. You’re safe here.”

      “But Eli could be lying in a ditch somewhere!”

      Antonio pulled back and shook his head at me, smiling, as if my worries were cute. “He’s not lying in a ditch. The head of my security is with Eli, and he checks in every morning, and each night. Dan’s a rat, so he’s hiding. Vermin are harder to catch when they’re petrified.” He hooked my hand around his elbow and led me forward once more. “Doctor Henderson said your injuries are healing nicely.”

      I nodded, wiping my tears on my shirt sleeve. “Thanks for calling a doctor to the house. You didn’t have to do that. I’m sure you have more important things to do than hang with me.”

      “Actually, I don’t. Most of my guards are currently hunting down Dan, so I’m not to leave the mansion.”

      “Dude, is your job really that dangerous? I’m afraid to ask what you do.”

      “Finances,” he said evasively. “But I prefer protection. So until they come back, I get you all to myself.” He smirked at me, giving me a teasing look that made me chuckle.

      “Lucky me.”

      “Indeed.” Antonio squinted at me as he opened the glass sliding door on the back of his home and led the way out into the backyard. The grounds were enormous, stretching back easily the length of half a football field before the ultra-high privacy fence blocked the view. There were tall, rounded topiaries that made me feel like I was tiptoeing through Alice in Wonderland, and flower bushes that intoxicated my senses when the slightest breeze picked up. A small pond off to the side had polished stones placed around it that were made to look like how rich people imagine rustic settings. “Do you celebrate Thanksgiving?”

      I nodded. “I try to celebrate everything as much as I can. Why not thankfulness? That deserves a party, for sure.”

      “Good. You would’ve broken my cook’s heart if you’d said no. She’s been at it all morning, yelling at me every time I wander into the kitchen.”

      I stopped short. “Today’s Thanksgiving?”

      “Yes. Did it sneak up on you this year?”

      My mouth fell open, perplexed at how quickly time was whipping by. “I guess so. I’ve been so worried about all the drama that I completely forgot about what day it was.” My eyes fell on Antonio’s lopsided gait, and I frowned. “How’d you injure your knee?”

      Antonio quirked his eyebrow at me. “Did Eli tell you about that?”

      “No. It’s my job, or it was my job, anyways. I can tell by your walk. Your hip and your knee took a serious beating.”

      He lowered his voice, as if the topiaries might overhear. “Bullet to the hip. Then a car accident not too long later. Tore my meniscus.”

      “Oh, jeez. I’m sorry.”

      “It was a very long time ago.”

      “Sounds like a typical injury for someone in… finances.” I squinted one eye at him, but he merely shrugged in response. We walked through the greenery together, and Antonio pointed out the different flowers his gardener had planted. I’m not sure how, but it seemed as if Antonio had found a way to preserve nature through the shifting season. Everything was so fresh and lovely. I fingered a flower in a pot that was still hanging on to the remnants of the summer for all it was worth.

      “Would you like to walk straight again?” I asked. “Because I can help you with that.”

      Antonio’s eyes brightened, and then fell to politeness. “You’re resting. You’ve been through a traumatic ordeal. You don’t need to bother yourself with my old injuries.”

      “I think three days of moping is enough. I’m not trying to be pushy, but if you want help, I can do that.”

      “My limp makes me feel like a cripple,” he admitted. “I don’t like my weaknesses so visible. Makes me a target. It doesn’t suit my lifestyle.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You really don’t mind?”

      “Since we’re both grounded for now, let’s get started.” I turned away from the beautiful garden he was kind enough to show me, and walked inside while he went to go change.

      Of course Antonio had a personal gym in his mansion. Why wouldn’t he? It was all top-of-the-line equipment, set up in a wide circuit so he could go from one machine to the next, working his body from top to bottom.

      I didn’t waste a second, but got right down to business, eager to pay him back and be useful somehow. I didn’t hold back, but worked him hard, knowing that if his previous therapist had allowed his gait to settle in this wonky way, it would be an uphill battle to undo the damage that the bullet, the car accident, and time, had done.

      “You’re going to kill me. This is how I’m going to die,” Antonio whined after thirty minutes, wincing at the strength exercise I had him doing with his bum leg. “This is your payback for when I had Eli on the graveyard shift, isn’t it!”

      I sniggered at his frustration. “You know, I did my internship at a center that mostly treated children. I think you whine even more than they did. You want me to get you a fistful of lollipops if you finish your set?”

      “Yes. I want suckers, and a whole turkey, and one of my guards back here to protect me from you!” Sweat was dripping down his forehead, and the teasing had turned to out-and-out irritability, which amused me to no end.

      “You’re about to lose your lollipop, mister. I don’t give treats to babies.”

      “I’ll buy you a whole factory that shoots out suckers if you let me call it a day.”

      I adjusted the weights, moving into his eyeline. “You can quit anytime you want. Antonio “The Quitter”. Not all that great a boxing nickname, but if that’s what you want, then okay.” I fixed him with my most condescending stare to issue a challenge straight to his masculinity. “I hear some ladies like a gimpy guy who can’t even ride a bike.”

      “Evil!” I’m not sure he was teasing anymore, or if he was actually pissed. I knew that when someone in his condition migrated to genuinely upset, he was finally where I needed his body to be for optimum effectiveness, as far as healing. Sweat was pouring down his face now as he glared at me through each pump of his legs.

      I counted out his reps, and then helped him off the machine. “Alright, time to stretch.”

      After much complaining, Antonio laid down on the mat, lying flat like a beached whale. He looked funny in gym clothes, when I’d only seen him in business attire. The black shorts and gray shirt erased the financial class barriers between us, making me the person with the power, since I knew how to fix his walk. Antonio moaned like a child. “My leg is dead now. You murdered my leg! Are you happy?”

      “Ecstatic. I’ll put it in my collection of limbs I’ve killed. Here.” I knelt on the mat before him and took his good leg, hooking it over my shoulder. I leaned forward slowly, giving his body time to acclimate to the stretch. “Easy, now. You’re tensing up.”

      “Clearly you’ve never met Eli before. I’ve got his girlfriend between my thighs. I couldn’t relax if you slipped me a Valium.”

      I sniggered at the conundrum. “I don’t trust you to do this yourself. Whoever your last PT was didn’t finish the job. They really signed off on you being fine?”

      Antonio grimaced, shrugging sheepishly. “I may’ve fired him before we finished therapy.”

      “Ah. That makes more sense. Well, since you’re not paying me, you can’t fire me. We’re in this until you’re walking like a runway model, got it?”

      “I hate you so much right now.”

      I leaned into the stretch a little more. “Tell me how you like me now.”

      “El Diablo!”

      My grin was too catlike, too evil, but I couldn’t help it. “You just lost your lollipop, buddy.” After counting out the necessary beats of his stretch, I helped him rotate his hips gently, so nothing cracked.

      When I reached for his bum leg, he wrenched his torso into a half sit-up and held his arms out in protest. “That leg’s fine! It doesn’t need stretching.”

      I paused, meeting his eyes without the sass we’d been doling out to each other. He was scared, and I saw his insecurity clearly. “Hey, I won’t make your limp worse. This is what needs to be done. If you don’t get this taken care of, it’s only going to get worse as you get older. You’ll have to go on a diet to keep your weight level, so no additional pounds are put on your bum hip. You’ll need a cane in just a few years. Do you really want a cane for your fortieth birthday?”

      Sadness washed through him, and he flopped back down in defeat, as if my words had pinned him, declaring my logic the victor. “I don’t want a cane. Just be careful. It really hurts when I move it too much.”

      “Talk to me, then. Tell me when it’s too much. We’ll go slow with this leg.” I hooked his right knee over my shoulder, and I could already feel him tensing. I inched forward, taking in his staccato breaths with a measure of patience for his plight. We didn’t make it half as far as his left leg had gone, but I held his furthest point in the stretch for an entire minute, securing the back of his thigh to my chest while his heavy breaths filled the weight room.

      When footsteps descended the stairs, I expected them to belong to Brady, but the face I’d been missing greeted me with shock. “Jays! What are ye doing?”

      Antonio’s head whipped to Eli, his eyes wide with excuses. “This isn’t what it looks like! She was just helping me stretch. Honest!”

      “I can see tha. Is she helping give your dick a workout, too?”

      I shot Eli a withering look. “Of course, I am. What kind of PT would I be if I didn’t offer the full service?”

      Antonio panicked, waving his arms. “No!”

      I chuckled as I slowly lowered Antonio’s leg to the mat. “Hot bath,” I told him, gripping his hand so he had help sitting up. “Go soak that for at least twenty minutes.”

      Though he was sore, Antonio moved quickly to get away from us, fearing Eli’s temper. “Do ye want to tell me about tha?”

      “I’m helping him with his limp. That old injury healed wrong, so I’m correcting his gait. I think it’s cute that he’s afraid of you, though. I mean, he’s your boss.”

      “He pays me to be scary.”

      I tilted my head up at him, taking in the bags under his eyes and the slumped shoulders that looked tired, but not defeated. “Are you okay?”

      “Aye. Has he been treating ye alright?”

      “Of course. Eli…” I didn’t want to be dramatic, but we hadn’t gone three days without seeing each other since the beginning of our relationship. Our eyes connected, conveying how miserable we’d been in these few measly days apart.

      Despite his weary disposition, Eli closed the gap between us and swept me in his arms, pressing his lips to mine with fervor I’d been missing. He wasn’t careful, and I didn’t need him to be. He hadn’t shaved in days, and I felt the prickle of his facial hair against my smooth skin as we ravished each other. His breath came in hard pants, desperate to get me closer, to assure himself that I was safe, and we were together.

      He tugged my shirt upward, but just as quickly as my flesh was exposed, Eli dropped his hands from me and stepped back. He shook his head like a dog, as if trying to break himself out of our haze. “I’m sorry. Ye don’t want to be touched, not after what Dan did.”

      I straightened my shirt, my lips swollen from the delicious kiss. “I like your hands on me. It’s other people’s I have the problem with. What happened out there?”

      Eli reached out for my hand, dubbing that as the safest place to touch me. “Ye don’t need to worry about Dan anymore.”

      “Did they arrest him?”

      “No, and they won’t.”

      My nose scrunched in confusion. “What are you talking about? The cops are out looking for him.”

      “They won’t find him.”

      My chest tightened, but I tried not to panic. “He’s still out there?”

      Eli drew me in for a tame hug, so I could rest my head on his chest. It was a relief to reacquaint my body with his. “No. Ye never have to worry about him coming for ye ever again. He’s not coming for anybody anymore.”

      I gasped when Eli’s words finally made sense. I backed away, flabbergasted. “Are you telling me he’s dead?”

      “I’m not telling ye a thing, other than tha he’s gone, and he’ll never put his hands on ye again. If the police come to follow up, tha’s all you’ll know. Dan attacked ye the one time, but never again.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t want you killing people! I don’t want you to be a murderer!”

      “Then don’t call me one, and certainly not in public when we go upstairs.” He stepped closer with a look that told me what was done was done, and he didn’t regret a second of it. “I’ll not suffer another man to touch ye, threaten ye, and mark ye up. I won’t chance it all on a judge giving him a decent sentence, and then look over my shoulder once he’s served his time, stewing all the while. It’s done.”

      I swallowed hard, not knowing what to make of it all. “Does Antonio know you handle things this way?”

      “Aye. He hires the best, so we can keep him safe.” His arms swallowed my form, looking down on me with affection, not a command. “You’ll let me protect ye, Mouse. This is how I look after my family.”

      It probably wasn’t the moment for me to lean up on my toes and stroke his lips with mine, but that’s exactly what I did. Though I didn’t agree with the way Eli dealt with Dan, I heaved a sigh of relief that I was safe, and my boyfriend cared enough to make sure no one grabbed at me ever again.
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      That evening, it was Antonio, Eli, Brady and myself at the dining room table, along with Elsa, his cook. The butler had been given the night off, and the rest of the security staff had gone home to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with their families after a job well done. Caty was dining with Dennis to keep up appearances, though she’d called me twice, vacillating between murder and tears both times.

      Elsa carved the turkey, and we all served ourselves heaping portions of the most delicious Thanksgiving meal I’d ever eaten. Brady and I were on our best behavior, eating in such a fancy dining room. There were faux marble pillars molded into the walls, and a grand oil painting of a landscape in El Salvador, which Antonio informed me was the setting of the town he’d lived in as a boy.

      Though we could’ve gone home after that, Antonio insisted we spend the night. The turkey was hitting us all hard, making us sleepy. We lounged around on the deck out back, and watched the built-in waterfall trickle into the small pond off to the side of his vast property. We sipped our drinks, and contented ourselves talking about all we were thankful for.

      “Our bucket list is getting thinner,” Brady commented as one of the many things he was grateful for that year. “Some of those things I never thought we’d actually do. I mean, drive a race car? I still can’t get over that. Thanks, man,” he said to Antonio while he sipped his lager. Antonio didn’t serve beer, but lagers. He was fancy like that.

      “It’s no trouble. I had fun with you all. I don’t get much fun these days. It’s all work and seriousness.”

      “I can’t picture that lasting long on you,” I commented, drinking my cucumber water from the fanciest crystal goblet I’d ever held. “I’m thankful for the bucket list, too. I’ve been thinking maybe we should check in with Number 34. See how close we are to crossing that one off the list. Her wedding shower’s tomorrow. We’re running out of time. We need Dennis to really feel the weight of all he’s done to Caty.”

      Brady stared at his bottle. “I don’t think cheaters actually regret getting laid twice as much.”

      I frowned. “Then we need to crank it up a notch.”

      Brady chuckled. “You’re not satisfied with pranking Dennis’ house, his car, and messing with his guts?”

      Antonio sipped his whiskey, his eyes transfixed by the peaceful flow of the waterfall. “What’s Number 34?”

      “Make our enemies regret they day they were born.” When Antonio laughed, thinking I was joking, I held his gaze. “I was thinking we could take it to the next level with Dennis. We got lazy with that one.”

      Eli quirked his eyebrow at me, his arm stretched behind my back as we lounged on the deck. Ever since he returned, he’d wanted to remain close without hovering too much. Dan had shaken us both up a bit. “What did ye have in mind?”

      For Antonio’s benefit, I listed off the things we’d already done, including the sabotages to his car, signing up Dennis’ work email for all sorts of porn sites, the fish and poop in the attic, and the fly magnet in his light fixtures. Caty had reported that the house had just started to attract bugs, which made their Thanksgiving dinner with Dennis’ proper and pristine family far more interesting. “I was thinking more of the same, of course, but his cars are his thing. Caty should’ve been his thing, but it was always his stupid cars.”

      Brady chuckled. “If we stuck bologna to the exterior, it would eat away at the paint job by morning.”

      “A polka-dotted BMW? That’s just precious. It just got cleaned, too, from the spoiled milk I put in the trunk, and the anchovies in his heat vents. But we need more. He had sex with another woman. He cheated on Caty. All we’re doing his messing up his autumn. I want at least a year of him regretting the day he was born.”

      Eli sighed, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “I think I can help with tha.”

      My spine stiffened. “Dumping his body in a ditch isn’t on the list.”

      “I know tha. What Dan did to ye was dangerous. Dennis is just stupid. I know not to kill stupid.” He cleared his throat at the verbal admission that he’d ended Dan in the most permanent way. “I can fix his plumbing for him.”

      “How would that cross Number 34 off the list?”

      “Leave tha to me.”

      Brady crossed his left ankle over his right knee. “I talked to Caty today, and she said the camera we put into their bedroom caught one of Dennis’ afternoon delights. So there’s the loaded gun she’s been waiting for.”

      “I’m not sure if I should be happy or sad about that.”

      “Sad,” Eli ruled. “Someone cheating like tha? It’s sad, for sure.”

      “She okay?”

      Brady shrugged. “No. She doesn’t want to talk about it, though. She’s spending Thanksgiving there to keep up appearances because his family’s in town for the wedding shower, but she doesn’t want to go through with the shower tomorrow night.”

      I pulled out my phone and started texting Caty, asking her if she wanted to confront Dennis before the shower or after, when his family went back to Connecticut. When she replied, I reported to the group, “She’s telling him tomorrow night at the shower.”

      “Grand. Ah, but I need the house empty if I’m going to do what I want to finish him off.”

      I leaned into his side and continued texting. “She’s taking his family to the museum tomorrow morning. She said she can leave the key under the mat for you.”

      “Perfect. I’ll go on over tomorrow while Dennis is at work, and set it all right. Tell her to take her shower in the morning before I get there, and to use the can at the museum.”

      I thumbed at a thread on Eli’s button-down. He wore mostly pajamas or weekend clothes at the apartment, but at work, he wore nice pants and formal shirts. Since he wasn’t on the clock, he had jeans on and a dress shirt, which just so happened to be a killer combination on his toned form. “No offense, but I was thinking going bigger than overflowing his toilets. It’s got to be something where he looks back on the year he cheated on the best thing that ever happened to him, and he shudders.”

      “What kind of a ninny do ye take me for? I’m not going to inconvenience him. I’m going to pour dry concrete down his toilets.” When Antonio laughed and clapped, Eli expounded. “It’ll take a little time to harden, but once it does, every pipe in his home’s going to have to be replaced. It’ll be a plumbing nightmare, and a costly one, at tha. He’ll certainly remember the year he had to get every pipe in his house replaced.”

      I grinned at him, adoring his devious nature. “I love you so much right now.”

      “It’s all got to be a ripcord situation, then.” Brady was texting, and held up his phone. “Caty said he’s working tomorrow from 8 until 4, then there’s the wedding shower at 6. Let’s do this all in one final shot. Concrete in the pipes is brilliant. What else we got?”

      An idea flashed over me, making my grin widen. “Ghost peppers.”

      Antonio shook his head. “Too deadly for my taste. I don’t have any in the house.”

      “I can pick some up.”

      Brady shook his head. “It’s not big enough, V. That’ll make him uncomfortably for like, fifteen minutes.”

      I shook my head as my eyes grew, picturing the whole thing. “Ask Caty where he keeps the condoms.”

      Brady quirked his eyebrow at me. “Okay. Why are we messing with his condoms?”

      “I can poke a small hole in the wrapper, and drip in a few drops of ghost pepper liquid. It’ll burn him, and her, if I do it on both sides.” I held up my hands at the guffaws as each man reached down to shield his own crotch. “It’ll heal, but it’ll teach him not to put his… you know… where it doesn’t belong.”

      “Just make sure ye don’t poke through the actual condom. It’s the best idea I’ve heard in ages. Remind me never to cross ye, Mouse. Tha’s terrifying.”

      Antonio took another drink of his whiskey. “Can I play, too?”

      I smiled at Antonio, glad he was letting himself be one of us. “The more the merrier.”

      “He loves his BMW, right?”

      “Takes better care of it than he did our girl, yes.” Brady’s reply was clipped with judgment, angry that someone so dear to us had been treated as if she was unspecial, and easy to cast aside.

      “Can Caty convince him to take a different car into work tomorrow?”

      “I’ll see.” Brady started texting. “Whatcha got in mind?”

      “Something he won’t notice for a while. You’ve got the immediate bomb with the condoms. Well done, Violet. Then the bomb that might take a day or two with the plumbing. Excellent suggestion, Eli. But if I have my mechanic replace the engine in his BMW with an engine salvaged from a junkyard, he might not notice that for a while. That’ll be the stealth bomb that hits him after he thinks the dust has settled.”

      I gaped at Antonio, and then reached over to high-five him. “That’s incredible! Hit him where it hurts, for sure.”

      “Let me make a few phone calls. I’ll see you kids in the morning, okay? Elsa makes cranberry pancakes for breakfast after Thanksgiving.” Antonio met my eyes as he stood. “What are your hourly rates for rehab, Violet?”

      I frowned at him, waving away his offer. “Nothing. You let me stay here and kept me safe while Dan was out there. No way are you paying me for anything.”

      “Walk with me,” he ordered, not unkindly. Antonio was used to getting what he wanted, and I didn’t disappoint. I followed him into the house, leaving Eli and Brady to further plan out Dennis’ demise.
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      I slid the glass door shut behind me and followed Antonio to the kitchen, where he poured himself two more fingers of whiskey. “Eli mentioned you weren’t committed to working with any facility yet, that you were a free agent.”

      “What a nice way to say ‘unemployed’.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched at my bluntness. “Why’d you leave your last job?”

      “It was time. Loved the work, loved the facility, loved the patients, but my boss kept giving me his work to do. Instead of additional pay, he just handed me guilt trips. Plus, the hours were killing me. Fourteen-hour days, and it still wasn’t enough. I love hard work, but not being guilted into doing more when I should be, you know, sleeping at night.” I waved my hand, knowing I sounded like a disgruntled whiner. “It really was a great place to work. Just not a good fit anymore.”

      Antonio started asking me questions about my degree, quizzing me on every job I’d ever had in the field, including my internship. Finally, he sipped his whiskey, looking satisfied. “That measures up to what I read in your file. It’s the easiest way to tell if someone’s going to lie to me.”

      “Huh? What file?”

      “The file I do on anyone who’s close to the people who are close to me.”

      I held up my finger. “Okay, we’ll address that later. But why would I lie about my employment history?”

      “If you were fired for nefarious reasons, you would cover that up.”

      “But you have my file, so you know I’ve never been fired.”

      “I also know you’re worth more than you were getting at McCale’s Rehab Clinic. What do you know about cerebral palsy?”

      “Hello, left field. Where did that come from?” When Antonio didn’t answer, I sighed, and started listing off the textbook things I knew.

      “I have it on good authority that you worked with three kids who were affected during your internship, and one adult when you did in-home care a while back.”

      “What the crap, Antonio? What sort of spy nonsense are you into?

      “How did those four patients turn out?”

      I tilted my chin down to meet his inquisitive gaze with a serious one of my own. “They still have it, obviously. Cerebral palsy isn’t something you just work your way out of. I’m not a surgeon or a magician. But we had goals, benchmarks that the doctors and the families agreed on, and that’s what we worked toward. So, yes, I met all of my patients’ benchmarks, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “What were a few of those benchmarks?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not at liberty to discuss my patients like that. Unlike me, apparently, their lives are private, and their medical information isn’t up for your perusal.”

      Antonio squinted at me, and then gave me a wiry grin out of nowhere. “Good. When can you start here?”

      “Start here for what?”

      “That was the job interview. I needed to know if you’d lie to me, which you didn’t, and if you could be discreet, which you were. You’ve already proven you can do your job well, but there are hundreds of local physical therapists who are just as qualified. My work is… private, and I need someone on my team who can respect that.”

      I set my water goblet on the counter and spun around, my chin raised. “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need a pity job. You’re only thinking of hiring me because I’m Eli’s girlfriend. You’re sweet, but I’m no one’s charity case.”

      Antonio all but ran to block my way, keeping me from storming off. He winced at the discomfort this put on his overworked hip. “I’m not doing it for that. Sure, you having an in with Eli is a bonus, and I won’t try to deny that. But I wouldn’t hire someone unqualified for the job. I own many, many businesses that thrive because I can read people, and make good decisions for my businesses. I wouldn’t risk my actual health on you if you weren’t the best person for the job.”

      “We’ve had one session.”

      “Then come back on Monday for another.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Look, thank you for the offer, and I was going to come back and help you anyway. But the next job I take has to be full-time.”

      “Eli makes enough to support you, you know.”

      I glowered at him, raising my eyebrow to challenge him into thinking about what he’d just said. “You want to take another pass at that, vato?”

      He chuckled at my indignation. “I wasn’t going to offer you part-time work. I know you enough to understand you wouldn’t want to give up your ambitions like that. It would be full-time. No more than forty hours a week, though, unless there’s travel involved. Then we can discuss your rates for overnight help.”

      “Overnight help? Are you confusing PTs with geishas?”

      Antonio tilted his head back and gave birth to a full-bodied laugh. “Nothing like that. I’d want you to be on-call for my household, and my staff. I have two who live here with me most of the time, but a security team who occasionally get bumps and bruises that I’d prefer are treated discreetly. Then there’s their families, who I’d need you for, as well. One of my guards has a kid with cerebral palsy. When you’re not working on my team, they could use some in-home help. Whatever extra you can give them, but no more than forty hours.”

      “I’m not afraid of overtime, you know. How old is the kid?”

      “Anthony is eight. Nick, who works the gate sometimes, it’s his son. And Eli would cut off my hands if I made you work overtime. He’s been ranting since we moved to the area that you work too much.”

      “It’s not up to him.”

      A sparkle lit in Antonio’s eyes. “I know. It’s up to me. Can you start on Monday?”

      My jaw dropped open when I realized he’d offered me a job so perfect, I couldn’t have tailored it better myself. “Benefits?”

      He shot me a disparaging look, as if to ask him who I thought I was talking to. “I take care of my people. Same package Eli gets.”

      “What’s the pay?”

      “Twenty percent above your hourly rate at the clinic. They were underpaying you, but I’m not going to risk Eli’s wrath and give you overtime.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, overwhelmed by the life change that happened in a single five-minute conversation. “Are you sure about this? About me?”

      “Come with lollipops on Monday. I like the red ones.” Then he winked at me, and left for his bedroom, leaving me in utter shock.
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      My thighs pressed together anxiously as I sat in my chair, my back straight and my posture on high alert. I’d made a stop at the Xerox shop to finish the grand finale of Number 34, and anxiously awaited the dropping of that gavel.

      I’d gone shopping after Eli and I had hit Dennis’ house, while his family was at the museum. Touching the many delicate fabrics of the dresses hanging on the racks, I’d chosen carefully the one I thought fit my body and my personality best. I wanted to actually dress up for the date that I knew was about to turn disastrous. It felt poetic somehow.

      The wedding shower was filled with one hundred of Dennis and Caty’s friends and family. Well, Caty’s family was in Washington, where they would hear the news about the broken engagement later tonight when she called them with the postmortem. Her friends were the teachers over in the far corner of the room, sitting at the table nearest the kitchen.

      Antonio had been added in with the teachers, along with his date, Nick, the security guard. Antonio winked at me when he caught my eye, picking through his meal in anticipation of the main event. He’d been a giddy little schoolboy that morning, shoving his face full of cranberry pancakes. He’d actually cheered when his mechanic had called with the good news that the deed was done, replacing Dennis’ engine with an old, less fancy one that would most likely break down in a few months.

      The Connecticut elite stabbed at their salads and made polite chitchat over their main courses, talking about stocks and Dennis’ top standing with his company. My eyes flitted over to the two tables that had been earmarked for Dennis’ coworkers. My gaze narrowed at the blonde, who now had streaks of orange in her hair from treating herself to Caty’s polluted shampoo.

      “Whatever happens, do not let me stab that woman,” I whispered to Eli. I was sandwiched between him and Brady at the main table on the stage that had been reserved for the wedding party to sit with the bride and groom.

      “You’re on your own. I’m too busy talking myself out of throwing ye down on this table and spreading your legs right here in front of all these people. This dress is… You’re wearing this every Friday night, yeah?”

      “Only on the ones you take me someplace nice.”

      “Done. Next Friday night, I’m taking ye dancing, or to a nice restaurant, or both. Yeah, both. Just wear this little blue number.”

      It was a simple cocktail dress, really. It fell to my knees, revealing the curve of my calf and the matching heels I’d splurged on to celebrate getting a new job. The skirt flared around my hips, swooshing when I walked, and making me feel like a vixen with a secret. The V-neck on the sleeveless top didn’t give everything away, but revealed a solid three inches of cleavage. For a busty girl like myself, that was plenty.

      A blush climbed onto my cheeks, and despite my nerves, Eli’s thumb started to relax me as he traced a line down the naked spot between my shoulders where my dress dipped in back. “Yes, to all those things. Yes, to everything.” I met his smoldering gaze, shivering when his hand cupped my thigh, hitching the hem of my skirt up to reveal the scandal of my bare leg under cover of the long tablecloth.

      The event coordinator flitted over to us, her black hair slicked back and pulled into a bun. “It’s time to open the gifts now. Are you finished eating?”

      Caty was done with fake smiles, and leaned forward to speak to the woman. “I’d like to thank everyone for coming first. Can I have a microphone?”

      “Of course. You can do that afterward, too, though.”

      “I’m feeling extra grateful,” Caty insisted. Her eyes cut to Brady and me, and I nodded, letting her know that I had her back. I turned and caught Antonio’s gaze, giving him a slight bob of my head. Antonio and Nick stood, casually meandering to the bar, which was near the exit.

      The coordinator handed Caty the microphone with a smile. My eyes caught on her hand pulling from Brady’s under the table as she stood, a determined and triumphant look on her face.

      I think the three of us were very proud of her that night.

      She cleared her throat and welcomed everyone to the shower again, telling them what a joy it was to have them all celebrating their wedding with them. “It’s funny how involved people wanted to be when they heard we were getting married. Dennis’ parents didn’t blink an eye to pay for the shower. Thank you to my future Mother-in-law and Father-in-law. I’m so grateful I’m getting the wedding you always wanted.”

      I drew in my breath, knowing she’d chosen her words purposefully, though it didn’t look like anyone else had caught it.

      “My fellow teachers banded together and threw me a brunch when I got engaged. I love you guys. Thank you.” She blew them a kiss, and I could practically feel her knees knocking, though Brady was sitting between me and her.

      “Even Dennis’ coworkers decided they wanted to get involved in our relationship. Would the accounting department stand up, please?”

      My whole body was a live wire, and Eli gripped my hand to steady my nerves. He leaned in while the accounting department at Dennis’ work stood, smiling at the crowd with curious expressions on their faces, each wondering what they’d done to earn this special thanks.

      Eli leaned in during the pause and whispered, “When we get married, let’s do it somewhere smaller than this.”

      I gasped, on overload as it was. My head jerked to gawk at him. “When we… what?”

      But Caty was ready to deliver the final blow, the one we’d all been waiting for, and that deserved my full attention. I saw Brady slide Caty’s purse into his lap and shift his chair back, handing me my purse, as well. “Ready for it?” he whispered.

      I wasn’t sure what the fallout might be, only that the sole answer when presented with a bucket list item, whether large or small, had to be met with no other answer than a firm, “Yes.”

      Caty motioned to the table that had the three accountants standing and smiling out at the rest of the room. “Involved is a tricky concept, but they found a way to involve themselves in our big day.” She glanced down at her fiancé, who wore a relaxed smile as he stared up at his future bride. His sandy blond hair was noticeably thinner, thanks to Brady spiking his shampoo with Nair. “Honey, the accounting team put together a little surprise for you and our guests.” She walked behind him now, as if she was going to wander into the crowd for open mic night. She stopped at the end of the stage and grinned with triumph I hadn’t seen on her since she’d graduated with her Master’s degree. “Taped underneath each of your chairs is yet more proof of how much Dennis loves me. I’d like to thank a special member of the accounting team who showed me how faithful my future husband could be, and made all of this possible for you tonight.”

      Then she set the microphone down on the bridal table and turned for the exit. While everyone was busy searching under their chairs, Eli grabbed my elbow and hoisted me out of my seat. He kept his arm around me and his footsteps quick as he, Brady and I met Antonio and Nick at the exit near the bar.

      “What? Oh, what kind of sick joke is this? Young lady, explain yourself!” Dennis’ grandmother shrieked, holding the full-color image of Dennis and Amber in all their naked glory. I’d purposefully chosen a horribly unflattering image of them as I’d sifted through the video of their sweaty romp we’d caught on the hidden camera. Dennis was in decent shape, but bent over her backside like that, you could see the beginnings of a pooched belly. With his eyes closed and his nostrils flared in a grunt, I’d caught the perfect pose to make him look like the pig he was. It was a bonus that Amber’s face was caught looking bored as she let him go to town on her.

      Amber giggled nervously as she looked around the room, still unsure what great gratitude Caty insisted she’d earned. She hadn’t bent down to look under her seat, but she screamed aloud when the person next to her showed her his copy. Her cheeks flamed, and she shouted for Dennis to do something.

      Dennis had purposefully not been given a picture under his chair, and had to go around the table down to his grandmother, paling when he saw the evidence she waved in his face. “Caty, wait! Caty, I can explain!”

      The tiny elderly woman grabbed her purse and started whacking her grandson over his head, cursing him to the high heavens for disgracing their family.

      Antonio and Nick had been casually posed at the bar, but flung open the doors for us, ushering just our party through. Then they locked the doors from the outside, wearing matching grins. They shut Dennis and the mistress in with the room filled with family and friends, each group erupting in cries of indignation, demanding Dennis explain his dastardly ways.

      Antonio and Nick were giggling like the devious little boys they were, happy to be part of the exit strategy. The six of us darted out the fire exit without looking back as the shouts grew louder, and more livid. Antonio’s driver was waiting for us with the SUV, leaving Dennis to deal with the confusion and wrath of the guests.
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      Caty’s shriek of laughter hadn’t died down, even a week later at the apartment over breakfast, when she’d spontaneously burst into fits of giggles. “I thought I’d feel sad at confronting him, making him face what he’d done, but that was so cathartic!” She shoved another bite of eggs into her mouth, grinning around her fork. “Can I do the honors of Number 34? I’ve been so excited officially moving back in that I forgot to actually cross it off the bucket list.”

      I handed her the list and a pen, bowing to pay homage to the queen. “Brilliant, Caty. You were incredible.”

      “My phone’s been blowing up all night, and all my social media is filled with memes people designed of Dennis making an ass of himself.” She straightened. “I even got a few numbers from some lonely would-be suitors, conveying their condolences on a marriage well-avoided.” She scribbled out Number 34 with flourish, giving another loud, giggly cheer at her triumph.

      “You won’t be needing those numbers,” Brady said, sliding the list from her to give it a good look. He frowned at it, his eyes scouring the items one by one. “There’s this one, Number 50. Find true love.” He let out a sappy coo. Caty had added it to the list back when she’d thought she had that one in the bag.

      “Check,” Eli said, sipping his coffee. I adored being on the same schedule as him. Sometimes we even shared a ride to work.

      I shook my head. “No way. It doesn’t count unless we all do it. That one can wait.”

      Eli took a bite of his eggs and then jabbed his fork at my plate. “What do ye make of these eggs? Do they taste anything like Antonio’s cock?”

      Brady choked on his coffee, while Caty let out a full-bodied laugh.

      I took a labored bite and chewed. “No. His is more grape-flavored. Nine full inches. Delicious.” I leaned over to kiss Eli’s lips. “I’m not sleeping with my boss. Antonio’s way flirtier with you than he is with me.”

      “Just checking. Ye passed the test.”

      I lightly pecked his lips. “You’re such a super sleuth. You almost caught me, too.”

      Brady went back to the list. “If the subject of Antonio’s dick is off the table, I think I’ll grab a sweater. It’s drafty in here.”

      “Me, too,” Caty chimed in. All of her things had been moved in with Brady. The two agreed to share a room, since Eli and I were inseparable. I felt bad making her bunk with a boy, but she was surprisingly cool about the whole thing. No doubt she was just glad to be out of Dennis’ house for good. She followed Brady into the bedroom, shutting the door to give Eli and me a moment to kiss without holding back for propriety’s sake. We were terrible at that.

      Eli’s lips stroked mine with a leisurely delight reserved for brunch. I loved our life of sleeping in on the weekends, and waking up in each other’s arms. I felt completely and wholly safe with him, his large hands erasing the foreign feel of Dan’s with every passing day. He hovered a little more than usual, but I didn’t mind it. I think both of us needed the reassurance, actually. I nuzzled into him, running my lips up and down his throat just to make him grip the table. “Screw brunch. This is what I want this morning. More and more of exactly this.”

      I hmmed against the hollow of his throat, which turned our bodies into magnets. His shoulders hunched inward, swallowing my form. “I think this is my new favorite spot on you,” I declared, sucking on his collarbone.

      His hand that had been gripping the edge of the table gathered into a fist. “Why can’t it be Christmas already?”

      I lost my hold on the romance of the moment and sniggered into his skin. “It’s supposed to be a surprise when you propose.”

      “Aye. The surprise is going to be tha I can’t wait until Christmas. Caty would be happy for ye, getting engaged. Remind me again why ye wanted to wait?”

      “Hello, my best girlfriend just ended her engagement. I’m not going to go flashing my ring around in her face the very next week. Give it a month to settle, then I’ll say yes. I don’t want the happiest decision of my life to be bittersweet for her.”

      “Marry me,” he growled, leaning down to nip at my lips.

      “Spoiler alert: you know I’ll say yes.”

      Eli deflated, giving me another kiss before turning back to his eggs. “You’re too considerate. Too nice. Never thought the thing I loved about ye would be the thing to keep my ring off your finger.”

      I chuckled at the stink-eye he shot me. “I was thinking we could spend the day at the park. It might be the last weekend before it starts getting super cold out.”

      “Fine by me.”

      I swung my legs around and stood, moving toward Brady and Caty’s room to clue them in on the plan. I didn’t knock, because I knew I didn’t need to, swinging open the door without preamble.

      I couldn’t stop the shriek that ripped out of my mouth when I saw Brady and Caty with their shirts off, sucking face. As in, kissing.

      Like, kissing.
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      Eli bolted to my side, ready to fight whatever it was that evoked such a loud reaction from me. His whole body recoiled from the sight he hadn’t been expecting, either. “Jays! Warn a lad next time.”

      Brady scrambled to return Caty’s cast-aside shirt to her, actually blushing when he tipped his head to me before shutting the door on us.

      All I could do was point at the closed door and cry out in surprise all over again. “Caty and Brady! Caty and Brady!”

      Eli ran his hand through his hair, coming down from the surge of adrenaline that made him go into battle-mode. “I can see tha.”

      “Did you know about this?”

      Eli held up his hands. “I think ye underestimate how much time I spend staring at your arse to notice what anyone else is doing.”

      I shot him a withering look, and pointed at the closed door. “They were kissing! With their mouths!”

      Caty and Brady tumbled out of the bedroom with scared, contrite looks on their faces. “You weren’t supposed to see that,” Caty said apologetically. “Any chance we can convince you that didn’t just happen? Optical illusion? Mirage?”

      I covered my mouth with my hands and spoke into my fingers. “How long?”

      Caty’s fingers twisted in the hem of her shirt. “Not too long.”

      “A few months,” Brady admitted, clearing the air with the definitive truth. He shrugged at Caty’s gasp. “What? It’s not like the real story won’t come out eventually. Frankly, I’m glad Vi walked in on us. I hate keeping us a secret, like you and me together is something to hide. You’re my hero, Vi.” He extended his hand for a high-five, but I was too shocked to participate.

      “Brady, we said we’d give it until Christmas, and then tell them!”

      Brady threw his arms in the air. “Merry Christmas!” he bellowed like he was Santa Claus himself.

      Eli shook his head. “What is it with putting off big life decisions so the other ones won’t get uncomfortable?”

      Caty stood with her hands on her hips. “Because I didn’t want you to think I was slutty. I didn’t mean to kiss Brady when I was sleeping here. I saw Dennis and that woman, and I snapped. It was like I could finally see my whole life clearly. After the boxing match, I came home with Brady. We got to talking, and I saw what was obvious all along.”

      “That you like each other?” I guessed, still talking into my hands.

      Brady shook his head. “No, that we love each other. We didn’t want to say anything until well after she and Dennis were officially broken up.”

      “You’ve been kissing this whole time?”

      A cocky grin spread across Brady’s face. “More than kissing. We did it in Dennis’ BMW, on the couch right there, obviously in the bed. Where else?”

      Caty batted at Brady. “She doesn’t need a roadmap! We were going to tell you, I just wanted to wait until there was more time between me and Dennis. I didn’t want you to think this was a rebound, or that it was a casual fling. We’re together, Violet.” Her face fell, her shoulders slumping. “You’re freaking out. You’re looking at us like we just knocked over a liquor store.”

      “Of course I’m freaking out! My best friends are hooking up. That’s the best news ever!”

      Caty took a step back. “Seriously? You’re not mad?”

      “Why would I be mad? I don’t want Brady. You can have him.”

      Brady’s head whipped to me. “Hey! I’m not a baseball card.”

      “Of course not, babe.” Caty rolled her eyes conspiratorially at me, as if being exasperated with our boyfriends was nothing new.

      “So is this a real, actual thing? What’s the deal here?” It was probably none of my business, but I couldn’t stop the inquisition.

      Brady’s arm wound around Caty’s thin waist, and I couldn’t stop squealing and pointing. Brady laughed at me. “I can’t speak for Caty, but this isn’t casual. For me? This is it.”

      Caty gazed up at him with a gooey expression I’d never seen on her before. Her shoulders were relaxed, and there was a blissful look to her that every girl wants for her best friend. “Me, too.”

      Brady pulled away and stalked into the kitchen with purpose, tugging our bucket list off the refrigerator. “I’d like to talk about Number 50.”

      Caty shifted uncomfortably. “Brady, are you sure now’s the time? We’re freaking them out.”

      Eli wasn’t nearly as bowled over as I was. He sat back down at the table, listening to the cuteness with a smirk as he went back to his eggs.

      Brady took a pen out of his pocket and slapped the list down on the kitchen table, motioning for us to gather around. “I’m sure two months ago was the time, but you made me wait.” He cleared his throat, as if gearing up to make a grand speech. “I’ve been wanting to cross this sucker off the list for too long now. Caty, would you do the honors?” He handed the pen to her.

      I assumed she would waste no time crossing off Number 50, which was “find true love”, but she paused, leaned up on her toes and kissed his lips. “I did something bad.”

      Brady froze, and my heart plummeted. “Out with it,” he said, sounding like a robot.

      Caty set the pen down and twisted her fingers nervously, her pitch raising, as it usually did when she was filled with anxiety. She moved over to the couch and bent down to fish underneath it. She slid out a notebook, flipping it open and showing us what she’d been so secretive about in the past few weeks. “When we were on our revenge path for trying to bring Dennis down, I got to thinking about how to pay you guys back for being so sweet with all your horrifyingly vindictive pranks.” She tugged out of the binder a detailed list (because even Caty’s revenge plans come in bullet points, and are well-organized), and slapped it on the table. “I didn’t tell you all, but Dennis must’ve been feeling so guilty about being a cheating bastard, that he upped the wedding budget by five grand last month. Said he was going to give me everything I want.” Her nose crinkled. “The funny thing is, I only wanted him. Boy, does that feel like a million years ago.”

      Brady was a live wire, ready to snap at getting so close to his goal, and having it snatched away from him. “You want to go back to that bastard because he gave you some money?”

      Caty guffawed. “No! Of course not. The wedding budget was all on his credit card, but the five grand was a check he wrote me, and I deposited it into my account.” She started bouncing on the balls of her feet, too giddy to get through her whole plan without squeaking a little bit. “A few of the things I booked on the card, they let me return for cash. Not everything, but a couple things. I know it’s sneaky, but I don’t care.”

      Brady’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, that’s all? You had me worried. I thought you went back to him or something.”

      “Me, too,” Eli agreed, shoveling more eggs into his mouth, now that the seeming crisis had been uncovered and deemed neutralized.

      Caty pulled out a page that unfolded and had a detailed list of things to do… in Paris. “Before we cross off Number 50, I want to talk about Number 47.”

      I glanced at the list. “Paris? What about it?”

      “After everything Dennis put me through, I want to go somewhere beautiful. I want to paint in Paris. I want to see the Louvre. I want…” She looked across the table to Brady, and then her eyes darted away again, almost guiltily. She seemed to lose her words, and started wringing her hands. “I want to cross off Number 50 at the top of the Eiffel Tower, so I bought us tickets.”

      Eli frowned. “Tickets to what?”

      “Paris!” Caty’s expression was on the edge of Mount Elation, just waiting for our reactions to push her over the edge. “Well?”

      A beat of silence fell over the room. Finally, Brady broke the tension. “What do you mean, you bought tickets to Paris?”

      Caty hopped on the balls of her feet. “The thing I’ve been trying so hard to keep from all of you for weeks! The reason I called Antonio last week, and you got all suspicious,” she said apologetically to Brady. “I had to make sure he’d give Vi and Eli the time off.” Her smile was so bright, I thought she might burst into pure sunshine. “But he went one further, and made arrangements so we could stay at his friend’s place. Now we don’t have to pay for lodging!”

      Eli stood, perplexed at the espionage that had gone on right under his nose, between his own boss and our roommate. “We’re going to Paris?”

      Caty nodded. “From three days before Christmas to January second. We fly back on the third. I’ll only have to take two days off from work, because I’ll be on Christmas break. Brady, you’ve got the one week off, so you’ll have to trade shifts for a few of the days, or take vacation time. Other than that, it’s set. It’s done.”

      I gaped at her, unable to comprehend that one of my items was being crossed off the list, and I hadn’t done a thing to earn it. “I can’t let you pay for one of my bucket list items. It’s not right, Caty.”

      She raised her nose in the air. “I’m not paying for it; Dennis is. He doesn’t know he is, but the plane tickets are on him. We’ll have to pay for our own meals and whatnot when we get there, but after our big win at the boxing night where we crossed off Number 26 with a high-stakes bet, I’m thinking we can swing it.”

      We were frozen in shock, until finally slow peals of laughter started trickling out from us, one by one. My eyes were wide, and my grin couldn’t be stopped. “Antonio okayed this?”

      “Sure did. He was worried about you jumping back into your life so soon after the attack,” Caty said to me. “Said it would be a good idea for you to fill your head with good experiences to push out the bad ones.” She shifted her weight from side to side. “Though, fair warning, he sounded like he wanted to pop over the ocean for a surprise visit, so prepare yourselves for Antonio in France.”

      “You booked us a trip to Paris?” I asked again, unable to comprehend it. Something I’d written so long ago on the list was being crossed off. Of all the things I never thought we’d actually get to, an overseas trip to the most beautiful city in the world always seemed out of reach. Now that it was being handed to us on a silver platter? I merely stared at the offer, my mouth hanging open like a guppy.

      “I wanted to do something special after all Dennis put us through. You guys went above and beyond, defending my honor. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through it all without you.” Caty crossed over to me and threw her arms around my neck, squeezing with all her tiny might. “Thank you. Our bucket list was just what I needed.”

      “You’re always just what I need,” I agreed, kissing her cheek and holding her until she let go. “So, we’re seriously doing this?”

      Suddenly, the fact that we were going on vacation began to dawn on us all in waves of elation.

      Caty rose triumphantly, looking like a beacon of femininity and accomplishment as she beamed at us. “We leave in less than three weeks. Mr. Li’s going to get our mail and drive us to the airport.” She shifted her weight from side to side. “I found a great deal online, and after I booked the flight, I had a little money left over. I got a little carried away, and booked us tours, transfers to and from Antonio’s friend’s place, shows, and prepaid for as much of it as I could on Dennis’ dime.”

      I couldn’t stop marveling at the confidence radiating from her. She’d gone from a girl who was terrified of heights, and had fallen apart when her fiancé had cheated, to a woman with a plan. “You’re so… I want to say badass, but that’s not the word. Are you alright? You’re sure this is what you want to do with your money?” I asked, utterly flabbergasted.

      “Are you kidding? We’re going to Paris!” Caty screeched, bouncing on the balls of her feet excitedly.

      I could tell Eli was already packing his bags in his mind. He slammed his fork down, jumped up out of his chair, and laid one on me. “France,” he said with so much joy in his eyes, I couldn’t look away. He was too beautiful. Too happy. I was too in love. Eli kissed me over and over, and then ran to Caty, scooping her up in a hug that made her laugh. “Ye are the best sister I could ask for. Cheers, Caty.”

      Caty squeezed him around the neck, lowering her voice to a stage-whisper. “Make good use of this vacation. I don’t want my girl coming back without a ring on her finger,” she warned him, meeting his eyes with purpose when he set her feet back on the floor. I tore my gaze away, a giddy grin on my face. “I only plan on getting cheated on once in my life, so I don’t think this opportunity’s going to come up again.”

      Eli nodded, his expression suddenly serious. “Aye. I’ll be sure to make this trip count.” I thought Eli was going to kiss Caty’s cheek, but he blew a loud raspberry there instead. She giggled and wriggled out of the bear-like embrace.

      Brady moved to Caty’s side and kissed her on the cheek. “I had no idea this was what you were up to. How did you… When did you…”

      Caty shrugged, avoiding his gaze. “I’m amazing. Don’t ever cheat on me. I’ve got the best friends in the world, and a few tricks of my own up my sleeves.”

      Brady grinned at her, and then leaned over to kiss her square on the mouth.

      I shrieked and pointed all over again, knowing I looked like a junior higher, but unable to help myself. It was so weird. Great, but weird. Like watching dinosaurs drive a car. You can’t look away. You have to know how it all ends.

      Brady snorted out a laugh. “You can’t do that every time we kiss.”

      I tried to sober up. “Okay, kiss again. I’ll be cool.”

      “If you insist.” Brady kissed Caty, and the two of them had such peaceful, elated expressions that I couldn’t stop watching them. When Brady pulled back, he glanced at me and laughed. “Well, you look like a fish with your mouth hanging open like that. I’m not sure that’s much better.”

      “I can be cool. Just let me adjust to… that.” I waved my hand around in their direction. “Totally bizarre.”

      Eli’s hand on my back anchored me to him. “They can do tha all they like. After pulling a stunt like this, and booking us a trip to Paris? Caty can throw him down on our bed, and I wouldn’t begrudge her a thing.”

      “Huh?” Caty asked, crunching her nose at Eli. “I seriously don’t understand how your accent keeps getting thicker.”

      Eli sighed, but ignored her and turned to me. “Are ye ready for a vacation, Mouse?” he asked, wrapping both arms around me.

      My mind was all over the place, but that one note of excitement rose above the noise in my head. “You guys, we’re going to Paris. What the crap are the four of us going to do in France with no responsibilities, and no one holding us back?”

      Eli leaned in and kissed my lips. “Oh, I can think of a few things, Mrs. O’Sullivan. I can think up a whole world of trouble for us to get into.”

      My stomach was tangled in knots, but I knew that it was now or never. Number 47 was screaming at me to cross it off the list.

      Paris would be my big adventure, and I would go there at a run with my best friends and my boyfriend by my side. I decided that no matter what, I would be ready for whatever life threw at us next. Every girl needs a bucket list, so much the better with amazing people by your side to push you forward along the way.
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      Fallyn O’Keefe cast around the industrial kitchen that had seemed much bigger before she’d moved all her culinary gear in. She hadn’t started cooking in the space yet, and already there was a hint of the impending whirlwind Fallyn usually brought with her. Boxes were halfway unpacked, and though she hadn’t started baking anything, there were puffs of flour sprinkled on the counter already.

      The space was the perfect size for the bakery she’d always wanted to put her stamp on. She walked through her kitchen and ran her hand along the stainless steel countertop, humming a pleasant tune to herself. She tossed her auburn waves over her shoulder as she indulged in a smile that her dream was finally coming true.

      An unwelcome but familiar voice interrupted her quiet moment of contentment. “Well, whataya know. It’s an O’Keefe brat opening a business in neutral territory. Come on, now. You know your kind belongs on the east side.” Joey D’Amato was standing in the doorway that led to the alley, sizing up the contents of the kitchen as if looking for valuables to steal.

      “Hi, Joey.”

      “Hey, Cupcake. You glad to see me? It’s been a while.” His short, black hair had too much product in it, and his smile contained too much of a threat. He shifted his silver belt buckle on his black pants that was in the shape of a map of Italy.

      Joey winked at Fallyn, who went back to unpacking boxes and putting things on the shelves, pretending there was no tension in hopes of making it so. “Of course. I could use someone to help me unpack,” Fallyn suggested, wishing she wasn’t barefoot. Her pink high heels were stowed in her office, and usually gave her the extra couple inches that made her feel almost on even footing with her family’s enemy. “Or you can leave right now. Your choice.”

      Joey held up his hands that were stained with engine grease. “I just dropped in to wish our favorite girl good luck with her new business. What else would I be doing here? I wouldn’t want to be accused of stirring up trouble.” Joey picked up a glass mixing bowl from the counter, getting his stained fingerprints all over it as he turned it over in his hands.

      Fallyn’s tone turned sharp at the hint of a threat in the air. “Put that down and go on home. Vince gave me permission to open up a business here. You remember Vince, right? Vince D’Amato? Your big brother? Runs the west side – west side, as in, not neutral territory?”

      “Vince is going soft. Let in one O’Keefe, and the whole family takes over.”

      Fallyn tried to remain composed through the intrusion she hadn’t been expecting so soon. Her brothers were on their way with the moving truck that held the rest of her supplies, so she tried not to let Joey know she was rattled. “We’re not open for business yet, but stop by when we’re up and running, and I’ll give you a cookie.”

      Joey leaned on the doorjamb, leering at Fallyn not to solicit a blush, but to intimidate her. “You just go around giving your cookies to strange men who show up trying to get in your backdoor? My, my. This is the best bakery in town. Bet I’m not the only one offering to lick your sweet cookie all night long.”

      Fallyn could endure a lot, but her Irish temper got the better of her. She yanked a knife from the butcher block, snarling as she took a few steps forward. “Say that again.”

      Joey responded by throwing the glass mixing bowl to the floor, a wide smile spreading across his face when he took in her bare feet. “Come and get me, Princess.” His hand landed on a stack of glass pie plates, and one by one, they were thrown like Frisbees around her, crashing into the cupboards and shattering to close her in.

      “Stop it! I have every right to be here! My family’s not doing any east end business here. It’s just a bakery.”

      Joey’s playful façade gave way to his anger. He cracked a pie plate on the edge of the stainless steel counter and aimed the jagged shard in his hand at her like a weapon. “I know it’s a front! I know you’re taking advantage of Vince’s new peace agreement. Thinks he can make things like how they used to be between our families, but this is too far! O’Keefes are supposed to keep their businesses in the east end, and us D’Amatos get the west end. Neutral territory’s supposed to be off-limits!”

      “Then take it up with your fearless leader. Vince runs your family, and Killian runs ours now. They both agreed I could open up my shop here. All we want is peace.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about what we want.”

      Fallyn was incredulous, her hands flying out as her pitch rose. “I want to stop burying people I love! Don’t you want that?”

      “I want you out of here!”

      The sound of the truck pulling into the alleyway froze the two with petrified looks of children getting caught in the middle of a mess. There was a small part of Fallyn that wished she could unleash her brothers on Joey, but that would break the fragile peace between the feuding families beyond repair.

      Neither of them budged as they heard the back of the truck open and the chatter of two voices they both knew. Joey stiffened and Fallyn bit her lip when one of them called to her. “Which do you want first, the box marked ‘Kitchen Crap’ or the one marked ‘Other Kitchen Crap’?”

      “Carrigan?” Fallyn called, trying to keep her voice light. “Who’s with you?”

      “It’s your favorite brother,” answered Danny with a grin in his voice.

      Carrigan scoffed. “Since when? We all know I’m the favorite.” He strolled in with a box that he almost dropped when he took in the D’Amato who didn’t belong there and his sister, who insisted that her business did. Carrigan set down the box and reached for the gun he always kept when he was off-duty. “Okay, kids. What’d I miss?” He called to his brother in the alley, “Danny, phone Killian and tell him Joey’s trashed Fallyn’s bakery.”

      “I did this,” Fallyn insisted, her pitch rising further as her anxiety peaked. “I dropped a bunch of stuff, and Joey was helping me sweep it up.”

      “Is that so?” Everyone in the O’Keefe family had wavy auburn hair, a smattering of freckles across their tanned noses and shoulders, a determined gait and a penchant for mischief.

      “Yes. Joey’s not starting anything, because then we’ll retaliate. Then they’ll retaliate, and we’re back to the mess. Our families have gone through enough. Time to bury it and be cool. It was our parents’ vendetta anyway. No need to keep that nonsense going.” She motioned to the broom that was near the backdoor. “How sweet of you to offer to lend me a hand, Joey. It’s almost like you don’t want my brothers to shoot you where you stand. I’ll make sure Vince hears about you extending a little hospitality.” Her voice turned sharp when Carrigan’s gun moved to aim at Joey’s kneecap. “Put your guns down! I know you’re out there, Danny. No guns will be fired in my bakery! Not today, and not ever.”

      Joey was flummoxed. “I didn’t stop by to work for you.”

      Fallyn kissed her finger and flicked the sweetness at Joey with a delicate smile. “Yes, you did. You want good things for your family, so make peace with mine, Cupcake.” When Joey scoffed, Fallyn narrowed her eyes at him. “I could always call the rest of my brothers to come on over to your auto shop to pay you a visit like you’re paying me. I mean, Seamus hasn’t killed anyone in a really long time. I think he’s starting to miss the thrill of it.” Her soft tone turned sharp. “You’re helping me now, or I’ll send word to the rest of my brothers and yours that you’re harassing me, stirring up trouble in neutral territory. Carrigan, what did Vince do to Big Hal when he tried messing with one of Declan’s fitness centers?”

      Carrigan looked up toward the ceiling as if in thought. “You know, funny thing. I haven’t seen Big Hal since that day. Weird.”

      “And Big Hal worked for your family, Joey. Rules are rules. You’re either helping me or harassing me. Which is it? Unpack a box, or get fitted for cement shoes.”

      Joey’s phone rang and he answered on the second ring, as was their usual standard when family called. “Yeah, Vince. I can be there in ten.” He cast Fallyn a guilty look. “I’m at Fallyn’s new store, checking out the joint.”

      Fallyn heard yelling on the other end, and Joey hung up, his tail between his legs. “I’ve gotta go. Vince says congratulations on your new business.”

      “Thank you,” she said quietly, knowing there was more to the phone call than that. “And thanks for helping out, Jo-Jo.”

      Joey paused at the use of his childhood nickname. Softening his bravado, he glanced over his shoulder at her. “Knock it off, Little Keefer. You don’t fight fair.” Jo-Jo was the name only his family used. In her youth, Fallyn had taken to calling him by the nickname when she had played with him at school. That was before their parents had their big falling out, and the children were conditioned to hate each other.

      “That’s the thing about not fighting at all.” She waved goodbye as Joey exited, gusting out her relief that nothing irreparable had happened to ruin her big adventure. “I’m proud of you guys,” she said to quiet Danny, who looked positively choked with rage when he entered the kitchen as Joey exited. “Not a single shot fired. That’s good.”

      Danny was in no mood to soften. “You opening a business here’s just going to cause drama. You’ve been away six years, Fally. You don’t know how bad it got for a while there. You didn’t see Vince and his cousin Angelo shoot out a guy’s kneecaps for being short on the take.”

      Fallyn scoffed, straightening her long waves and holding her chin up so her brothers couldn’t see her internal trembling. “Hello, I’ve seen Seamus do that exact same thing. You too, in fact. Daddy killed a man in the backroom of the Loan and Trust on my twelfth birthday!”

      Danny threw out his arms. “Vince wasted a guy just last month for not cooperating!”

      “You mean he shot a cocaine dealer for not closing up shop and leaving town? Gotta say, you’re only making me feel better about this whole thing.”

      “Vince is dangerous, Fal. With you all the way in the center of the city, we can’t protect you as well. He threatened Killian, you know. Your oldest brother? Tall guy? Matching freckles? Ring any bells?”

      Fallyn leaned her head back, exasperated. “Killian threatened him, too! That was years ago, and you said yourself that Vince is running the business now, and he’s trying to make a change. Killian believes Vince is trying to turn things around, so let’s use that to our advantage, yeah?”

      “You’re making a mistake!”

      “I’m not trying to hear that, Danny.”

      “If Dad didn’t have dementia, Killian wouldn’t be in charge, and we wouldn’t all have to hold hands and make peace with the enemy. It’s because of them Keenan’s locked up. It’s because of them…”

      Carrigan raised his hands after he tucked his pistol to the small of his back. “Keenan’s in jail because it was his third B and E. No one made him do that.”

      Danny cast his older brother a petulant look. “They turned him in for the second one.”

      “We’re always going to find reasons to hate each other, and I’m over it. All of it.” Fallyn was resolute, with as serene a smile as she could muster plastered on her face.

      Danny wasn’t ready to give up his side of the back-and-forth. “You know, Dad left Killian a mess when he handed down the loan sharking business, but Killian turned things around.”

      “Somehow I don’t think running crackheads out of town is as simple as charging more reasonable interest rates and backing off on the number of storefronts you bust up,” Fallyn simpered, blinking up at her brother. Each of her seven older brothers were far taller than her, but she usually had her high heels to make up for her slight stature. Being barefoot and surrounded by glass did her confidence no good. Her voice quieted as she cast her blue eyes to Danny to plead with him for understanding. “Don’t you see what I’m trying to do here?”

      Carrigan wore a grim expression as he motioned to the broom. “Danny, start sweeping up this mess. Fally, where are your shoes?”

      Her voice turned mousy. “In my office. I might be a little stuck here.”

      Carrigan toed a few larger pieces of glass out of the way so he could make a path to his sister. In one sharp yank, he hefted Fallyn up onto his back and carried her to her office. “There you go. Just like when you were five.”

      “Add twenty years to that, and you’re spot on. Thanks, Carrigan.”

      “Thank me by telling us who your favorite brother really is.” He set her down so she could slip on her shoes.

      Fallyn slid on her pink high heels, smiling up at him, despite the drama of the morning. “You know you’re my best friend.”

      “That wasn’t nearly loud enough,” he joked, tweaking her upturned slender nose with a smile that calmed them both.

      Her office was a small room off to the side of the kitchen that provided a space for the pleasant clutter to be concealed. There were pictures of pin-up girls with kitchen utensils she’d hung on the wall there, and though they hadn’t opened more than a few boxes yet, she somehow had managed to smear flour on the thick black frames outlining the sultry girls.

      Carrigan walked out from her office and stood in the middle of the kitchen, eyebrows pushed together in confusion. “You two done fighting yet, or should I make some popcorn?”

      “We’re done,” Fallyn ruled, rejoining her brothers. “Danny has absolutely nothing new to say on the subject.”

      Danny shoved ladles into the drawer. “I don’t know how you can be so calm about it all. I’m three seconds away from ripping Joey’s head off every time I see his smug little face.”

      Fallyn put away a stack of order papers, praying her brothers didn’t notice how badly her hand was shaking.
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