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About Face


My grandma is trying to hook me
up. 


To be painfully specific, my
seventy-five-year-old grandmother thinks a little hanky-panky would cheer me up.
Direct quote. Since I’m currently living with her, I can’t escape the endless
line of grandchildren of friends who keep ‘dropping by’ for dinner. Literally,
I can’t escape. I can barely manage the trek to the dining room at this point. 


While Grandma’s determined to find
me a husband, I’m determined to learn how to walk again so I can walk away from
her matchmaking skills. Spoiler alert: She has no matchmaking skills.  


But then I get a brilliant idea. I
can fake date my physical therapist. Only he wants a real date. Gulp. A real
date with me? Is he for real? I’m no longer the stylish girl with the glamorous
job. Now, I’m a woman with a shattered leg and a scarred face. 


If I’m
going to learn to live with my new reality and give love a chance, my attitude
needs to do an about-face. Easier said than done.    

















 


Newsletter Sign Up


Want to stay in
touch? Sign up for my newsletter here.
In addition to getting a peek into my bookish life, you’ll hear all about my
upcoming releases, as well as any sales coming up. I also include book sales
from other authors who write cozy mysteries and romantic comedies. I won’t spam
you. Really, I won’t. And, if I bore you, you can unsubscribe. I’ll try not to
bore you. Pinky promise. 
















 


Dedication


Dedicated
to physical therapists throughout the world who put up with us patients who
bitch, whine, and moan our way back into fighting shape. 
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Chapter 1


A lady should always be
refined, polite, and well-spoken.


Seriously? This is why Grandma had me, quote, ‘put my fancy
duds on’? A visitor named Larry who is apparently my date for the evening. Have
I now reached the level of pathetic, which requires an elderly relative to
arrange dates for her? According to Grandma, the answer is yes. Yes, I have.
Personally, I’m quite happy to hide away in my childhood bedroom at her house
and comfort myself with chocolate chip cookies. Grandma is having none of that.
  


“Francis,” Grandma hisses. “Don’t be rude.” Because it’s
rude to ignore a date. Doesn’t matter if the date is a man your grandmother set
you up with without your knowledge, let alone consent. Sigh. 


But I can’t deny my grandmother anything. I would do
anything for the woman who allowed me to escape to her house as often as
possible as a child. I even let the woman call me Francis. What
thirty-five-year-old woman wants to be called Francis? Not this woman.  


I swallow my irritation, manage not to snarl at the woman, and
force myself to smile at the man sitting across the table from me. When the
skin around my injury stings, I want to slap my hand over my face, but it’s not
like my ‘date’ hasn’t already seen the large bandage. I realize the droning has
stopped. 


“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I mumble, hoping he doesn’t
understand or hear me and gives up on trying to converse with me. No such luck.


He beams a smile at me. “You live with your grandparents?” No,
I most definitely don’t live with my grandparents. I haven’t sunk to such
depths – yet. Before I have a chance to explain why I’m currently bunking with
my grandparents, he continues. “Because that’s cool. I live with my mom. Mom’s
awesome. But you’ll see for yourself when you meet her.”


When I meet her? Not happening. I can’t help myself
from asking, “How old are you?”


“I’m thirty-eight.”  


I want to ask what the hell a thirty-eight-year-old man is
doing living with his mom, but Grandma speaks up. “Isn’t that wonderful? You’re
the same age.” Um, no. Thirty-eight is late thirties. Thirty-five is
mid-thirties. An important distinction. Very important. “A couple should be from
the same generation. Don’t you think, dear?” She smiles at her husband, my
grandpa, whose eyes widen when he realizes Grandma wants him to answer. He
knows better than to contradict her. He hasn’t been happily married to Grandma
for fifty-odd years without learning when to keep his mouth shut. He smiles and
shoves a huge helping of mashed potatoes into his mouth. 


“You’re thirty-eight as well? I was hoping for someone
younger.” Wow. Things went downhill fast. Larry frowns as he lets his eyes
wander over me. His frown deepens as his eyes catch on my bandage. Truth is, I
don’t technically need the bandage anymore. The ‘wound’ is more scar than wound
now, but I’m nowhere near ready to expose my face to the world. Nope. Maybe
next century.   


If I could, I’d stand and stomp out of the room. But I
can’t. There’s a reason I’m staying with my grandparents after all. Darn
stairs. If I could only handle a couple flights of stairs, I’d be out of here.
Maneuvering a flight of stairs with a cast from hip to ankle is not easy,
especially when you have a sprained wrist. My wrist is healed, and my cast came
off today, but my leg is going to take more time to heal. I’m not sure of how
much time at this point, but I have my first appointment with a physical
therapist tomorrow.   


“That’s fine, I guess.” How very gracious of him to accept
my advanced age. Sarcasm intended. “Your grandmother Nancy said you have a good
job. That’s something, at least.” 


At least? Who does this guy think he is? As if he’s
some great catch living with his mom. “And what is it you do, Larry?” 


“I’m an artist.” 


An artist? Wow. Cool. Maybe I was too quick to judge him.
“What kind of art do you do?” There may be a legit reason he lives with his mom
after all. 


“I paint houses.” 


“No, I meant what kind of art do you do when you’re not
working to pay the bills.” 


His brow wrinkles. “I paint houses.” When I continue to
stare at him, he expands, “It’s an art, you know. It’s not like just anyone can
paint a house.” 


They can’t? Because I’m pretty sure in all those house
renovation shows, which I may or may not be addicted to, some random guy shows
up, uses an air-spray-gun-thingy to paint the house in like no time, and voilà
– a painted house. “Ummm…” I have no answer to this guy’s delusions of
grandeur.


“And,” he continues as if I’m not staring at him with my
mouth hanging open. “That’s why it’s important you have a good job.” 


Hold up. He’s talking as if us being a couple is a foregone
conclusion. I knew Grandma was upset I haven’t married yet, but what did she
tell this guy? She’s not auctioning me off, is she?


“What is it you do again? I don’t think Nancy told me.” 


“I’m an event planner.” 


Larry looks confused and decidedly unimpressed. “You plan
events? Like weddings? You’re a wedding planner?” 


No, I’m not a wedding planner. Why does everyone assume I
plan weddings when they learn I’m an event planner? As if there are no other
events in the world than weddings. “No, I work for a marketing firm. I plan
corporate events as part of the brand management strategy for big names like Google,
Coca-Cola.” I stop when I realize he isn’t paying attention.  


“Huh. It sounds like you work in the city.” At my nod, the
corners of his lips turn down in disapproval. “If you have to commute to the
city every day, you’re not going to have much time left over for taking care of
our kids and doing housework.” 


I choke on the slice of roast beef I just put in my mouth.
Take care of our kids and do housework? I don’t work sixty-hour weeks to
make a six-figure income in order to come home and do housework. And kids? At
this point, I don’t know if I want kids. One thing I do know? I don’t want kids
with a man who thinks it’s a woman’s job to take care of the kids and house. 


Larry guzzles the rest of his wine and stands. “I’m sorry,
Nancy. But this isn’t going to work. I’m looking for a wife who can stay at
home with our children.” 


“So, you have time for your ‘art’?” I sneer at him. 


“Yes,” he nods. “I don’t have time for things like cleaning
a house.”


I snort. He can’t be serious. “Good thing you live with your
mom, then.” I grab the wine bottle and fill my water glass. I’m not supposed to
be drinking with my pain meds, but I couldn’t care less right now. Hell, I
might as well get fat too. I pull the tray with the roast beef towards me. 


“Thank you for the dinner,” Larry says to Grandma before
shaking his head at me and walking out of the dining room. 


Grandpa takes one look at me piling my plate high with roast
beef and stands. “I’ll see him out,” he says before escaping. 


Grandma pats my hand. “Don’t worry,
my dear. He’s merely the first candidate. There are plenty of other fish in the
sea. Most of my friends have single grandsons. We’ll find one suited for you.
Lord knows, a little hanky-panky would put you in a better mood.” 


Oh god. I let my head fall to the table and start
banging it. Bang. This. Bang. Is. Bang. Not. Bang.
My. Bang. Life. 









Chapter
2


A lady should love her body, it’s the only one
she’s going to get.


“You’ll be fine.” 


Easy enough for Grandpa to say. He doesn’t have to hobble
into the hospital and start physical therapy today. Physical therapy means
someone is going to see my leg. Someone other than a doctor or nurse. Oh god!
What if my therapy happens in a room with other people? I gasp for air and my
heart speeds up until its pounding. Ba bump. Ba bump. No way. I can’t do
this!


Grandpa reaches over and rubs my back. “Breathe. Deep breath
in. Deep breath out. Everything will be okay.” I force myself to inhale deeply
through my nose before letting the air out slowly as I concentrate on the
soothing feeling of his hand moving up and down my back. When I have my breathing
under control, he removes his hand and tugs on my ponytail.  


“Now, pull up your big girl panties and get in there.” 


I chuckle despite myself before opening the door and maneuvering
my butt out of the car. Crutches hit the side of the car and the door nearly
crashes on me, but I manage to stand – eventually. And here I thought life was
going to get easier without the cast. The only thing easier thus far is being
able to take a bath without wrapping my leg in plastic bags.     


I hop into the hospital and make my way to the revalidation
center. I have to stop halfway because my arms are killing me. I didn’t get
around much with the cast on my leg and am still adjusting to the upper arm
strength needed to use crutches. I’m going to look like an Olympic weightlifter
by the time I can walk again. I basically fall into a chair in the waiting
area. 


“Francis McMillan.” 


I grunt at the sound of my name being called and grab my
crutches to stand. I get to my feet and swivel towards the man who called my
name. At the sight of him, I stumble and nearly fall. Yowzah! He is hot.
H-A-W-T! He’s several inches over six feet and has deep brown eyes resembling
melted chocolate. I do love me some chocolate. His full beard does nothing to
distract from the attractiveness of his square jaw and high cheekbones. With
his brawny build and bushy beard, he could absolutely be an extra on Vikings.
Not like I’m obsessed with the show or anything. Tiny fib. 


He rushes forward and catches me
before I hit the floor. “Easy there.” My hand does not reach forward to touch
his muscles. Absolutely not. It’s not my fault I need a handhold to keep from
taking a nosedive. He makes sure I’m steady on my feet – make that foot –
before stepping back. “Follow me.” 


You don’t need to tell me twice. He leads me into a huge brightly
lit room. The middle of the room is taken up by two sets of parallel walking
bars while the near wall is lined with exercise bikes and other equipment I
imagine a gym is full of. I wouldn’t know. I don’t do gyms. Against the far
wall are treatment tables; several of which are already occupied. 


We stop in front of the furthest treatment table. “Go ahead
and sit down.” Crap. My nightmare is coming true. I’m going to have
physical therapy right here in front of everyone. Maybe – fingers crossed – being
at the far table will at least prevent anyone from getting an up-close and
personal look at my leg. Trust me. It’s not a pretty sight.


He waits until I manage to get myself situated on the table
before introducing himself. “I’m Brodie.” He smiles at me and I nearly swoon. The
man isn’t even my type. I normally go for businessmen who wear custom-made
suits and religiously shave every morning. But Brodie is every woman’s type.
Tall, dark, handsome. Check. Check. Check! 


“Frankie. Hi!” I wave before I can stop myself from looking
like a complete dork. 


Brodie chuckles. He’s probably used to his clients constantly
fawning over him. No fawning over the therapist, Frankie. He grabs a pen
and clipboard. “Okay, Frankie. Today is your first day of therapy?”


My smile stretches from ear to ear. “I got my cast off
yesterday.” 


“We’ll do an initial evaluation today. On the basis of the
evaluation, I’ll put together a treatment plan.” I nod, and he continues. “I’m
going to take some measurements to see where you’re at with regards to range of
motion, mobility, and strength. Go ahead and lie down on your back and we’ll
get started.”  


I lay down and
close my eyes. I don’t want to see his face when he gets a look at my leg. The
scar on my face may be ugly, but the scars on my leg are downright fugly. It
looks like someone went to town with a knife on my leg, which they kind of did,
although most of the scars were caused by the accident itself.  Suffice it to
say – miniskirts will not play a part in my future.


“Frankie.” 


“Hmmm…” 


“Open your
eyes.” 


“Do I have to?”
I barely manage to stop myself from pouting, I don’t want to. 


“It’s okay. No judgment
here. Open your eyes.” 


I grumble incoherently
and force my eyes open. Brodie is smiling down at me. Now there’s a sight I’d
like to wake up to every morning. Must stop perving on the therapist. “There’s
nothing to be ashamed of. Yes, you were in a bad accident and bear the scars
from it. But scars can be beautiful, you know.” 


I snort. Maybe
if you’re Jason Momoa and have a slash through your manly eyebrows. Bar fights
are cool. Car accidents are not. And men with scars are hot. Women with scars
are ugly and deformed. Life is not fair. Not at all.


“We’ll work on that.”
Um, no, we won’t. “I’m going to take your brace off now.”


I wave a hand
to indicate he can have at it. I may keep my eyes open, but I look away. No
need to see my scarred, skinny-with-no-muscle-definition-to-speak-of leg. At
least I shaved the forest of hair off yesterday. When the cast was removed, I pretty
much screamed when I saw my leg had been replaced with the limb of a long lost
relative of Big Foot. And the smell? Suffice it to say, I hope to never encounter
a similar smell ever again, let alone one emitting from my body. 


“How has the
pain been?”


I make sure to
not look at him as I give him my standard answer. “Not anything I can’t
handle.” To be honest, it’s been excruciating, but no one wants to hear me
whining and complaining. I may be a total whiner in my head, but I try to keep
the out loud whining to a minimum. Women who complain do not make it far in
their careers. Lesson learned.


“I’m going to
palpate your leg to see where the pain is the worst.”  


And thus, it
begins. For the next twenty-three minutes – because I totally timed him – I’m
poked and prodded until I’m gritting my teeth. I may have even bitten my tongue
for a moment. I always expected a torturer to look like Attila the Hun. Turns
out, looks have nothing to do with a person’s ability to commit torture because
Brodie may be gorgeous but he’s also a master at executing torture. 


“Okay, you can
put your brace back on,” says my torturer when he finally finishes. 


I glare at his
back with my mouth gaping open as he walks to the sink situated between two of
the treatment tables. How the hell am I going to get my brace back on without
screaming in pain? “I’ll put it on later when I get home.” 


He chuckles. He
literally chuckles at me. “You know it’s okay to show you’re in pain. Everyone
in this room,” he gestures with his arm, “is in pain of some sort.” I look
around and notice the faces of the other torture victims. Their faces are red
from exertion, most are gritting their teeth, and some have traces of tears on
their face. 


Brodie leans
against the next treatment table and crosses his legs at the ankles. “This is a
no-judgment zone. You’re going to have a hard time making it through your
therapy if you try to remain stoic the entire time.” 


“I’m pretty
good at the stoic thing. Hell, if they gave degrees in stoicism, I’d have a
master’s by now. Maybe a doctorate.” 


He chuckles. “Okay,
you remain stoic. I’ll get your brace back on.” He quickly puts the brace on
while I grit my teeth and count to one hundred. As soon as he’s done, I let out
a whoosh of breath. 


Brodie raises
an eyebrow at me but doesn’t comment. He grabs his clipboard. “I’ll put
together a treatment plan for you. Based on what I saw today, I think we should
schedule visits twice a week.” 


“Twice a week!”
I’m nearly shouting. He’s going to torture me two times a week? 


“Assuming you
do your daily exercises at home. If not, we’ll have to meet three times a
week.” 


I quickly
promise to do my exercises at home where no one can hear me scream bloody
murder. My grandparents don’t count. They’re family and have to put up with me
no matter what. 


“Great. I’ll
see you in two days. Have a nice day!” 


Have a nice
day? I always have a pleasant day after getting tortured. Sarcasm most definitely
intended. 











Chapter
3









A lady should never judge a book by its cover.


I’m pulling out my phone to call Grandpa to come pick me up while
sitting at the bench outside the hospital when someone plops down beside me. 


“First day?” 


I look over at her and gasp when I see she’s missing part of
her right arm. Oh, crap. That was super rude. I immediately start coughing to
try and cover up my rude gasp, but she’s not buying it.  


“I may be missing my forearm, but at least I’m not
Frankenstein.” She motions to the bandage on my face.


“If you must call me names, get it right. Frankenstein was
the scientist. Frankenstein’s monster was the freak.” 


She laughs at me trying to put her in her place. “I’m
Shelby.” She reaches out her left hand to shake mine. 


“Frankie.” I shake her left hand and try not to make it
awkward. I do not succeed. She rolls her eyes as she pulls her hand away.  


“You waiting for your ride?” 


I shake my phone at her. “I’m about to call.” 


She jumps up. “Hold off on that phone call. Let’s go get coffee.”


I motion to the open fields around us. The hospital is on
the edge of the suburb my grandparents call home. There’s nothing around us
except cornfields. 


“You’re such a newbie. There’s a coffee shop in the
hospital. Come on, freak.” She practically throws my crutches at me. “Put some
hustle in your bustle.”


Despite Shelby’s pushiness, she does slow to my pace as we
make our way to the cafeteria. I squeal and throw a little thank you up to the
goddess above when I see a Starbucks cart. “Go find a table. I’ll get our
coffees.” I raise an eyebrow at her and nod towards her arm. “Please.” She
waves her left arm. “I can carry a tray. You, on the other hand, can barely
manage to stand.” 


I do the mature thing. I stick my tongue out at her before
giving her my coffee order and hobbling over to a table near the window. 


“Tell me, what’s a city girl doing having PT here in the suburbs?”
I open my mouth to explain about my car accident, but she holds up a hand to
stop me. “And no, I don’t want to hear about how you got those injuries.” She
points to my leg. “I mean, what the hell are you doing in the boondocks, girl?”



I laugh and it feels good. For the first time since the
accident, I don’t mind the pull of skin around my injury. We’re not quite in
the boondocks. At nearly 150,000 people, this suburb is a city of its own.
We’re thirty miles away from the city, and although people commute into the
city to work every day, it feels as if we’re not merely in a different city,
but an entirely different country.


“I’m on unpaid leave. I can’t do my job in this condition.” 


Shelby scowls. “Who says?” 


“I do. I can’t run around the city finding venues and
attending events when I can barely manage to hobble from the sofa to the
kitchen.” 


Shelby puts down her coffee and leans forward to put her
elbow on the table. She cradles her chin in her hand. “Finding venues and
attending events. Sounds interesting. What kind of work do you do?” At her
question, I decide she’s going to become my new best friend. No one cares about
my work. Sure, everyone wants an invite to the parties I arrange. But as soon
as I start a discussion about the work necessary to make such a party happen,
eyes glaze over and everyone suddenly has urgent appointments elsewhere.  


“I’m an event planner. I work at a marketing firm planning
corporate events as part of the brand management strategy for big names like
Google, Coca-Cola.”


“Sounds cool.” 


I nod. My job is pretty cool. “And what do you do for work?”



“IT.” 


I roll my eyes at her. IT can mean practically anything.
“Can you be any more vague?” 


“Sorry, I’m used to people’s eyes rolling back in their
heads and faking strokes when I mention my work.” 


Don’t I know it. “Are you a software programmer or
something?” 


“Yeah, I work freelance. Mostly on debugging game software.”



“Nerd.” 


“Freak.” 


We laugh and then I open my mouth and stick my foot in it.
“What are you doing in therapy, anyway?” My face heats but I push forward. “I
mean how can therapy help you?” I wave my hand. “Ignore me. I’m trying to ask
you about yourself, but I obviously shouldn’t be let of out the house yet.” 


Shelby tilts her head back and laughs until she snorts. She’s
completely unashamed of the snort sounds she’s making. And why would she be
ashamed? She owns who she is. From a missing forearm to her hair dyed the
colors of the rainbow. I’m kind of jealous of her right now.


“I’m getting fitted for a new prosthesis.” She shrugs.
“You’d think a limb made out of plastic, carbon, and steel would last forever,
but nope. It takes forever to get the fit right. And, since my old one is
busted, looks like I’m a pirate for the near future.” 


“Pirates are cool. Johnny Depp was a complete stud in those
Pirates of the Caribbean movies.”           


Shelby scrunches her nose at me. Not a Johnny Depp fan then.
“Who’d you get for your therapist?” 


“Brodie.” I sigh. Merely thinking about the man makes me
shiver.


“Lucky beyotch. Brodie is the most wanted man in town. He
can eat crackers in my bed anytime.” 


I fan myself. “He’s not my type at all, and I’m all gaga
over the guy.” 


“Brodie is every woman’s type. Even my grandma, who uses a
walker and whose only form of exercise is clicking channels on the remote
control, would jump in.” 


That reminds me. Grandpa is probably waiting for me to call
him to come pick me up. I don’t want him to worry about me. When my accident
happened, it was my grandparents who were at my bedside day and night. My
parents are busy professionals. Mom’s an accountant and Dad’s a chemist. They
flew into town when they heard about my accident but left as soon as I’d
recovered from my surgeries. I try not to let it bother me. After all, when I’m
not hobbling around on crutches, I work sixty-hour weeks. I’d like to think I’d
take some time off if Mom or Dad needed me, though. I wouldn’t assume someone
would take care of the problem. Or would I? Crap, I probably would have.
I reach up to cover my face with my hand. I’m not that person anymore. I can’t
be. 


“Hey, where’d you go?” Shelby reaches over and pulls my hand
away from my face. She doesn’t ask me about the bandage, though. There are
questions in her eyes, but she bites her bottom lip and leans back in her
chair. Phew. I’m not ready to talk about my face. I doubt I’ll ever be ready.
“Give me your phone.” 


I hand her my phone and she quickly adds her name and
contact info before calling herself. “There. We’ll probably run into each other
again here but call me any time you want to get coffee or something.” 


“I will,” I tell her. With a start, I realize I mean it.
Well, that’s unexpected. Usually, I’m too busy and caught up in my job to have
time for my friends. My friends all have the same issue. Everyone’s trying to
make it as far up the corporate ladder as possible before settling down with a
man and starting a family. But right now, I don’t know if I can return to the
corporate ladder I was on. It’s not like I can climb with this leg. It will get
better. It has to. 











Chapter
4


A lady should never RSVP to drama.


“Stop it!” At Grandma’s command,
I immediately retract the tongue I’m sticking out at my mirror image. “You look
beautiful.” 


Cue eye-rolling. Of course, Grandma thinks I’m beautiful. It’s
her legal obligation as a grandparent to find her one and only grandchild
beautiful. But she’s obviously blind. How can I be beautiful when I have this ragged
scar slashing across my face? I grab a white bandage and carefully cover my
cheek with it, making sure not one millimeter of ruined skin is showing. 


Grandma places her hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “You’re
going to have to stop covering it up at some point.”


Yeah, no, not happening. “Maybe I should stay home.” 


“No, you are going out with your friends and you’re having a
good time. Maybe you should find a man to put a smile on your face.”


“Grandma! I am not going to find a man and you know.”
What does she think I am? A slut? Lord knows, I’m not a saint, but a one-night stand
with a man I’ve just met is a sin I’ve yet to commit. And thanks to my ugly
face, those types of shenanigans aren’t in the cards for me right now. Probably
never again in fact. 


“You don’t have to get intimate with him but maybe a bit of
slow dancing and some lip action would put you in a better mood.” I gasp. Lip
action is not a phrase I want to hear come out of my grandma’s mouth ever
again. “I love you, dear, I do. But you have been nothing but a grump since
your accident.” 


I open my mouth to defend myself – surely I haven’t been a
complete grump – when I hear a car honk. Saved by the bell! “My ride’s here.” 


“Aren’t they going to come in?” I shake my head. Grandma
makes a face but for once keeps her mouth shut. Miracles happen. Instead, she
reaches down to hand me my overnight bag. 


My girlfriends watch as I slowly make my way to the waiting
car. By the time I get there, I’m sweating like a pig. I’m sure I look super
glamorous with sweat pouring down my face and my overnight bag crossed over my
body. Evening wear and a cross-body bag – who knew the two went together?
Spoiler alert: They don’t.


I stop at the rear passenger door and wait for someone to
hop out and help me. Bailey finally opens the door and exits the car just as Suzanne
honks the horn again before motioning at me to ‘hurry it up’. Even with
Bailey’s help, it’s a struggle to get into the backseat of the car without
falling on my ass. I nearly strangle myself with my stupid overnight bag before
finally managing to get in the car. Climbing into the back seat of a car is way
more difficult than the front seat. Duly noted.   


I finally collapse in the seat and lean my head back to take
a little breather to recover. I swear I wasn’t a klutz before I needed the
assistance of crutches. 


“What are you wearing?” 


“Did you raid your grandma’s closet?”


“Did you change your style?”  


I open my eyes to see three pairs of eyes belonging to my
three friends – Suzanne, Becky, and Bailey – focused on me. Correction –
they’re focused on my outfit. I’m the first to admit the outfit is not my
finest, but it’s not easy finding a ‘clubbing’ outfit in my condition. I had to
choose a long skirt to hide my hideous leg, and it couldn’t be formfitting due
to my bulky brace. I thought the sexiness of my top, a skintight, see-through
black mesh body, would play off the boring skirt. Obviously, my girls don’t
agree.


“I think she looks cute,” Bailey says with a smile. Suzanne
and Becky give her looks to indicate she’s obviously lost her mind. 


“We don’t have time to worry about this now. Traffic was a
bitch getting out here.” Suzanne turns around and takes off with a squeal of
tires.  


As soon as we’re on the highway, it’s smooth sailing to the
city as the traffic is headed in the opposite direction – fleeing the city. Everyone’s
jabbering about how epic tonight will be. I don’t bother joining in. I had
another physical therapy session today and my leg is killing me. Even staring
at Brodie’s fine body did nothing to distract from the pain he caused. I had to
take an extra pain pill before leaving the house. 


“What do you think, Frankie?” Bailey pokes my side with a
finger to get my attention. “Will he ask me out again?” 


I shake my head. “Sorry, what were you saying?”


“I knew you weren’t listening.” She huffs. “I was telling
you about my date last week.” Bailey is always going out on a date. The woman
is on the hunt for true love. She wants a husband, kids, the whole shebang. But
no man wants to hear about your marriage aspirations on a first date. Unfortunately,
she can’t seem to stop herself from announcing her desire for a husband practically
the second she meets a man. She doesn’t go on many second dates. 


“How did it go?” I ask, although I have zero interest in Bailey’s
dating life right now. Today will be the first time I’ve been out since the
accident. I’ve been housebound for the past eight weeks waiting for the cast to
come off. No one was holding me hostage or anything, but when every accidental brush
against your cast makes you want to scream in pain, becoming a hermit and binge-watching
Netflix seems like the right thing to do.   


The idea of being out in the public again makes sweat form
along my brow. Will I be able to get around on crutches without falling on my
ass in front of a bar full of people? Oh god, what if I take a nosedive and end
up on some stranger’s lap? Face to crotch? There are about two million ways I
can embarrass myself playing out in my head.  


Nope. I am not going to worry about what might happen. Instead,
I smile at Bailey and concentrate on what she’s saying. She prattles on for the
entire drive into the city. She likes him. But maybe she doesn’t like him. He’s
perfect husband material. But maybe not after all. My head spins from listening
to her. To be honest, it all seems kind of trivial to me. Gah. That was mean. This
is Bailey, one of my three best friends. Don’t be petty, Frankie. 


We finally arrive at the club in the city. Suzanne pulls
into the valet parking and everyone jumps out of the car. Well, everyone except
me. Bailey stands outside of the car waiting for me, but then Becky grabs her
arm and pulls her away. She resists but finally gives up with a shrug and a
wave to me. The valet sees me struggling to get out of the car and rushes
around to help me. “Here,” he says as he holds out his arm. “Let me.” He practically
lifts me out of the car before handing me my crutches. Bless him.


I thank him and head towards the bar. The doorway is empty. My
friends have disappeared. Darn it! I sigh and hobble my way into the
place. As soon as I open the door, stimulation overload hits. The music is
blaring, strobe lights are flashing, and it’s packed to the gills. I let my
eyes adjust for a few moments before looking around to find my friends. They’re
at a table way over on the other side. Of course, they are.


“Excuse me.” “Pardon me.” Everyone ignores my attempts to be
polite as I try to squeeze through the crowded bar on crutches. With a shrug, I
give up and start banging my crutches against people’s legs to get them to make
way. And voilà! The path magically opens up.


“There you are!” Becky shouts as I approach. “We ordered you
a dry martini.” She points to the two martinis sitting on the table. “It’s
happy hour!” 


I smile in thanks, although I shouldn’t be drinking martinis.
My pain meds and gin do not go together. A bit of wine is okay, but hard liquor
is asking for trouble. I’m usually down for a bout of trouble, but I’ve got
trouble enough right now, thank you very much!


 “Have you talked to your boss lately?” Becky asks when I
finally manage to lower myself in a chair. I barely have time to mumble ‘no’
before she continues. “Because I heard they’re looking for a replacement for
you.” She looks at me and I could swear there’s an evil glint to her eyes. Nah,
can’t be. She’s my friend. 


Fortunately, I’m already aware of this gossip as my
assistant has kept in touch during my convalescence. I know they’re looking for
another event manager, but it’s not to replace me. “It’s all good. They’re not
replacing me.” 


Becky’s frown is there and gone so quickly I wonder if I
imagined it. The pain medication must be messing with my mind because she’s
smiling now. She grabs her drink and lifts it up. “To our girl being back!” 


Bailey and Suzanne shout, “Here! Here!” before downing their
drinks and immediately picking up their next one. I take a sip of my martini
and look around the room to see if I can catch a waitress to order a glass of
wine. Fat chance of that happening. One of the ‘cool’ things about this place is
how the waitresses are dressed in revealing outfits. The chance of one of them
noticing me with the men clamoring for their attention is about as likely as me
walking out of this place. Martini it is. 


The music suddenly swells louder. “This is my jam!” Becky
shouts before jumping to her feet. “Let’s dance.” Suzanne quickly follows her.
Bailey stands and raises her eyebrows at me. Is she asking if I want to dance?
Um, no, not going to happen. Me on the dance floor is not happening anytime
soon. I have yet to put any weight on my left leg. Unless I can figure out how
to dance on one leg, I’m out of luck for a few months. I shoo her away to the
tiny dance floor in the corner of the bar. 


I sip my cocktail while I wait for my friends to return. The
song changes and another one starts, but they don’t come back to our table. I
wave my hand in front of my face to get some air. The rush of people is making
it hot and stuffy.


I used to love coming to this place. I’ve even arranged
events here before. Tonight, however, I’m wondering why I bothered getting out
of my yoga pants to come into the city. I could be watching a re-run of Vikings
and eating homemade cookies right now. 


“Is this chair taken?” Can’t the idiot see there’s a drink
right in front of the chair? I nod and wave him off. He’s the first of a long
line of partygoers who want my girls’ chairs. After a while, I start glaring at
anyone who even comes near the chairs. But when the third song starts with no
sign of my girls returning, I give up on saving their seats.  


Finally, a slow song starts, and I smile. They’ll be back
now. No one likes to dance to a slow song with their girlfriends. When they
haven’t returned by the chorus, I start to worry. When did I become a worrywart?
I blame living with my grandma. The woman could worry about how slow the grass
is growing. My friends are probably going to the restroom, and every woman
knows the line to the restroom grows exponentially when the music slows. 


I push away my first martini and start sipping on the second
one. It’s gone warm and tastes like sludge. What am I doing? I shouldn’t be
drinking anyway. I push the drink away and pop the olive in my mouth while
continuing to wait. 


A man bumps into my crutches and they clatter to the floor.
“Sorry. Excuse me,” he slurs as he wobbles. He nearly falls over twice before
finally managing to grab the crutches and lean them against the table. He smiles
at me, but his eyes bug out when he gets a look at my face. “Holy crap! What
happened to you?” 


I slap my hand to my face to ensure the bandage is still in
place. Yep, it’s still there. Sure, the bandage is large, but there’s no reason
to be rude. “Fuck you,” I say to the drunk jerk as I stand. My fury at the
entire situation fuels me as I push my way through the crowd. No one’s getting
in my way now. I make it to the exit in record time. I feel like I’m making a
prison break when I finally manage to push the heavy door open. I gulp deep lungfuls
of air.  


“Can I help you?” The kind valet who helped me out of the
car when we arrived steps up and asks me. 


“Do you have the keys to my friend’s car?” He nods. “Is
there any chance I can pay you to grab my bag out of it?” 


“No need to pay.” 


As soon as he walks off, I grab my phone and pull up the
Uber app. It is long past time to go home. I’ve nearly completed the
thirty-mile trek back to Grandma’s house when the first message arrives.


Where are you?


I quickly message back I’m on my way home. 


What happened?


I don’t get a chance to respond before the flurry of
messages start.


We’re sorry.


Next time will be more fun.


Yeah! Then you can dance too.


Have a good night.


I put my phone away without responding. Do they not realize
it will be months before I can dance? Or worse? Do they not care? Stop that,
Frankie. No more pity parties I promise myself.  











Chapter
5


A lady should always stay loyal to her friends.


“Enough.” Brodie’s voice cuts
through the noise battling for attention in my head. He lays my leg back on the
treatment table before ordering me to sit up.  


Once I manage to get seated on the table, I watch as he
washes his hands. “What’s wrong?” he asks. Wrong? Today’s session hasn’t
been bad. Maybe because I haven’t been paying one lick of attention but
whatever gets me through these sessions is A-OK in my book.  


Brodie finishes at the sink and turns around to lean against
it. “You’re completely distracted today. What’s going on?” He tilts his head
and studies me. “Are you in a lot of pain? 


I shrug. “Define ‘a lot’.” 


“Smart alec.” He shakes his head. “If it’s not pain, what’s
wrong?” 


I raise my eyebrows at him. Why is he asking? He’s my
physical therapist, emphasis on ‘physical’. “I’m fine.” I check my watch. Only
five minutes left. “Shall we
quit early, and I’ll see you on Friday?” I reach for my crutches, but his hand
on my lower arm stops me. 


“We don’t quit early. Ever.” 


“Like ever, ever? What if there’s a fire? Or a terrorist
attack?” I lean close and whisper, “Or if I have a bathroom emergency?” 


Brodie chuckles. “I’m pretty sure none of those is happening
right now.”


I nod, although now I’ve mentioned bathroom, I do have to
tinkle. It’s like a Pavlov reflex. Mention bathroom and I need to go. I start
to squirm. Brodie crosses his arms over his massive chest and stares me down.
My squirming develops into full-blown fidgeting. I do not want to talk about
why I was distracted. 


“If you’re not going to give yourself to these sessions one
hundred and fifty percent, we’ll have to schedule three days a week instead of
two.” 


I scoff. “It’s impossible to give one hundred and fifty
percent.” 


Brodie raises an eyebrow. “Okay, smarty pants. Let me grab
my agenda.” 


I reach out and grab his arm. “No. Stop. I’ll tell. But you
play dirty.” He smirks. “I’m a little—” He clears his throat. “Okay, a lot
distracted because….” I don’t want to tell him the entire sordid tale of my
friends ditching me. I settle on a half-truth. “I’m a little depressed.” 


“What happened?” 


“I’m finding it hard to maintain my friendships with my
girlfriends in the city.” There, I don’t sound too needy. 


He repeats his question, “What happened?” 


Ugh! Is he going to stand there looking like some alpha male
from those erotic romances I do not read – white lie – asking what happened
again and again until I give in? I look at my watch and notice our time is up. I
reach my right hand out to grab my crutches, but Brodie gets there before I do
and pulls them out of reach. I narrow my eyes at him. “Don’t you have to get to
your next session?” 


“Nope.” 


Ugh! “Are you always this stubborn?” 


“Yep.” 


“Can you say more than one word at a time?” He doesn’t
bother responding. Instead, he leans my crutches against the next treatment
table, completely out of my arm’s reach. And there’s no way I can hop over
there after a torture …err… therapy session.


“Fine!” I screech and throw my hands in the air. “My friends
took me out Friday night and then they ditched me.” 


Every muscle in his body freezes. “Your friends ditched
you?” He practically growls the question. 


“Well, not exactly.” 


“You need to start explaining yourself now.” 


My eyes widen at the demand in his voice. Sounds like
someone’s taking the whole ‘therapist’ part of the ‘physical therapist’ job
description a bit too seriously. Although I’m pretty sure therapists don’t
demand their patients ‘explain themselves’. But what do I know? I’ve never seen
a therapist. 


“We went out on Friday night, but they didn’t quite understand
my limitations. They jumped out of the car and took off before I even managed
to get out of the car. The valet had to help me.” Geez, I sound like a total
whiner. I wave my hand. “It’s fine. I’m probably making too much out of this.”


“Finish the story. Get it all out.” Brodie still sounds
demanding, but his voice has softened somewhat. 


“They ordered me martinis despite me telling I shouldn’t be
drinking hard liquor on my pain meds. And then they all went off and danced and
kind of forgot about me. I was nearly home from the city before they bothered
to text to find out where I was.” My shoulders sag. Am I entirely forgettable?
They never seemed to forget me when I was planning the next event, but they
hardly bother texting me now. I drop my head into my hands. Pity. Party of one.
Yep, that’s me. 


“You got in a taxi in the city and rode thirty miles back to
town and no one knew about it?”


He sounds angry, and he’s completely missing the point of
the story. “It’s fine. I have this locator app on my phone, which shows my
friends and family where I am, and I can send out a distress signal if needed.
But thanks for listening. Obviously, I’m making a mountain out of a molehill
with my friends.” I feel my face heat. Time to move on. I hop down from the
treatment table. I refuse to look at him and stick my hand out for my crutches.


“Your friends sound like jerks.” 


I glower. How dare he? Sure, they may have been acting like
jerks, but only I have the right to call them names! 


“I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, but it’s the
truth. An injury like the one you sustained…” He trails off and I force myself
to look at him. I’m starting to think he won’t continue his thought when he
takes a deep breath and speaks again, “It changes how people look at you. They
forget you’re more than your looks, although you’re still beautiful.” I snort. Yeah,
right. “Unfortunately, it’s up to you to remind them you’re the same person
you always were inside.” 


I nod, and he hands me my crutches. I hobble as quickly as I
can out of the room and to the bathroom before the tears can fall. What if I’m
not the same person on the inside? And if I’m not the same person on the inside,
who am I? Who am I without my high-powered job and fancy parties to define me?
No clue.  











Chapter
6


A lady should be inquisitive, not curious.


I plop down at the dining room
table. My eyes zero in on the extra place setting. Oh boy. What’s Grandma up to
now? I start to stand, intent on escaping whatever plan the woman has
concocted, but my leg spasms, reminding me standing and sitting is still a strenuous
activity. Guess I’m stuck. I can only hope one of Grandma’s single friends is
coming to dinner. It’s a mere tiny thread of hope, but I’m hanging on to it for
dear life.   


The doorbell rings. “Get the door, will you, Bill?” Grandma
shouts from the kitchen. 


Grandpa winks at me before standing to open the door. He
returns in less than a minute with a man who I assume is the grandson of one of
Grandma’s friends. Darn. Why couldn’t my grandma be one of those old ladies who
turns into a complete hermit? Instead, she’s somehow managed to gather every
single person in her age group in the entire suburb into her circle of friends.
And it appears they all have grandsons who are single. Awesome.     


Grandma rushes in while drying her hands on the towel tucked
into her waistband. “You must be Jimmy.” She doesn’t give him a chance to reply
and engulfs him in a hug. From my position, I can see his eyes bulge out. He
doesn’t bother returning the hug. Good thing Grandma doesn’t seem to notice,
because she wouldn’t hesitate to give her a piece of her mind about manners.  


Within seconds, she’s releasing the poor man and pushing him
towards me. “This is my granddaughter, Francis.” No matter how many times I
tell her to call me Frankie, she insists on using my ‘God-given name’. Pretty
sure my mom agreed to name me Francis to torture me. God was not involved. 


“Um, hi,” Jimmy mumbles before sticking out his hand. His
hand is clammy, and I force myself not to pull back too soon. Poor guy is
probably nervous. His grandma probably forced him on a date with the cripple. 


“Have a seat. Have a seat.” Grandma shoves him in the seat
across from me. “Dinner’s ready. I made my famous lasagna. Bill, help me bring
everything out.” 


Grandpa mumbles incoherently but dutifully follows his wife
into the kitchen. I debate staring at my napkin and ignoring the guy sitting
across from me for about five seconds. If Grandma comes out to awkward silence,
she will be ‘very disappointed’ in this young lady. Never mind I’m neither
young nor a lady. She has a way of being disappointed in a person, which makes
you want to jump through hoops for her. Since I’m currently incapable of
jumping, let alone jumping through hoops, I try to make conversation.


“You’re in luck. Grandma’s lasagna is totally yummy.” As it
takes her forever to make, she usually saves it for special occasions. Making
it for tonight must mean she has high hopes for Jimmy. Crap.


 “Awesome. I’ve got the munchies. Bad.” His fingers start
drumming on the table. I can’t help but notice the filth underneath his
fingernails.  


I open my mouth to order the guy to go watch his hands.
Whoa! When did I become Grandma? I shudder at the thought and search for
something else to say but I got nothing. Luckily, Grandpa walks in with a tray
of lasagna. I sniff the air, and my mouth starts to water. “You’re in for a
treat,” I tell Jimmy. Master conversationalist, that’s me. 


Grandma beams at me as she sets down a bowl of salad and a
basket of garlic bread. The garlic bread is made with real butter and smothered
in cheese. At this rate, I’m going to weigh two-hundred pounds by the time I
can move back home. Spoiler alert: I don’t care.


“Now, Jimmy, tell us,” Grandma starts once everyone has been
served a heaping helping of lasagna and garlic bread. The salad remains untouched.
“What do you do for work? Your grandmother, Mildred, said you did a bit of this
and that. I’m not sure what that means.” 


Jimmy keeps his attention firmly on his lasagna. “I pick up
odd jobs here and there.” Well, that cleared things up. Not. 


I jump in. “Like construction work?” I often hire carpenters
for odd jobs like building stages and runways when I’m putting events together.



He shrugs. “Sure.” He’s totally lying. I’m thoroughly
intrigued now. What could he possibly do for work? Why is he being deliberately
vague about it? Oh, snap! What if he can’t tell us what he does? Like he’s an
undercover cop or something? How cool would that be?


I lean forward to ask, “Can you not tell us what you do for
work, because you like work for the government or something?” 


He grunts while continuing to shovel food into his mouth. I
look at Grandma and Grandpa. They’re both staring at him with their brows
wrinkled. I tap my chin as I think this through. If he doesn’t work for the
government, who does he work for? Does he work for a private contractor? I’ve
heard a lot of government work is now contracted out. Technically speaking, I’ve
heard nothing of the sort, but I have read some books where it’s discussed. If
you want to get specific, I guess you could say I’ve gathered this information
from some steamy romance books I’ve read. Don’t judge.


“Do you work for a private contractor who does contract work
for the government?” 


Jimmy squints his eyes at me. “Are you obsessed with
government workers or something?” 


“I’m only trying to figure out what you do for a living. I
can tell you what I do for a living if that will make you feel better?” He shrugs.
“I’m an event planner.” Another shrug. He obviously doesn’t care about anything
I have to say. Maybe his only reason for being here tonight is the free meal?
Maybe he doesn’t care about this sham of a date our grandparents set up? I
can’t blame him there, but now I’m curious and won’t rest until I know how he
makes his money. 


Grandpa steps in before I get a chance to open my mouth
again and start rapid-firing questions at him. “Son, you might as well tell her
what you do. She’s not going to stop throwing questions at you until you give
her an answer.” 


He sets his fork down and leans back in his chair before
crossing his arms over his chest. “If you must know, I’m in sales.” 


“Why didn’t you say so? What kind of sales?” Sales sounds
pretty boring to me, but maybe he sells something cool like Ferraris or
something. My eyes glance over how he’s dressed. Ripped jeans and a dirty
t-shirt. Not a Ferrari salesman then. Maybe something with IT. They can get
away with wearing whatever they want to work.


“Do you really need to know this?” Um, no, but nothing’s
stopping me now. “I didn’t come here to undergo some kind of interrogation.” He
narrows his eyes at me. “Are you sure you’re not the one who’s an undercover
cop?” 


“Me!” My eyes almost bug out of my head. “Like this injury
is fake and I’m living with my grandparents as a cover?” 


“You never know,” he taunts. 


Bam! It finally hits me. He’s into something illegal! He
doesn’t want to tell us what he does for a living because he’s a criminal. Only
a criminal would think I’m a cop. Oooh, the intrigue deepens. What does he do? Does
he steal cars? Or maybe he’s a jewelry thief. Darn. I always imagined a jewelry
thief would look like Sean Connery in that Entrapment movie. I don’t
care how old Sean Connery is. He’s still elegant and suave. He’ll be on his
death bed looking debonair.  


“Maybe I should go.” He stands and my eyes glance at his
hands again. I notice the fingernail of his pinky nail is longer than his other
nails.


I gasp. “You’re a drug dealer!” 


He shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “I only came here today to
see what kind of pain killers you’re on.” My eyes widen and my eyebrows practically
fly off my face. He came to steal my drugs? “Some of those fancy new pain
killers are worth a ton on the streets.” 


I look at Grandma. She’s staring at him with her mouth open
and a fork full of lasagna frozen in her hand. I bet her friend Mildred doesn’t
know her grandson is a drug-dealing thief. 


“It’s time for you to go.” Grandpa may be in his seventies,
but Jimmy is no match for his fury. Grandpa grabs Jimmy’s upper arm and starts
pulling him out of the dining room. A minute later, I hear the door slam.  


“Maybe I should start vetting these candidates before I let
them into my house.” My mouth drops open at Grandma’s words. She can’t be
serious! She’s going to continue matchmaking after this disaster?


“Grandma, maybe you can give the dates a rest? I’m not in a
rush, and I’ve got a lot going on right now.” I may be bored out of my mind on
occasion – there is a limit to the number of episodes of Matlock a woman
can watch after all – but learning to walk again and learning to live with a
deformed face is not nothing. 


Grandma harrumphs. “Do I need to ask my friends if they have
any granddaughters who are single? Is that the problem?”


My mouth drops open at Grandma’s question. Because I don’t
want to date a drug addict, I’m now gay? I don’t know if I should clap for
Grandma for being openminded or insulted she doesn’t know who I am. What I do
know is I have no intention of having a conversation with my Grandma about
my sexual orientation. No way. No how. I manage to stand and hobble away.   











Chapter
7


A lady should always stay classy.


My grandma smiles at the knock
on the door. “Now, that’s more like it. None of this honking the horn business.”
She nods in approval as she opens the door. “You must be Shelby.” 


Shelby holds out her hand, but Grandma reaches forward and
hugs her. “Tell me. Are you Francis’s special friend?”  


Oh my god! She did not just insinuate Shelby’s my
girlfriend. “Grandma!” 


Grandma is unmoved by my outrage. “What? I’m a modern gal.” 


Shelby starts laughing. Pretty soon she’s bent over at the
waist snorting and trying to catch her breath. I smack her on the back. “It’s
not that funny.”


“Yes.” Snort. “It.” Snort. “Is.” 


I smack her again. “Stop it. I’m not entirely pathetic. I
could have a girlfriend, you know.” Now, I’m arguing I could be gay. What is
wrong with me?


Shelby immediately sobers. She grabs my hands and pulls me
close. “You are not pathetic at all. I don’t know what’s under your bandage,
but you’re beautiful no matter what.” I open my mouth to remind her I also have
a deformed leg, but she shoves her palm in front of my face. “Nope. I don’t
want to hear whatever negativity you’re about to spout.” 


Grandma claps from behind me. Oh crap. I forgot she
was there. “Are you sure you two aren’t you know?” She wiggles
her eyebrows.   


“My grandma has sex on the brain.” 


“Ain’t nothing wrong with that,” she shouts as she walks
away. “It’s perfectly natural. Isn’t it, Bill?” Grandpa grunts. Smart man. He
knows better than to open his mouth. 


“Please. Get me out of here,” I beg Shelby. 


“Your chariot awaits.” She curtsies and indicates the taxi
with a regal wave of her arm. 


I call her a nerd before starting to hobble my way down the
walkway to the awaiting car. 


♥♥♥


We’re on our second drink when Shelby finally asks the
question I’ve been dreading. “So,” she takes a swig of her beer before
continuing, “what’s the reason you needed to escape? Don’t say it’s your
grandma ‘cuz she’s a hoot. I want to adopt her.” 


I ignore her. Everyone always wants to adopt Grandma. What
they don’t realize is how Grandma acts is only funny when she’s not your
grandma. When she is, it’s plain out embarrassing. “I was feeling depressed is
all.” I shrug. 


“And a session with Brody didn’t lift your spirits?” She sighs
and leans her head on her hand with a faraway look in her eyes. “He’s
positively dreamy.” 


I snort. “Sure, he’s dreamy until he starts torturing you. And
then, when you don’t grunt in pain, he gets annoyed and starts a counseling
session.” 


“A counseling session? Please proceed.” 


Ugh! I lay my head on the table and cover it with my arms. If
I hide my head, no one can see me, right? Because I don’t want to talk about
this! It’s embarrassing. My own friends dumped me. A glass is plopped down in
front of my head. I open one eye to discover a full glass of red wine. Exactly
what I need. I sit up and take a large swallow.


“Now tell Shelby all about it.” When I ignore her, she snorts.
“You might as well tell me. Or I can bug you until you talk. Your choice.” She
picks up her phone and quickly types a message. My phone goes off immediately. 


Tell me.


While I’m staring at the first message, three more arrive. Tell
me. I’m waiting. Losing patience here. 


“How the hell do you type so fast with one hand?” I blurt
out in frustration and then smack my hand over my mouth. “Forget I said that.
I’m an idiot and a crap friend.” 


“And an even worse girlfriend,” Shelby chimes in with a huge
smile on her face. “I can’t wait to tell everyone I know your grandma thinks
we’re dating.” Her smile is decidedly evil. Uh oh. 


“Fine. I’ll tell you – as long as I’m not suddenly in a
relationship with you on Facebook.” When she nods her agreement, I proceed to
tell her about my awesome Friday night out with my girls. Sarcasm intended. 


“Those bitches!” Shelby proclaims as soon as I finish. “There’s
only one solution to this problem. Let’s get drunk!” Now, there’s a plan I can
get behind. 


The night gets fuzzy after my second glass of wine. The next
thing I know we’re walking around Target. Well, Shelby’s walking. She’s stuffed
me into one of those part shopping cart part wheelchair thingamabobs. “Oops!” she
shouts as she runs into yet another clothing rack. 


I can feel my face heating up as an elderly customer walks
past us tut-tutting as she shakes her head. I’m never going to be able to shop
at this location again. “Let me out. I’ll walk,” I hiss as we swerve down another
aisle. 


“Not happening, freak! I could barely get you out of the
taxi.” 


She has me there. I thought maneuvering on crutches was
difficult. Then, I decided to ignore doctor’s orders and drink a gallon of
wine. The ability to maneuver at all became impossible. Good thing I’m feeling
no pain as I hit the side of the taxi pretty hard. 


I look around and notice we’re in the candy aisle. This is
not good. My hands itch to reach out and fill the cart with all the goodies I
usually deny myself. “We need to get out of here before I buy the store out.” 


“No way. There’s a huge M&M dispenser here. I only eat
blue M&Ms. Ordering those blue babies is expensive.” She stops the cart and
swings it around. “Voilà!”


My mouth drops open at the sight in front of me. There is a
row of clear, plastic tubes containing various colors of M&Ms extending
from the ceiling. From the looks of it, you place a container at the bottom of
the tube and twist a knob to dispense the candy. This is too cool. Shelby
already has a huge container in her hands and is heading for the blue M&Ms.



I’m not that picky. I scooch the wheelchair cart thingy to
the nearest dispenser. When I’m close enough I bend over backwards and stick my
mouth under the tube before twisting the release valve to start the flow of
candy. As soon as my mouth is full, I stop the flow with a twist and start
crunching away. I close my eyes and moan. 


“This is awesome!” I say once I swallow the heavenly taste
of candy-covered chocolate peanuts. “This is exactly what the world needs. More
candy!” 


Someone clears their throat, and I open my eyes. Crap.
That’s not Shelby. Nope. Shelby isn’t wearing a red polo shirt and khaki pants.
I roll myself away from the dispenser and slowly sit up.    


“Can I help you?” My words come out slurred. Eating candy
has not sobered me up. Bummer. 


“I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 


I nod. “I was planning on paying for those M&Ms.” I actually
wasn’t, but not because I’m a thief. My alcohol-soaked mind simply hadn’t
gotten past the thought of ‘hey, candy!’ yet. 


“Hey!” Shelby shouts. I see she’s holding five huge
containers of blue M&Ms. Guess she was serious about only eating the blue
ones. “You’re not kicking her out because she’s a freak, are you?” 


My eyes bug out of my head. She did not just say that! My
hand moves to my face without me being consciously aware of it. Crap! My
bandage is missing. I hold my hand over my face as I re-arrange myself in the
cart.  


“Go pay for those. I’ll meet you at the taxi.” I start
pulling myself forward using my good leg and one crutch. It’s not easy, but I’m
determined. No one else is going to see my face! Ever!


Shelby nods at me before turning on the manager. “How dare
you embarrass her? Don’t you think she has enough to deal with?” Luckily, I
hear their footsteps moving off in the opposite direction. I don’t want the
manager’s pity. The only thing I want is to get the hell out of here.  


I’ve finally managed to get myself situated in the waiting
taxi when Shelby arrives with her bag stuffed with blue M&Ms. “I’m sorry,”
she says as she shuts the door and motions to the driver to get going. “I
didn’t mean to call you a freak because of your face. I hadn’t noticed your
bandage was gone. Promise.” 


I stare out the window. “It’s fine.” 


She grabs my wrist and pulls my hand away from my face.
“It’s not so bad, you know.” I don’t bother responding. She doesn’t know what I
used to look like. I wasn’t beautiful or anything, but I wasn’t ugly either.
Now? Now is a completely different story. 


“I’d totally do you. Well, if I batted for the other team. But
I don’t. Despite what your grandma thinks.” 


Before I have a chance to respond, the driver pipes in. “I
bat for your team, and I’d date you. You’re fucking gorgeous, sweetheart. Those
Irish looks do it for me every time.” He dangles a business card over the seat.
My mouth hanging open, I grab the card before stuffing it in my pocket and
covering my face once again. 


We ride the rest of the way to Grandma’s house in silence. I
wish I could jump out of the taxi and escape as soon as we arrive, but I still
have this stupid leg injury to deal with. Instead, Shelby hops out and helps
me. I try to pull away from her as soon as I’m steady on my feet, but she’s
having none of it. She helps me to the door. “I really am sorry. Please don’t
be mad at me.” 


I groan and admit, “I’m not mad.” She didn’t lie or
anything. What she said is true. I am a freak. 


“You’re not a freak.” Yeah, sure, whatever. She waits a
minute, but when I keep my mouth firmly shut, she grunts and stomps back to the
waiting taxi. 


I wasn’t lying. I’m not mad. But I do need a minute to wrap
my head around what happened. Excluding a gazillion doctors and nurses, no one
except Grandma and Grandpa has seen my face since the accident. I wasn’t planning
on showing my face ever again. I was therefore woefully unprepared for my new
friend to get a glimpse today. Despite her assurances, I’m not convinced she
can see me as anything other than a freak now.   











Chapter
8


A lady should always be modest.


“Someone’s here to see you,”
Grandma shouts from the front door. Ugh. I hope she doesn’t expect me to move.
I have the worst hangover of my life. Of. My. Life. The combination of red
wine, pain killers, and chocolate is not one I can recommend. My stomach somersaults
at the mere thought of any one of those items coming anywhere near my vicinity
again. I’m sprawled over the recliner in the living room watching Hallmark
movies I will never admit to watching.  


 “Hey, Frankie!” At the sound of my assistant’s cheerful
voice, I jolt and have to catch myself before I fall off the recliner. What’s Jackson
doing here? And why is he here on a day when I look like death warmed over? I
reach up to re-do my ponytail but realize it’s a fool’s mission as my hair is a
complete rat’s tail. 


“How are you doing?” Jackson chuckles as he takes in my pajama-clad
self. “Rough night?” 


“I’ll leave you two alone to catch up.” My grandma says from
behind Jackson. She points at Jackson and then gives me two thumbs up while
winking. Oh god, who does she think he is? 


“This is my assistant Jackson, Grandma.” When she only
smiles in response, I continue. “He’s not my boyfriend.”


“Things can change,” she sings as she walks out.


“No, they can’t,” I shout at her retreating figure. 


Jackson is full out laughing now. “It’s not funny. She keeps
setting me up on dates with grandsons of her friends. Thus far, I’ve met a man
who is in his late thirties but still lives with his mom. I wasn’t good enough
for him. And then there was the man who wanted to steal my painkillers.” He
tilts his head back and bellows. I throw the remote control at him. “Stop it!” 


He easily catches the remote before sitting on the sofa
across from me. “How are you really doing? Do you think you’ll get back to work
soon now since the cast is off?” 


I scrunch my eyes at him. We talk nearly every week to catch
up on everything going on at the office. He knows I’m in physical therapy and
still struggling with walking on my crutches. Putting weight on my left leg remains
a distant dream. “What’s going on?” 


He stares at his feet for several long moments before
speaking. “The woman they hired to temporarily fill in for you? Tara?” I nod at
him to continue. “She’s gunning for your job.” 


I’m not surprised. Event planner jobs are few and hard to
come by. The firm I work for is one of the best in the business as well.
Everyone who’s anyone in the event management business knows the firm. We only
work for the biggest, most respectable brands. In other words, getting a job
there is like winning the lottery for an event planner. 


“There’s more,” Jackson starts but then doesn’t continue. 


I wait but the seconds tick by. “Okay, I’ll bite. What is
it?” 


“She’s going around telling everyone you can’t do the job
anymore.” 


She’s not exactly wrong. Right now, I most definitely cannot
perform my job. I log over 20,000 steps on an average day at work. And those
are ‘office days’. Event days can cause the number to double. The doctors have
assured me that with physical therapy and a lot of work (and a lot of pain which
they conveniently forgot to mention), I can return to normal. I won’t be
running any marathons, but I wasn’t planning on losing my mind and running one
anyway.   


I explain this to Jackson – once again – but he shakes his
head when I finish. “No, that’s not it. She…” He coughs as a light shade of
pink colors his face. Oh boy. I’m not sure I want to hear what he has to say
anymore. He clears his throat and tries again. “She says you’re deformed, and
clients will never want to work with you.” His face is now beet red. 


“What the hell?” I shout and jump up to start kicking some
ass. My so-called ‘good’ leg gives out and I fall into a clump on the floor. Jackson
rushes to me and helps me back into my seat. 


“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you, but I thought you
should know.” 


I nod as my initial anger fades. Deformed? Am I deformed
now? My hand flies to my face to cover my scar. Good, I exhale a sigh of
relief, the bandage is still in place. 


“Stop it.” Jackson sits on the coffee table in front of me.
He reaches forward and pulls my hand away from my face. “It can’t be that bad.”



“How do you know?” I sneer at him.


He points to the bandage. “If it weren’t for the bandage, I
wouldn’t even know there was anything wrong. The rest of your face looks as
beautiful as it always has.” Yeah, right. Sure, it does. He can’t possibly be
serious, right now. “And the bandage isn’t very big. It only covers your right
cheek.” He grabs my other hand and cradles my hands in his. “You are not
deformed.”


I hear a sigh behind me. I don’t need to look to know my
grandma is spying on us. I pull my hands away from Jackson. “He’s not my gentleman
caller,” I shout at her. She doesn’t respond, although I do hear giggling
before her retreating footsteps indicate she’s giving us some privacy. 


“My grandma is crazy.” 


Jackson ignores the entire grandma incident. “Why don’t you
show me how it looks? I can be impartial. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think
it is.” My eyes widen at his words. Is he out of his freaking mind? 


“Nope. Unless you happened to catch me at the Target in the
middle of the night eating M&Ms straight out of the dispenser, you’re out
of luck.” 


He chuckles and returns to the sofa. I regale him with tales
of my adventures at Target. But he isn’t distracted. “What are you going to do
about Tara?” he asks when I finish my story.


I shrug. What can I do? It’s not like I can waltz back into
the office and claim my job back – at least not yet. “Devon promised me my job would
be waiting for me when I’m ready to return to work.” Devon’s my boss and one of
the senior partners. We work well together, and I consider him a friend, but
the world – and his business – didn’t stop revolving because I’m injured. 


“What if you don’t come back?” 


“What?” My eyes widen at his suggestion. “What am I going to
do if I’m not an event planner?” It’s the only job I’ve ever wanted. And I’m
good at it. No, not good. I freaking rock my job. Every single person for whom
I’ve planned an event has asked me to plan their next event. 


“No, I don’t mean stop being an event planner. I meant why
don’t you start your own company?” 


“My own company?” I’ve never given going out on my own a
thought. The events I plan cost tens of thousands of dollars and take massive
amounts of coordination. There’s no way I could do it without a team behind me
and some serious financial backing.  


“Yeah, why not?” Jackson asks as if his suggestion didn’t totally
rock my world. “You could even stay in the suburbs and work for smaller
companies at smaller venues. I bet this town is dying for someone of your
caliber.” 


Um, no. I don’t think so. 


“I’d work for you.” 


“Let me get this straight. You’d leave the city to come work
in the boondocks for me? At a start-up company? You do know the chance of a
start-up company going bankrupt within the first year is way over
fifty-percent?” He’s lost his marbles. “Are you running a fever or something?”
Oh wait, I sit up straight. “Is Tara a total bitch? Does she not bring you your
favorite coffee every morning? Poor baby. How will you ever survive?” Jackson
may be my assistant, but I always take care of him. Since there’s a coffee shop
on the ground floor of my apartment, I stop every morning and grab us coffees.
He’s spoiled. 


Jackson snorts. “Tara is a total bitch, but not the reason I
think you should start your own business.” 


“Spill.” 


He shrugs. “You’d make an awesome business owner. What more
of an answer is necessary?” 


I prod him some more, but he doesn’t spill where this idea
of me starting a business came from. Not a problem. I can be tenacious. I’ll
figure out what’s going on with him eventually. 


After fifteen minutes, Jackson stands. “I better get back to
the city. Tara’s probably on the warpath by now.” He reaches in his pocket for
his phone and frowns. “Yep, she’s definitely on the warpath. I can’t wait for
you to come back.” 


I beam at him. At least one person from my old life is
missing me. I haven’t heard a peep from my girls since the ‘Friday night from
hell’. I know they’re busy, but this is ridiculous. Was I this out of touch
with friends and family when I was working? I have a sneaking suspicion I was. 


“I’ll let myself out.” The words are barely out of his mouth
before Grandma pounces.


“Don’t you want to stay for lunch? I’m making spaghetti.”
Grandma is a firm believer of the old adage – the way to a man’s heart is
through his stomach. 


Behind Grandma’s back, I do a thumbs-down. If he stays for
lunch, Grandma will start assuming something’s going on between us. But wait!
If she thinks I’m dating my assistant, maybe she’ll stop setting me up with
grandsons of her friends. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to suggest he stay
as he’s already walking out the door. 


“You’re not deformed!” he shouts as he leaves. I don’t
bother responding. He’s delusional.  Sweet. But completely delusional. 











Chapter
9


A lady should never judge a person based on the
company he keeps.


When I walk into the dining room
and see the table set with the ‘nice’ china, I growl and stomp my way to the
kitchen. Yes, I stomp. You can stomp with crutches. Mostly I’m making a racket
banging my crutches around but whatever. I find Grandma pulling a chocolate
cake out of the oven. The smell of chocolate hits me, and I almost don’t open
my mouth to yell at her. Almost. 


“Grandma,” I call her name when she doesn’t respond to my
glaring daggers into her back while she sets the cake on the counter to cool.


“Oh, Francis. I didn’t see you standing there.” I roll my
eyes. Likely story. 


“You’ve got stop with these dates. I—” I don’t get any
further.


“Now, Francis. I just want you to be happy. I want you to
have what your grandfather and I have. The love and companionship we’ve shared
for decades. Is there something wrong with that?” Wow. I came into this room
stomping mad and now I’m slumped down feeling guilty for not having a life
mate. My grandma is the master of guilt trips. The Master. 


The doorbell rings. “Go sit down. I’ve got a good feeling
about this one.” She winks. 


I don’t bother responding to her. There is no response to
crazy. I hobble into the dining room and take my seat as Grandpa enters the
room with our guest. This one doesn’t look too bad. A bit geeky but geek, or
nerd for that matter, has never bothered me. He has curly blond hair and thick
black glasses. He’s dressed down in a t-shirt and jeans, but both items are
clean.


He looks at me and smiles. “Hi. I’m Bert. You must be
Francis.” 


“Please, call me Frankie.” I reach my hand out to shake his.
I don’t get the tingles when our hands meet like I do when a certain physical
therapist touches me, but I’m not bothered. I’m not planning on dating anyone
anyway. Heck. I’m not planning on staying in this suburb any longer than
necessary. Stupid leg.


Bert pulls his hand back and shoves his hands in his
pockets. He stares at the floor and shuffles his feet. “I think I should tell
you something.” 


“I’m going to go help your grandmother in the kitchen.”
Grandpa escapes as soon as the words are out of his mouth. 


“I’m not single,” Bert confesses while continuing to stare
at the carpet. 


Oh good, what a relief. After the last guy ended up being a
drug dealer, who knew what Bert was going to confess? “Not a problem. I’m not
looking for a boyfriend, but my grandma insists on these dates.” 


“What did you say? You have a girlfriend?” 


Bert’s head flies up and his eyes widen as Grandma comes
rushing into the room. I swear the woman has the hearing of a bat. “Um, yes?”
He clears his throat and tries again. “Yes, yes, I do.” 


“Alma said you were single.” Alma must be his grandmother. 


“Um…” 


Grandpa walks in carrying a tray of pork chops. “Shall we
eat while it’s still hot?” Grandma gives him a look, which would have a lesser
man cowering in the corner, but he merely smiles at her as he sets the tray on
the table. She huffs but rushes off to the kitchen. She returns with salad and
a bowl overflowing with mashed potatoes. I’m not going to be able to fit
through the door by the time I can walk. 


It’s quiet while everyone serves themselves. Bert seems
perfectly comfortable with the situation, but I’m waiting for Grandma to
explode. Alma is never going to hear the end of it if she lied to Grandma about
Bert’s relationship status. Oh, to be a fly on the wall when that happens. 


“Now, young man.” I chuckle. Bert is not young by anyone’s
measure except Grandma’s. Based on his receding hairline and the white tinting
his beard, I’m guessing he’s somewhere in his late thirties if not older.
“What’s this about you having a girlfriend?” 


Bert, who just stuffed a huge portion of pork chop into his
mouth, chokes but holds his hand up when Grandma stands and pulls her arm back as
if to whack him on the back. He takes a drink of water and manages to swallow
his food. “My grandmother Alma doesn’t approve of my relationship.” 


“Why not?” Grandma asks as she sits down. “Are you a
homosexual? Do you need me to talk to Alma? She should know better in this day
and age than to discriminate against you gays.” 


Bert starts choking all over again. This time on mere air.
When he gets control of himself, he shakes his head. “Um, no. I’m not gay. I
have a girlfriend,” he explains making sure to emphasize ‘girl’.  


“Why doesn’t she approve of your relationship?” I ask before
Grandma can start on some other inane theory. 


“My girlfriend is in prison.” 


My eyes widen at his answer. I can honestly admit of the
dozen scenarios running through my head – drug dealer, too young, single mother
– ‘girlfriend in prison’ never entered the realm of possibilities. “What’s she
in for?” His lips turn down at my question. “What? Is it not proper etiquette
to ask?” Like I care. I will find out what crimes his girlfriend committed. 


He shrugs. “I guess I can tell you as you’ll probably never
meet Shayla. She was arrested for intent to distribute drugs.” 


My mouth gapes open. “Your girlfriend is a drug dealer?” 


Bert’s eyes narrow on me. “No, she is not. She has a problem
with addiction for which she’s being treated.” 


Sure, she’s not. “Does she get treatment in prison?” 


“She’s going to NA.” 


I nod. NA is better than nothing I guess, although I
wouldn’t be surprised if she was ordered to attend NA as part of her sentence. Wow.
These blind dates are making me cynical. I take a bite of pork chop as I
consider my next question. “How did you two meet?” 


“Online.” 


“Like online dating before she went to prison or…” I trail
off when I see him shaking his head.


“No, I met her on this website for dating prisoners.”
There’s a website for dating prisoners? People, who are not in prison purposefully
choose to find a prisoner to date? Fascinating. I have to find this website.
Maybe his girlfriend is still listed on there.   


“But you have met her in person, right?” 


“Of course.” Bert smiles. “I drive down to the prison about
once a month to visit her.” 


I lean forward and whisper. “Can you like touch each other
and kiss and stuff when you visit?” Is it rude to ask someone if they can have
sex with their prisoner girlfriend at the dinner table? I sneak a peek at
Grandma whose mouth is hanging open as she stares at Bert. Okay, probably not
best to ask about sex then. 


Bert’s face goes nuclear red. Even the tips of his ears are
red. It’s kind of adorable. “Not really. But she’s out soon…” The implication
is clear. He can’t wait to do the horizontal mumbo jumbo with his prisoner
girlfriend. 


Grandma clears her throat and stops any further questions of
which I have about a gazillion. I’ve never met anyone who dated a prisoner
before. I don’t think I even know anyone who’s been to jail, let alone prison. I’m
intrigued.  


“What about in the meantime?” Grandma asks. 


“In the meantime? What do you mean?” Bert asks, but I have a
sneaking suspicion where Grandma is going with this line of inquiry and I don’t
like it one bit. 


“Don’t you need some female companionship since your girl is
… um …. unavailable?” 


Oh my god! Is my grandma trying to pimp me out? No, no,
no. This can’t be happening. I refuse to believe it. 


“Actually,” Bert starts before I have a chance to figure out
a way to head Grandma off at the pass. “Shayla is my fiancé. We’re getting
married as soon as she’s out.” 


My mouth drops open. This is like one of those episodes from
reality television. Not that I would know from personal experience or anything.
I never watch reality television. Sometimes my television accidentally gets
stuck on a channel, which just happens to be showing reality programs. Sounds
believable, right?  


“Congratulations,” I say when the silence in the room
becomes deafening. 


“Does Alma know about this?” Grandma demands. Poor Alma. I
don’t want to be in her shoes when Grandma gets ahold of her. 


I stare at Bert and run a finger across my throat indicating
he should not answer Grandma’s question. He scrunches his nose at me. I keep
running my finger across my throat while mouthing no.  He looks even
more confused. 


“Did anyone catch the White Sox game last night?” Grandpa
chimes in. Bless him. He certainly didn’t catch the game last night as he doesn’t
like the White Sox. Grandpa is a diehard Cubs fan. Grandma huffs but allows her
husband to change the subject to sports. I’m sure this is not the end of the
conversation, though. Alma will totally be getting an earful.


 Bert has barely finished his gigantic piece of chocolate
cake when he stands. “Thank you for a lovely evening. It was nice meeting you, Frankie.”
He smiles at me. “I’ll see myself out.” 


Grandpa grunts before standing and following him out. He has
no intention of seeing Bert out. He’s escaping. He knows I’m dying to give
Grandma my two cents worth. He is not wrong. As soon as I hear the front door
shut, I start in on Grandma. “Can we stop with the dating now? It’s obviously
not working.” 


Grandma nods. “I agree. I didn’t realize my friends had such
terrible grandchildren.” She shakes her head. “No, we need to think about
internet dating. I’ll ask my friends if anyone has any experience.” 


My mouth drops open and I do a fine impression of a fish out
of water as she stands and walks out. “I’m not signing up for online dating,” I
shout at her retreating form. I swear I hear her sing we’ll see. I stare
at my leg. “Come on, leg,” I tell it. “You need to heal fast. Otherwise, I’m
going to find myself a sister wife.” Since I’ve never learned to share, that
scenario has disaster written all over it.  









Chapter
10


A lady should be demure but never self-critical.


Brodie doesn’t bother saying hello before he starts in on me
the next day at physical therapy. “Are you going to give 125% today?” 


“Well, hello to you too.” I wait until he nods his greeting
before continuing, “And it’s still impossible to give more than 100%.” No
matter how fine your therapist is, I think as I try not to stare at his
chest and the shirt straining against his muscles. It’s not weird I’m jealous
of his shirt. Not weird at all.


He grunts in annoyance, and I have to hide a smile. It’s
entirely too easy to rile the man up. Teasing him is quickly becoming one of my
favorite pastimes. Brodie crosses his arms over his chest and waits for me to
give him a serious answer.  


“Since I’d rather be here giving a physically impossible
125% than at home with another date with one of my grandma’s friends’
grandchildren, I’ll give whatever percentage you want me to.” 


He raises his eyebrow and waits for an explanation. Not
going to happen. But then an idea hits me. A smile spreads across my face. 


“Wait! I’m not going to give 125%. Heck, I’m not going to
give 100%. Then, I’ll have to come to PT three days a week. I’ll get out of the
house more and Grandma will think my recovery isn’t going well. She’ll
be forced to be understanding when I complain I can’t handle any more dates.” Yep,
the one and only reason I want to see Brodie three days a week is to get out of
the lame dates Grandma sets me up with. No other reason at all. 


Brodie holds his hands up. “Whoa there. Back up. Start again.
What in the world are you talking about? Your grandma’s grandchildren? Isn’t that
you?”


I giggle. He looks cute when his face is scrunched in
confusion. “Grandma’s friends’ grandchildren.” 


“Let me get this straight. Your grandma is setting you up
with the grandchildren of her friends?” 


“Yep,” I nod. “Which isn’t the bad part. Nope. The bad part
is her friends have horrible grandchildren.” Horrible might be a slight
exaggeration.


 “Like horrible how?” Brodie asks as he motions for me to
start my first exercise. 


I straighten my leg as far as I can and start counting.
Brodie shakes his head and reaches over to push my leg a little straighter. I bite
my tongue before I can stick it out at him and start to count to ten as quickly
as possible. I practically shout ten before allowing my muscles to relax and
answer his question. “The first guy lived at home with his mom and didn’t
approve of me as I wouldn’t have time to take care of the children if I kept my
job in the city. But I needed to keep my job in the city as he was an ‘artist’.
An artist who paints houses.” I snicker. “Dude didn’t approve of me. He’s
thirty-eight and lives at home, but I was the problem.” 


Brodie points to my leg, and I force myself to start the
next exercise. This time I plant my foot flat on the table and bend my knee as
far as it will go before I start counting. Once again, he’s not happy with my
efforts. He moves to the front of the table and pushes my foot inward closer to
my bottom. I grit my teeth to stop the scream of pain his move causes and inhale
deeply through my nose before starting to count. 


As soon as I reach ten, I straighten my leg and start
talking again. “Then, there was the guy who wanted to steal my painkillers.”
Brodie’s jaw clenches, and I wave my hand. “It’s fine. He didn’t get anything.”
No way was anyone coming close to my happy pills. 


I do one more exercise before explaining my most recent
date. So much for not giving him the details. “Last night it was Bert who is
not merely dating a woman in prison but is engaged to her.” 


His eyes widen. “How does that work? Do they…?”


“That’s what I wanted to know!” I giggle. “And no, unfortunately
for Bert and Shalya, no conjugal visits allowed.” 


“Did you talk to your grandma? Ask her to stop setting you
up?” 


“Of course, I did. But she’s crazy. Now, she wants me to
start online dating. I won’t be surprised if I come home to discover she’s
started a profile for me. I hope she realizes some of those dating websites are
not for finding a partner but for finding a bit of ‘companionship’. Hubba
hubba.”


Brodie tilts his head back and laughs. I can’t help but
watch. Normally, the man is beautiful, but when he laughs? Then, he’s
out-of-this-world gorgeous. I remind myself he’s laughing at me and swallow my sigh.


We go through several more stretching exercises before
speaking again. I don’t know why Brodie’s quiet, but personally I’m trying not
to scream in pain. Stretching exercises sounds gentle, doesn’t it? Well, they
aren’t. Nope. These stretches are exercises in torture. Brodie explained my leg
needs to have a larger range of motion before I can even think about putting
weight on it. I listen since he’s the expert. And then, I go home and curse him
to kingdom come while I reach for the pain meds. 


“What are you going to do?” I look at him in confusion. Pain
is radiating through my leg. I have no idea what we were discussing before the
torture began. “About your grandma?” 


I shrug. “What can I do? I need to stay with my grandparents
until I can manage three flights of stairs. Three!” My apartment seemed like
such a great bargain when I moved in. Of course, climbing three flights of
stairs was a no-brainer then. Although I’ve worked up to hopping up and down a
few stairs using my crutches, I’ve yet to conquer an entire flight of stairs.
Three flights might as well be Mt. Everest.  


My eyes widen as an idea starts to form in my head. Grandma
would lay off if I had a boyfriend, wouldn’t she? I smile at Brodie. “I have an
idea.” He merely raises an eyebrow in response. “You can pretend to be my
boyfriend. I’m sure my grandma would love you.” She’ll also make a ton of
embarrassing remarks, but dealing with embarrassment is part and parcel of living
with Grandma. At some point, I’ll become immune. I hope. 


“Nope.” Brodie shakes his head. “I’m not going to fake date
you.”


I deflate and my shoulder slumps. Oh well, it was a good
idea for the entire five seconds it lasted.


“But I will take you out on a date. A real date.” 


I wrinkle my nose as I stare at him. “Why would you want to
date me? All I’ve done is bitch and moan since the moment you met me.” Plus
he’s downright gorgeous and way out of my league, but there’s no reason to remind
him of those facts. 


Brodie chuckles. “You’re not too bad. You have no idea the
things I’ve seen.” 


I’m sure he’s had clients who are way more grumpy than me.
Still, me bitching and moaning does not make an attractive package, which
reminds me, “I’m also ugly.” 


He growls and a muscle in his jaw ticks. “You are not ugly.”



“Um, hello!” I point to my right cheek, which is, as usual,
covered with a bandage. And then, just in case he hasn’t gotten the point yet,
I point to my mangled leg. 


He pulls my hand away from my leg. “I told you – scars can
be beautiful.”


I snort. “Yeah, no. On men, maybe. On a woman? On her face?
No way. No how.” 


“Do you agree beauty is in the eye of the beholder?” 


I narrow my eyes at him and refuse to answer as it’s obvious
where he’s headed with this line of inquiry and I don’t like it one darn bit. 


Brodie smirks. He knows he has me. “Looks like we’ll be
going out on a real date. Not a fake date.” 


I jump off the treatment table and grab my crutches. “Don’t
say I didn’t warn you.” 











Chapter
11


A lady should shy away from gossip.


“Francis, you have company!” 


Grandma’s shout wakes me from my afternoon nap. Instead of working
sixty hours a week and rushing around to attend the latest hip spot, I now take
naps every afternoon. Not only does my life suck, but I’m turning into my
grandma. I wipe the drool from my mouth and force myself to roll out of bed.
Literally, I have to roll out of bed. It’s the only way I can manage to get up.
Told you my life sucked.


“Hey, Shelby,” I say when I finally make it to the hallway
to see her standing there. “What are you doing here?” 


“I heard a rumor, and you weren’t answering your phone.” She
wiggles her phone at me. Not answering my phone? With a start, I realize
I don’t have the first clue where my phone is. The thing used to be surgically
attached to my hand and now I have no idea where it is. Totally turning into my
grandma. 


“You rushed over here because you heard a rumor?” Either she’s
not making sense, or my mind is still foggy from my nap.  


“Why don’t you go visit with your friend in the den and I’ll
bring some snacks in?” 


I roll my eyes in Shelby’s direction. What are we? Twelve
years old? I keep those thoughts to myself. Grandma may be old, but she has
no problem bringing out the rolling pin to deal with my ‘sassy’ mouth. “Thanks,
Grandma.” She smiles before shooing us off in the direction of the den. Thank
goodness the room has a pair of French doors, although I wouldn’t put it past
Grandma to have developed some way to eavesdrop. I can totally imagine her
standing at the closed door with a glass held to her ear. 


Once we’re seated, I start in on Shelby. “Okay, what’s this
big rumor you heard, which had you running over here post-haste? Shouldn’t you
be at work or something?” 


She waves away my concern about her work. “Please, I’m a freelancer.
I set my own hours.” She leans forward, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “The
hospital rumor mill is saying Brodie asked someone out.” I feel heat hit my
cheeks and duck my head to avoid Shelby’s gaze. “I knew it!” She does a fist
pump. “He asked you out!” 


“Keep your voice down,” I shush her. “The whole world
doesn’t need to know. And why are you part of the hospital rumor mill anyway?” 


She points to her right limb and rolls her eyes. I suppose
missing a partial limb from birth equals spending a lot of time in hospitals
and making friends with nurses and staff and such. “I’m excited. Tell me
everything.” 


I try to stare her down, but my glare has no effect on her.
She’s literally shaking with excitement. I slump back in my seat when I realize
there’s no avoiding this woman and her questions. “There’s nothing to tell. I
asked him to fake date me, he said no. But then—"


“You asked him to fake date you?” Shelby is nearly shouting.


“Shhh…” I glance towards the door, expecting Grandma to rush
in, but it remains closed. Phew. “If Brodie ‘fake’ dated me, Grandma would get
off my back and stop with these dinner set-ups. Did I tell you about the last
guy? His girlfriend is in prison. Prison!”


Shelby doesn’t care about Bert and his prisoner girlfriend.
She wants to hear about Brodie. “But Brodie doesn’t want to fake date you, he
wants to date you date you. He likes you,” she says in a singsong voice.



“I don’t know why. It’s not like I’m a catch or anything.” I
point to my cheek. 


Shelby rolls her eyes. “When are you going to get over that?
Big deal. You have a scar on your face. You’re still stunning.” 


Big deal? Did she seriously dismiss my deformity? I
open my mouth to give her what for but then my eyes catch her obviously fake
right hand and realize I can’t yell at her how I’m a deformed mess because of a
scar on my face when she’s missing part of her arm. Maybe I’m not that deformed?
 


“The entire female staff of the hospital is green with envy.
You know Brodie hasn’t dated anyone since he started there.” 


No way has the gorgeous man remained dateless. “Just because
he doesn’t gossip about his love life doesn’t mean he didn’t date anyone.” 


“Well, he most certainly didn’t date anyone at the hospital
and it’s not like women haven’t tried. Trust me, they’ve tried.” 


I get an uncomfortable feeling in my chest. I don’t like
hearing about other women chasing after Brodie. I give myself a mental slap on the
head. I can’t be jealous. He’s not mine to be jealous of. He’s merely taking me
out on a date because he pities me. That’s all. End of story. Time to move on. “Anyway,
did I tell you my assistant stopped by?” Shelby allows me to change the topic,
and I proceed to tell her about Tara and how she’s trying to steal my job. “Which
is why Jackson wants me to start my own company. Well, I think there’s more to
it, but he wasn’t talking.” 


 “That’s a great idea!” She bounces in her seat. “You wouldn’t
have to move back to the city. You could live here.” 


“Um. What if I want to move back to the city?” 


Shelby continues as if my opinion were irrelevant. “There
are a lot of businesses in town. We call it a town, but there are 150,000
people living here. It’s not like we’re in the Podunk middle of nowhere.” Isn’t
she the one who calls this town the ‘boondocks’? “They’d be beating down your
door for your services.”


“Um, no. I find that hard to believe. I put together these
huge, fancy events. I don’t see the used car dealership wanting a party with
Cristal.” I may be a tiny bit of a champagne snob. 


“Maybe businesses don’t need those fancy-schmancy events you
used to organize, but your skills could still be of service here.” She shrugs.
“Think about it. The used car dealership does a sale every year. They do this
big event, but every year it’s the same. There are some balloons and flags. Bor-ing!
You can’t tell me you don’t have any ideas on how to improve their annual sale
event.” 


Of course, I can improve the local used car dealerships
annual sale event. That’s hardly the point. I don’t want to do small events.
I’d probably end up being a wedding planner if I stayed in town. Which there’s
nothing wrong with. Not at all. But spending all my time dealing with
bridezillas? Nope. Been there. Done that. Have the t-shirt to prove it. The
bloody t-shirt. Long story.    


“I can’t stay in this town anyway. Where would I shop? I can
never show my face in Target again!” 


Shelby snorts before she starts laughing. “You should have
seen the manager’s face when I yelled at him for discriminating. You know he
didn’t even make me pay for my M&Ms and I had like fifty dollars’ worth!”


She never told me that. “Where’s my share of M&Ms? Did
you eat them all?” Shelby nods. “You pig.” 


She snorts like a pig. “Oink. Oink.” 


Grandma barges in as we’re giggling ourselves silly. She sets
the tray of brownies and coffee she brought with her down on the coffee table.
“It’s too bad Shelby doesn’t want you, Francis. It’s important to have a
partner you can laugh with.” 


I open my mouth to tell Grandma – yet again! – I’m not gay,
but Shelby gets there before me. “Too late, Mrs. Taylor. Frankie’s already
dating someone.”


I shoot daggers out of my eyes at Shelby who merely winks in
response. “I’m not dating someone,” I insist. “I have one date. One.” For good
measure, I hold up my index finger and repeat, “One. It’s not a big deal.” 


Grandma helps herself to a brownie and sits down on the sofa
next to Shelby all settled in for a chat. She ignores my protests and demands
Shelby ‘tell her everything’.  


Shelby grabs a brownie before describing Brodie to Grandma.
“His name is Brodie. He’s her physical therapist, and he is scorching. Like, melt
your panties with a single glance.” She fans herself. “He’s tall and broad, but
it’s all muscle. He’s got this dark and dangerous look to him. In short, he
looks like a Greek god.” 


“Nothing less than a god for our Francis.” I roll my eyes at
Grandma. 


“And everyone at the hospital is super jealous,” Shelby
continues. “But he only has eyes for our girl, Frankie.”


She doesn’t know that! I’m going to kill her. Just as soon
as I can google which poisons taste good with chocolate, she’s a goner. 











Chapter
12


A lady should never kiss a gentleman until the
third date.


I stand in the hallway by the
door waiting for Brodie to show up. The moment I see him, I’m rushing out of
the house before Grandma catches on. Not being able to sit still while waiting
for my hunky physical therapist to show up has nothing to do with it. Nothing
at all. Because I’m not nervous and excited. Not at all. The doorbell rings and
Grandma rushes past me. Sneaky woman. She must have been standing right behind
me. 


“You must be Brodie!” Grandma exclaims and pulls him in for
a hug. His eyes bug out, but he hugs her back. Before I can blink, she releases
him, grabs his hand, and starts for the living room. Not good. Also, not
happening. 


“Grandma.” She ignores me and keeps moving down the hall dragging
my date behind her. No way am I going to let her interrogate him. As soon as
she finds out it’s a pity date, she’ll start setting me up with the
grandchildren of her friends again. No, thank you.


“Grandpa!” I hear a chuckle before my grandfather steps into
the hallway. Grandma stops. She gives him the stink eye. He winks at her.  


Grandpa sticks his hand out. “I’m Bill Taylor. Nice to meet
you, son.” 


“You too, sir.” 


As soon as they release each other, I pull on Brodie’s arm.
“Shouldn’t we get going? I thought you said we had reservations?” I’m making
stuff up. I have no idea where we’re going or what we’re doing. I assume
dinner. Gosh, I hope he feeds me. I’m starving.  


Brodie chuckles but says goodbye to my grandparents and
walks to the door, which he opens for me. A gentleman. I like it. As he’s
closing the door, Grandma shouts, “She’s doesn’t have a curfew! Have fun!”


My face burns. “Oh my god. I’m sorry. My grandma’s crazy,
but I swear it’s not hereditary.” 


“It’s fine. She seems like quite the character.” ‘Character’?
Yeah, sure, let’s go with that. 


I stop when I see his truck. How in the world am I going to
get into his beast of a vehicle?


“I got you,” Brodie whispers. Goosebumps spring to life
where his breath passes over my neck. My mind knows this is a pity date. My
body, however, is ready to strip down and see how his beard feels against my bare
skin. He reaches around and opens the door before grabbing my crutches and
setting them on the floor. His hands wrap around my waist, and he lifts me into
the seat as if I weigh nothing. Then, he makes sure my legs are tucked in and
shuts the door. 


I watch him walk around the truck as my skin tingles from
where he touched me. He didn’t even touch my bare skin and it’s tingling. This
is not good. Not good at all. Pity date, Frankie. Pity. Date. 


“Ready?” He asks as he starts the truck. I look out the
window to see my grandparents have pulled the curtains back in the living room
and are watching us leave. I thought Grandpa, at any rate, would give us some
privacy. Guess not. I nod. I’m more than ready to get out of dodge. 


A short drive later we pull into the parking lot of a bar
and grill. I look down at my outfit. I’m not exactly dressed for a casual
evening out. I’m wearing a white pleasant blouse with a blue and white striped,
fitted skirt that reaches mid-calf. Thankfully, I no longer need to wear a
bulky leg brace. My thin wraparound brace still peeks out of my skirt but at
least I’m able to wear fitted clothes again. 


Brodie jumps out of the truck and runs around to help me
out. I bite my lip when he opens the door. He’s wearing jeans and a
long-sleeved button-down shirt. He looks right at home at this place. Me, not so
much. He leans forward. “Did I tell you how beautiful you look tonight?” 


Before I have a chance to respond, he grabs my hips and
drags me out of the truck. He keeps one arm around my waist as he reaches for
my crutches. I don’t lean into him and melt. I don’t! I may have stumbled a bit
and need his support. That’s all. Honest.  


Brodie keeps his hand on my lower back as we walk into the
bar. Well, he walks. I’m still doing the crutch shuffle. The noise of the place
nearly knocks me off my feet when he opens the door. I hesitate as I look
around and let my eyes adjust to the dim lighting. Everyone is dressed like
Brodie. The few women I see with skirts on are wearing jean skirts. I feel
completely out of place even before you add in my deformed face and leg. 


“Come on, it’ll be fine,” Brodie coaxes. When I don’t move,
he leans forward and whispers. “You’re not chicken, are you?” 


I narrow my eyes at him. How dare he call me chicken! I’m
not chicken. “Come on, then. Let’s go.” I start across the room, and Brodie steers
me towards an empty booth. 


A few people look up as I hobble towards our table. I keep
my head tilted down with my right cheek angled towards the floor. I hurry as
fast as my crutches can take me. I don’t need to see the pity on anyone’s face
when they catch a glimpse of me. I feel more relaxed once I’m seated. No one
can see my leg while I’m seated. I’ve also strategically sat on the side of the
booth with my right cheek facing the wall. 


This is my life now. Trying to avoid catching strangers’
eyes to prevent seeing the pity in theirs, constantly considering where I sit
to ensure my face is hidden, and wearing clothes to hide my scarred leg. The
thunk of menus hitting the table puts an end to the downward spiral of my
thoughts. 


“What can I getcha?” the waitress asks.


“I’ll have a beer,” I order. “Whatever IPA you have on tap.”
Brodie clears his throat. When I look at him, he raises an eyebrow. I roll my
eyes. “It’s fine. I didn’t take any pain pills today, Dad.” He chuckles before
ordering the same. 


Once the waitress leaves, I allow my eyes to roam around the
place. The atmosphere shouts sports bar. There are televisions set up on every
available wall space, each one showing a different game. In the area behind us,
there are pool tables, all of which are occupied at the moment. At the end of
the bar, there’s a stage with a small dance area. There’s no one playing now,
though. 


“They usually have live bands on the weekends, but I guess
not tonight,” Brodie says when he sees me checking out the stage.


I shrug. “It’s not like I can dance.” 


“It won’t be long. You’re making great progress.” Great
progress? I put some weight on my leg yesterday for the first time. Whoopie.
Sarcasm intended. 


“Hey.” Brodie reaches forward and grabs my hand. A warm feeling
spreads from where he touches me through my arm to my chest. I quickly pull my
hand away. Something flashes in Brodie’s eyes, but he quickly masks it before
leaning back in his seat. 


I smile, but I know it’s shaky. I don’t know what I’m doing
here. Brodie’s way out of my league. And I’m only in town until I can walk
those darn three flights of stairs. I need to get back to my job in the city
before I lose it. Some stupid skank named Tara is not stealing my job. 


“Skank, huh?” 


Oh, shit. Did I accidentally voice my thoughts? I fan my
face. Is it suddenly warm in here? 


“What’s going on with your job?” 


I explain to Brodie how my replacement has been acting. I
don’t tell him she’s running around calling me deformed. It may be true, but I
don’t want to talk about it. “Which is why my assistant, Jackson wants me to
start my own company. He went so far as to say he’d move to the suburbs to keep
working with me.” 


“Is starting your own business something you’d consider?” 


“No way. No how. I’ve fought entirely too hard for my
position at the firm to give it up now.” I don’t tell him I’m terrified of
returning to the city. I can’t keep this bandage on my face forever. 


Brodie reaches forward and pulls my hand away from my face.
“Stop it.” I didn’t realize I was covering my scar. How can I stop it when it’s
a subconscious act? “You’re beautiful.” I scoff. Yeah, right. He shakes
his head at me, but the corners of his lips turn up. “I’m going to have to keep
saying it until you believe me then.” 


“Crazy. Party of one.” I point at him. He laughs as our
waitress returns with our drinks. She stares at Brodie as she plops our beers
down. I can’t blame her. The man is utterly gorgeous when he laughs. Who knew
white teeth peeking out from a beard was hot? Brodie doesn’t pay the waitress
one lick of attention. Finally, she clears her throat and he looks up. 


“Are you ready to order, sugar?” She practically purrs at
him. Oh, geez. Seriously? No need to purr, chickadee, I know he’s way out of my
league. Brodie catches my eyes and reaches across the table to squeeze my hand.
Behave, he mouths. As if. He orders our burgers while keeping his eyes
steady on me. The waitress stands for a moment waiting for him to look at her.
When he doesn’t notice her, she huffs and stomps off. 


“Do you know her?” Oops. I didn’t mean to ask. I do not want
to know about Brodie’s former conquests.


“Not really. I come here often, and I’ve seen her around.
We’ve never talked or anything.” 


“Well, she wants to get to know you.” I watch as the
waitress, probably suspecting we’re talking about her, puts an extra sway in
her walk. “She’s pretty.” She is. I can’t lie. 


“The only pretty woman I’m interested in is sitting across
from me.” 


“Oh, please!” I scoff with a roll of my eyes. I don’t bother
calling him a liar, but it’s obvious he’s delusional. 


By the time we pull up to Grandma’s house at the end of the
evening, my stomach hurts from laughing and the muscles in my face are sore
from smiling. “Thanks for a lovely evening,” I tell Brodie as he helps me out
of the truck. 


“I had a great time,” he says as he puts his hand on my
lower back and guides me to the front door. 


“Um…” I stumble over my words when we reach the front porch.
Before I have a chance to figure out what to say, his head is descending, and
his lips touch mine for a brief kiss. There and gone before I can decide how to
respond. 


“I’ll see you soon, beautiful girl.” 


I stand with my mouth hanging open as I watch him hop into
his truck. He doesn’t leave, though. Instead, he rolls down the passenger side window.
“Get inside,” he shouts. I mumble whatever before opening the door and hopping
inside the house. He waits until the door is closed before he starts up his
truck and leaves.  


I lean against the front door and sigh. What the heck did he
go and kiss me for? It only confused things. Was he being friendly? Or did he
mean something more? 









Chapter
13


A lady should always be nice to everyone.


I bite my lip as I stare at my
made-up reflection in the mirror. I can’t believe I’m doing this – again.
Setting myself up for failure. I promised myself after my awesome evening of
sitting at a table by myself while my girlfriends danced their troubles away, I
wasn’t going to go into the city to party again until I was at least able to
walk without crutches. But somehow, here I am. With crutches. All dolled up for
another event in the city. 


‘All dolled up’ may be a slight exaggeration. I’m wearing
another mid-calf length fitted skirt. Don’t get me wrong. I like this skirt.
But it looks like I’m headed to the boardroom and not a day out. If I could only
hike the skirt up a bit to knee-length, it might work. But that’s not
happening. It’s bad enough I have crutches and a bandage on my face. I don’t
need anyone asking why there’s a brace on my leg. It may not be a bulky brace,
but it still practically covers all of my leg from mid-calf to the mid-thigh.  


My phone beeps to let me know my Uber is about to arrive.
Time to pull on the big girl panties and do this thing. Grandma shakes her head
as I pass her. “I don’t understand why you’re taking a cab into the city. Why
can’t your friends come and get you?”


Because they don’t know I’m coming. But I’m not admitting
anything to Grandma. She doesn’t know why I’m going into the city. She thinks
I’m meeting my friends for a day out. It’s not a total lie. I am meeting my
friends. They just don’t know it yet. And it’s certainly not for a day out. At
least not for me. 


“It’s fine, Grandma. They didn’t have the time to come out
here and pick me up. I’ll see them at the party.” 


She huffs. “Well, have a good time and be careful.” 


I lean over and kiss her cheek before making my way to the
Uber. As soon as I’m in the car, I pull out my phone and re-read the messages.


OMG! Wish you were here. Tara’s throwing an awesome
party on Sunday. 


When did they meet Tara? 


You have to meet Tara. She’s totally awesome. You’ll
love her.


I think not. 


Please, you have to come on Sunday. The party for Just
You is to die for!


My blood boils as I read the last message. Just You is a
cosmetics brand I’ve been working with for several years. The launch of their
new product line today is the culmination of years of my hard work. And who
gets credit? The bitch Tara who is trying to steal my job. She’s also apparently
trying to steal my friends and my life. What did I ever do to her? I’ve never
even met the woman.


As soon as I saw the words Just You, I knew I had to come
into the city. I called Jackson and he managed to get me an invite. He was a
little too excited. I think he’s hoping for a confrontation between Tara and
me. Not going to happen. 


I send Jackson a message when I’m five minutes out from the
venue. When I arrive, he’s waiting at the curb for me. He practically drags me
out of the taxi and engulfs me in a hug. When he pulls away, his eyes take in
my outfit. I squirm. This outfit is not anything close to what I would
typically wear for an event. Especially not the stupid ballerina slippers. But
there’s no way I can use crutches and wear heels. Although I do admit the
ribbons winding around my ankles lift the slippers from boring to whimsical.
Not fancy stilettos but the best I could do.   


“You look stunning!” 


I scowl. Yeah, right. “I look like I’m headed to a meeting.
Not a party.” 


“Um, no.” He shakes his head. “You look sexy. Gaining some
weight has done you a world of good.” I nearly fall over. He did not say that!
“Oh, hush. You were way too skinny. Mere skin and bones. But now? Now, you’ve
got curves, girl.” 


My face heats. Not only is Jackson completely delusional,
but this conversation is highly inappropriate between two work colleagues. I
open my mouth to scold him, but Jackson continues to talk as if I’m not
standing there with my mouth hanging open.   


“I’m glad you decided to come. I can’t wait until you meet
Tara.” He smirks. “Come on.” He leads the way into the building.


As soon as we enter, someone approaches carrying gift bags.
“Welcome! Please enjoy a sampling of our new product line.” She hands Jackson a
blue bag and reaches out to hand me a pink one but halts when she sees my hands
are otherwise preoccupied with my crutches. Jackson grabs the bag from her with
a roll of his eyes. 


“You can—”


Jackson interrupts her. “We know the spiel. This woman put
this party together.” He beams at me. I didn’t put this event together. Well,
not entirely at least. He drags me away before I have a chance to berate him. 


We don’t make it more than a few feet before I see them.
Suzanne, Becky, and Bailey are chatting with a tall blonde woman. I study the blonde
as they chat away. There’s no denying how gorgeous she is. Her long blonde hair
shimmers and her cheekbones are to die for. She’s wearing a red dress, which shouldn’t
look good with her light skin tone, but she makes it work. Every man in the
place is staring at her ass. 


Bailey is the first to notice me. Her eyes widen and a smile
spreads across her face. “Frankie! You made it!” She rushes to me and pulls me
into a hug. I nearly fall over from the force of it. Someone has had more than
one glass of champagne this afternoon. 


Becky and Suzanne join us. Fortunately, their hugs are more
careful, and I’m able to remain standing. “You’ve got to meet Tara,” Becky
insists. She motions to the blonde woman. Of course, the catty bitch is
flipping gorgeous. Proving once again how unfair life is.  


“Tara, this is Frankie.” Becky introduces us with a gleam in
her eyes. 


I ignore the look and force a smile on my face before
reaching my hand out to Tara. “It’s nice to meet you.” 


“I’ve been dying to meet you,” Tara gushes as she pumps my
hand. Yeah, right. Her eyes narrow as she studies my face. She looks
disappointed, but the look is there and gone before I can be sure I’m not imagining
things.  


“Isn’t this awesome?” Suzanne asks. “Tara did such a great
job putting this together.” 


I raise an eyebrow at Tara, waiting to see if she corrects Suzanne’s
assumption, but she’s already moving on. “Come on, ladies. You can get a free
makeup consultation.” She looks at me. “Or makeover.” 


I hear a hiss and look at Jackson to see his hand forming a
paw as he pretends to rake claws down her back. I motion with my hand across my
throat for him to cut it out. I may hate Tara on sight, but these are my
friends. I’m not going to lose them over some bitch who wants to steal my job.


We arrive at an area crowded with make-up artists and counters
overflowing with every type of make-up you can imagine. It looks like a
Hollywood set, exactly as I envisioned it when I came up with the idea. I smile
as I take it all in. Tara leads us through the throngs until we reach a woman
with a large area dedicated to her alone. I recognize her name. She’s one of
the lead product developers of the new line of Just You make-up.    


“Joanna,” Tara gushes at her. “I was hoping you could give
us some personal advice.” 


Joanna paints a smile on her face and nods. “Of course.” She
takes in our group and her eyes narrow in on me. Uh oh. She makes a
beeline for me. “Is that a permanent scar?” She asks pointing at my bandage. 


“Scar? Deformity? Potato. Potahto.” 


I hear a gasp at Tara’s catty remark, but Johanna completely
ignores her. “I’ve been working on some make-up products for scar tissue.” She
pulls a business card from her pocket. “If you’re interested, I’d love to work
with you.” 


“Johanna, are you recruiting guinea pigs again?” I hear a
voice call. I look behind her to see an older man I recognize approaching us.
It’s Mr. Ward, founder and CEO of Just You. 


“Mr. Ward.” Tara pushes her way forward. “It’s lovely to see
you again.”   


He ignores her as he looks me. “You look familiar, but I
can’t quite place you.” 


I reach my hand out. “Frankie McMillan, I work for—”


“Of course, of course! I remember you.” He pumps my hand. “A
damn shame about your accident, but I’m happy to see you’re back at work.” 


“Actually—”


My words are cut off by Tara. “She’s not. I’m the one who
put this party together.” 


Jackson laughs but quickly coughs to cover it up when Tara
sends him a glare promising retribution. 


“Well, well, I assume it won’t be much longer now.” He nods
to my crutches. “You seem to be getting around well enough.” 


Tara tries to cut in again, but he turns his back towards
her. “Give me a call when you’re back in the office. I want to discuss some
marketing ideas I had with you.” He hands me a business card before nodding at
our group and walking away. 


“We’re going to dance. Sorry you can’t join us.” Tara’s
snide voice certainly doesn’t sound sorry. She takes off in a huff. Suzanne and
Becky follow. Bailey smiles at me before shrugging and following as well.   


“Girl, that was classic!” Jackson holds his hand up for a
high five, but I ignore him. My friends took off with my rival with barely a
glance back at me. What the hell! 











Chapter
14


A lady should always handle herself with grace.


Looking forward to seeing
you later today.


I stare at the phone unsure of how to reply to Brodie’s
text. Of course, I can’t wait to see him. Merely looking at him gets my blood
pumping in all kinds of exciting, naughty ways. The guy could give a nun a
stroke. But he’s not really interested in me. He only took me out on a date
because he felt sorry for me. 


Yep! See you later.


I press send. There. That didn’t sound clingy or anything. 


I spend the rest of the morning texting back and forth with
Shelby. She’s pissed I didn’t invite her into the city for the party. To be
honest, the thought never crossed my mind. I wasn’t going to party, after all.
I was going to get a glimpse at my archenemy. Yes, I’m now calling Tara my
archenemy. I’ve decided she is the enemy to beat all enemies. 


Oh god, I sound like I’m a comic book hero. What am I going
to do? Buy a pleather Catwoman suit and whip Tara? I wouldn’t have the first
clue where to even buy a Catwoman suit. And a whip? I can barely manage to walk
and not fall on my face at the moment. How am I going to manage to whip
someone? Where does one go to learn to use a whip anyway? Dominatrix school? 


Grandpa sticks his head in my bedroom. “It’s time to go.” 


My heart starts to pound for an entirely different reason. Brodie.
How am I going to face him and not think about the kiss? It wasn’t even a real
kiss. Just a brief meeting of our lips. Although it was enough to get my blood
flowing. I feel my face heat at the memory. This situation has disaster written
all over it. 


Brodie is waiting at the entrance to the physical torture
area … err… therapy room when I arrive. I wrinkle my brow at him. “Is something
wrong?” He’s not usually waiting for me. Oh no. He’s quitting as my therapist.
He’s probably embarrassed he took the cripple on a date and now he doesn’t know
how to face me. 


“Stop.” I look up at him in confusion. He smiles and points
to my head. “Whatever is going on in that brain of yours, tell it to stop.” 


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Such. A. Liar. 


Brodie looks around him before taking a step closer to me
and crowding me. “Hey,” he murmurs before leaning down and giving me a soft
kiss. I’m too stunned to react. What is going on here? “Come on. Let’s get
started.” 


Get started? Get started with what? Taking our clothes off?
I’m down with that. Brodie waves his arm towards the therapy area. Oh yeah. That’s
why I’m here. 


This has got to be one of the worst physical therapy
sessions I’ve had. And not because of the torture. Sure, there’s torture.
There’s always torture. But the pain isn’t a blip on my radar today. Not a
single blip. How can it be when every single touch from Brodie is causing my
body to go into overdrive? Every time he touches me, my breath catches and
goosebumps form. Although he tries to hide his reaction, I see him smirk each
and every time the goosebumps form. Jerk. 


“Okay.” Brodie slaps my foot. “Time to work on some strength
training.”


Strength training? Haven’t we been doing strength training? I
must look confused because he smiles and points to the equipment in the corner
of the room. Equipment I’ve been pointedly ignoring since my first day of
therapy as I’m pretty sure hangmen in the middle ages used the same equipment to
torture their victims before chopping off their heads. Isn’t the stretching or
whatever it was we were doing enough? I slowly sit up and hang my legs over the
therapy table. 


“You got this.” Brodie hands me my crutches and then motions
towards the equipment. He chuckles when he sees the look on my face. “You look
like it’s a snake’s den ready to strike you.” 


I shiver. Ugh! I hate snakes. 


Brodie pulls an exercise ball from behind the equipment. I
release the breath I’ve been holding since he pointed to the torture machines.
“We’re going to start simple.” 


I scowl. I’ve heard that before. Trust me. It never ends
well. 


“All you have to do is sit on the ball.” 


Sitting I can do. I gingerly lower myself. Hey, this isn’t
too bad. I hand my crutches off to Brodie, and the ball starts to roll to the
side. Oh crap. I spoke too soon. Mayday! Mayday! Ship going down. Brodie’s
there before I manage to land flat on my face. “Engage your core muscles to
remain balanced and centered on the ball,” he orders. 


“My core muscles?”


He touches my stomach and back, forcing me to lengthen my
backbone and sit up straight. I try to ignore the tingles his touch on my naked
skin create. Why in the world did I think it was a good idea to wear a top with
an open back? The tank top is super cute but doesn’t help to keep my mind from
flying straight to the gutter especially when god’s gift to physical therapy
touches me. 


“You good?” I nod and he releases me. I immediately miss his
heat. “I’m going to time you. Sit still for two minutes and then we’ll start on
the next exercise.” 


I clamp my mouth shut to stop from shouting, oh goodie, I
can’t wait. 


My core muscles, once I realized what the heck I was doing at
least, seem to be fairly strong as I have no problem holding this position for
two minutes. 


“Now, we’re going to do some knee marches. These will help
strengthen your quad muscles.”


I look down at my puny thigh muscle. My yoga pants can’t
hide how tiny the muscle is. I don’t think my leg has ever been this skinny,
but skinny is no good if you can’t walk because your muscle is too weak to
support your body weight. Crutches are not sexy. Not at all. 


“Put your hands on your knees. Start with your injured leg
and lift it up toward your chest keeping it bent.” I pick up my leg and the
ball starts to wobble. I take a deep breath and pull in my core muscles to make
sure I don’t go toppling over. I don’t manage to pull my leg all the way to my
chest. I don’t have the flexibility for that type of move – yet. “Good, good,
Hold it there for a few seconds.” Sweat starts to form on my brow. “A few more
seconds.” 


“Can you count? Do you understand what the word ‘few’
means?” 


“Yes,” he chuckles. “Ms. Smarty Pants. I know what few
means. Slower lower your leg. Now, pick up your right leg and pull it towards
your chest.”


I gasp. “But then I’ll have to use my bad leg for balance.” 


He smirks. “Which is the point.” 


I take a moment to gather my courage before gritting my
teeth and slowly lifting my right leg off the floor. The exercise ball
immediately begins to wobble. I tense my ab muscles as much as possible and
lift my leg higher. My knee nearly reaches my chest before the wobbling becomes
intense. What’s more intense than wobbling? Whatever it is, that’s what I’m
doing. 


“You’re okay.” Brodie reaches forward and steadies me with
his hands on my shoulders. This time his touch has no effect on my body except
to steady me. “Go ahead and lower your knee.” 


“Phew. Glad we’re done,” I say once both legs are firmly on
the ground. 


“Not done.” Crap. I was worried he’d say that. “Let’s do ten
lifts on each leg.” I narrow my eyes at him. He can’t be serious. “Chop. Chop.
Get going.”     


An eternity later, buckets of sweat are pouring off me and
my leg is killing me. My jaw is sore from gritting my teeth to avoid yelling
out in pain. Finally, Brodie smiles. “You’re done.” He grabs my crutches and
helps me to my feet. I start to stand but then hear a rip and feel a cold
breeze waft across my butt cheeks. Uh oh. I freeze.    


“Frankie,” Brodie calls and wiggles my crutches in front of
me. I don’t reach for them. I can’t.  


“I ripped my pants,” I whisper. His eyes widen at my
declaration and I feel a flush explode on my face. 


“Don’t move.” I roll my eyes. Seriously? Where am I going
with a rip in the butt of my yoga pants? He shoves my crutches at me before
rushing off. I place a hand over the rip. I try to act casual, but I’m sure I
look like a doofus feeling herself up while standing in the corner of the room
with my hand on my ass. I wish I could run out of here and hide, but I can
barely stand up straight with exhaustion from today’s session bearing down on
me. Brodie returns less than a minute later with a sweatshirt. “Wrap this
around you.” 


You don’t have to tell me twice. I grab the shirt. As soon
as I’ve covered myself, I start heading for the exit anxious to make my
getaway. Brodie’s words stop me. 


“We need to talk.” Gulp. ‘We need to talk’ has my vote for the
four most dreaded words in the English language. I straighten my backbone and
nod. I can do this. He motions me to the office. 


I take a seat in the chair, but Brodie leans against the
desk in front of me. “What’s up?” I try to sound cool and unaffected, but my
voice hitching probably gives me away. I knew our date was a pity date. I knew
it! But that didn’t stop me from fantasizing it could be something more. I
guess this is what I get for daring to hope I could have a love life despite
being deformed. Maybe I should look into joining a convent. No need to search
for clothes that hide my leg scars if I were wearing a habit. 


“Are you paying any attention to me?” Brodie chuckles when I
shake my head no. “Like I was saying, I think Carrie is a good match for you.” 


“Match for me?” What in the world is he talking about?


“You have to understand I can no longer be your therapist.” 


Huh? My eyes widen. “You don’t want to work with me anymore?”
I don’t give him a chance to answer before continuing. “I mean, I know the date
wasn’t the greatest. I’m sorry you felt obligated to take me out, but I can
forget it if you can.” 


He growls and pushes off the desk to kneel in front of me.
“You’re not hearing me. I can’t be your therapist because I can’t ethically be
a therapist for someone I’m romantically involved with.” 


My eyes widen. Is he serious? “You mean this has nothing to
do with me embarrassing myself out there?” 


Brodie chuckles as he grabs my hands and squeezes. “Stop
avoiding the issue. And don’t lie and say the date wasn’t the greatest.” My
mouth drops open. Is he saying …? He leans forward and plants his lips firmly
on mine. It takes me a nanosecond to respond. He sips at my lips, and I’m all
in. By the time he releases me, I’m clutching his shirt and gulping for air. 


“That.” He bops me on the nose. “That’s why I can’t be your
therapist.” 


I’m not sure what we’re talking about anymore, but I nod
anyway. How can I not agree with him when he’s looking at me with his eyes soft
like melted chocolate?   









Chapter
15


A lady should refrain from speaking of intimacy.


The doorbell rings, and I groan.
Grandma and Grandpa are out running errands, and I have zero desire to get up
from the comfy sofa and answer the door. So, I don’t. It’s not like I know
anyone in this two-horse town anyway. Well, except Shelby and Brodie. Both of
whom should be working. The doorbell rings again. My response? I increase the
volume on the television. I know it’s childish, but I need a break from
humanity. 


“I can see you in there!”


I jump and nearly spill my soda at the sound of someone
shouting from close proximity. I look over to see Jackson with his face
plastered against the living room window. Oh no, if he’s standing in Grandma’s
rose bushes, there will be hell to be paid! 


“Get out of there!” I frantically motion him towards the
front door. Of course, I forget I still have my soda in my hand and end up
spilling it all over the place. Why didn’t I close the curtains when my
grandparents left? 


“What are you doing here?” I ask once I’ve let Jackson in, and
we’re settled in the living room. 


“What am I doing here?” Jackson jumps up and starts pacing
the room. “Are you seriously asking me that?” 


“Um … yes?” I scrunch my nose at him. He’s acting like I
shouldn’t be surprised he showed up here in the middle of the day without
calling first. Of course, I’m surprised. I’m not clairvoyant. 


“Tara is on the fucking warpath. Since you showed up at the Just
You event, she’s been on a tear.” He collapses on the sofa across from me. 


Oh crap. I knew Tara was going to be pissed when I
showed up at the event, especially after the CEO effectively dismissed her to
talk to me, but I didn’t mean to put Jackson’s career in jeopardy. “I’m sorry. Why
don’t you ask for a transfer? Go work for someone else instead of her. Actually,
hold that thought. You should put in for a promotion. You’ve been my assistant
for years. It’s time you started working on your own events.” Jackson started
at the firm as my assistant to get some work experience straight out of
college. He wasn’t supposed to stay my assistant forever.   


 He waves my suggestion away with a flick of his hand.
“Please, it’s not as if I don’t plan events.” True. I pretty much give him free
rein with smaller events. “Besides, it’s a moot point anyway. There are no
vacancies right now.”


Bummer. “What can I do to help? You want me to call Devon?”
Devon may be the boss, but he’s a pretty cool guy. Notwithstanding his decision
to hire Tara.


Jackson scowls. “Um, no thanks, Mom. I don’t need you to
call the boss for me. I can take care of myself.”


“Then, what do you want from me?” 


“I want you to start your own firm. Preferably here in the
suburbs.” 


I moan. Where did this desire for me to start my own firm in
the suburbs come from? I feel a grin form on my face as I get an idea. “Tell
you what. If you tell me why you’re suddenly anxious to move out of the city
after all these years, I’ll consider this whole starting a business thing.” 


“Consider?” He scoffs. “Yeah, right.” 


Darn. He knows me too well. ‘Consider it’ is totally code
for ‘it will never happen’. The doorbell rings as I’m trying to come up with a
way to trick him into telling me what’s going on with him. Jackson uses the doorbell
as an excuse to escape and jumps up to answer the door.  


“Damn, boy. Where has Frankie been hiding you?” 


“Who the hell are you?” 


“I’m Shelby. Frankie’s new BFF. Out of my way, I need to
talk to my girl.”


Shelby comes stomping into the living room. “Damn girl. You
have the market cornered on sexy men.” She fans her face as she plops down on
the sofa. Jackson sniggers as he takes a seat on the opposite end of the sofa,
a blush spreading across his face. 


Oh, please. Jackson may be a good-looking guy. Who doesn’t
love the blond hair, blue-eyed boy next door look? But he’s my assistant. No
way am I jeopardizing my career by getting romantically involved with someone I
work with. Dating your assistant is only a good idea if you happen to be the
heroine in a billionaire office romance novel. Otherwise? No. Work
relationships always explode in a blaze of glory. And guess who always loses?
The woman, that’s who. No, thank you. Besides, Jackson is in a committed
relationship – fiancé and all. 


“What brings you by today?” I ask Shelby in the world’s
lamest attempt ever at changing the subject.


“Why didn’t you tell me Brodie quit as your therapist, freak?”



Jackson explodes. “Who the fuck are you calling a freak?” 


I wave my hand at him. “It’s fine. The nerd can call me a
freak.”


“I’m sorry, Frankie, but no, it’s not okay. Who does she
think she is? A little scar on your face does not make you a freak.” 


“I—” Shelby cuts me off before I get the chance to explain. 


“Dude, it’s fine. I’m being ironic.” She waves an arm to
dismiss him before leaning forward and cradling her head in her hand. “Now, tell
me everything.” 


My response is cut off by Jackson’s gasp. “Oh my god, is that…?
Are you…?” 


Shelby glares at him. “I have a prosthetic arm. Get over it.
We have gossiping to do.” 


“There’s nothing to gossip about,” I insist. “Brodie quit as
my therapist because it’s an ethical violation.” 


She squeals. “See? I told you it wasn’t a pity date.” 


“Pity date? You’re seeing someone?” Jackson’s voice has an
edge to it, but I don’t get a chance to ask what’s gotten into him before Shelby
answers him.  


“Not just someone. Nope. Our little Frankie has gone fishing
and caught herself the town’s most eligible bachelor.” Her voice is breathy,
and her eyes are dreamy.  


“Exaggerate much?” I wave a hand at her before addressing Jackson,
“Ignore her. I do. Let’s get back to you and the matter at hand. How are we
going to stop Tara from making your work life hell?” 


Jackson stares at me long enough for the moment to get
uncomfortable. Finally, he shakes his head. “It’s okay. I’ll figure something
out.” He stands. “But you need to consider starting your own company.” With that
parting shot, he waves and walks out. What the …? 


“Uh oh. Someone’s jealous.” Shelby declares after we hear
the door shut. 


“Seriously? You’ve got sex on the brain.” No way is Jackson
jealous I’m seeing someone. Why would he be? He’s got a gorgeous girlfriend.
They’ve been together since high school. Survived being separated in college
and are now engaged. Nope. There’s something else going on with him. It may
take some time and digging, but I’ll figure out what.











Chapter
16


A lady should never complain.


“Grandma,” I whine when I see
the extra place setting at the dinner table. “I thought we agreed you wouldn’t
set me up on any more dates.” 


“I agreed to no such thing,” she claims as she bustles
around the table. 


“But you met Brodie. You know I’m dating someone.” I keep
pushing. I absolutely do not want to sit through another dinner with a grandson
of one of her friends. I shudder to think of what would be wrong with the next
guy because history clearly indicates there will be something wrong. 


Grandma rounds on me. “Are you? You haven’t heard one word
from him since your date a week ago.” 


Where did she get such a crazy idea? “Of course, I have.”
We’ve been chatting a bit. And I did see him at a therapy session on Monday,
although he was absent when I had my first session with Carrie today. 


“Well,” she huffs. “I haven’t seen him around here again.” 


“Grandma,” I inhale deeply and try to rein in my anger. “I
don’t know how it was in your day but nowadays, it’s normal for people who are
dating to not see each other for a week or so.” 


“How ridiculous.” She plants her hands on her hips. “What’s
the point of dating someone if you never see them? It’s fine. I think you’ll
like Dan.” 


No, I’m pretty sure I won’t like Dan. “Why don’t I call Brodie?
See if he can come to dinner?”


Grandma smiles before setting another plate on the table at
a place setting, which had already been set! Oh my god, my grandma played me. Totally
and completely. Played me. 


Brodie immediately agrees to dinner with the family. Silly
man. He has no idea what he’s getting himself into. Unfortunately, he needs to
rush home and shower after work, which means Dan arrives before him. Dan isn’t
bad looking. In fact, with his sharp cheekbones, bedhead brown hair, and blue
eyes, he reminds me of James Marsden in 27 Dresses. Unfortunately, the
man is more than aware of his good looks. He swaggers into the dining room as
if he were a runway model. I deal with these ‘beautiful’ people for my work all
the time. They are usually too self-involved to pay attention to anyone other
than themselves. Why did I invite Brodie to this shit show? 


“You must be Francis,” he says as he looks me up and down. His
gaze gets stuck on the bandage on my right cheek. The corners of his mouth turn
down, but he quickly recovers and smears a smile on his face. I clamp my hand
on my thighs to stop myself from covering my cheek with my hand. 


“Frankie. You can call me Frankie.” I motion to the seat
across from me. He grabs his phone from his pocket and puts it on the table
before sitting. Way to prove my point about self-involvement, asshole. 


“Now tell me, Frankie—” His phone beeps. He holds up a
finger before grabbing his phone. He chuckles as he reads something. He quickly
types a response and then looks back to me. “Where were we?” 


My mouth gapes open. Where were we? You were being a
rude jerk while I sit here looking like a total frigging idiot. I open my mouth
to give him what for, but Grandma bustles in carrying a large casserole dish. 


“I made chicken pot pie. You’ll love it. I don’t use those
pre-made pie crusts. My pie crust is one-hundred percent homemade.” She sets
the dish on the table, and I sniff. It smells fabulous, although I personally
don’t have a problem with pre-made pie crusts. Not all of us have hours to
spend in the kitchen to make pie crust. Hours in the kitchen? I slap my
forehead. I should have known Grandma was up to something when she spent the
entire afternoon in the kitchen.


Brodie walks in and comes directly to me. “Hi, beautiful
girl,” he whispers before kissing my forehead. He tries to shake Grandma’s hand,
but she pulls him in a hug. 


“Glad you could make it,” she whispers. Yep, she totally
played me. Brodie chuckles as he takes his place next to Dan. 


“What is this? One of those bachelor episodes? May the best
man win kind of situations?” Dan smirks. “I’m cool with that.” 


I snort. Does he seriously think he has a chance? I look up,
and he winks at me. Yep, he thinks he has a shot. Wrong.  


We proceed to dig in. In addition to chicken pot pie,
Grandma has made buttermilk biscuits and Caesar salad dripping with dressing.
My jeans protest my second serving of chicken pot pie. I’m going to need a
whole new wardrobe by the time I move back to the city. Dan plays with his
phone the entire time, although his phone doesn’t stop him from stuffing his
face. I’d say something about keeping his lean body while eating like a pig,
but I’m afraid he’d think I’m interested. In case there’s any doubt, I’m not. 


It doesn’t take us long to decimate the pot pie and
biscuits, although there is some salad left. “I have a chocolate cake for dessert,”
Grandma announces before standing to clear the supper dishes. Brodie
immediately stands to help. 


“Excuse me,” I announce. I manage to get myself to my feet
before hobbling off to the bathroom. I quickly – well, as quickly as a gimp
like me can – take care of business. When I open the door, I’m shocked to see
Dan leaning against the opposite wall. “It’s all yours,” I say before trying to
scooch past. 


He moves to stand in front of me. “I was waiting for you.” 


Dare I ask why? Sure, I do. “What’s up?” 


He closes in on me. “I sat through the entire circus of
dinner. You owe me.” 


“I owe you? I didn’t invite you here, and no one forced you
to stay.” Or to eat three helpings of chicken pot pie. 


“Come on. You know you want me.” My eyebrows practically fly
off my head. Want him? Where did he get such a crazy idea from? “I don’t mind
servicing the ugly girl.” He reaches forward to grab my arm but is suddenly
pulled away from me. 


“You’re done.” Brodie locks Dan’s arms behind him and
proceeds to frog march him out of the hallway and out of the house. I barely
make it in time to see Brodie slamming the front door. 


“That was awesome!” I shout. I try to hug him, but my
balance is still questionable and I knock him down instead. We end up in a
tangle of arms and legs on the floor. I tell him thank you about a gazillion
times as I kiss his face all over. 


“What is going on here?” Uh oh. Grandpa does not sound
happy. But when I look up at him, I see he’s barely containing a smile. 


“Where did Dan go?” 


“Uh…” I’m not telling Grandma Dan got handsy. “He needed to
leave.” 


“Damn straight. He needed to leave,” Brodie mutters before
getting to his feet and helping me up.  


Grandpa turns on Grandma. “Are you finally done with your
infernal matchmaking, woman?” 


She pouts. My seventy-something-and-counting grandma sticks
her lip out and pouts. “But I want Francis to find love and be happy.” 


“Open your eyes woman.” Grandpa points to Brodie and me.
Brodie has his arm around me, and he’s playing with my hair. I can feel him
shaking from silent laughter. I elbow his stomach but – ouch! – his muscles are
rock solid. 


“I guess as long as Francis and Brodie are dating, I’ll stop
with the matchmaking.” 


“Hallelujah.” Grandpa shuffles off pulling Grandma with him.


“You don’t have to continue dating me. I mean, sure, I’d
like to go out with you again, but no pressure. You can do what you want.” 


Brodie places his finger over my mouth. “You’re not getting
this are you?” I open my mouth to ask what it is I’m supposed to be getting, but
his mouth descends on mine. His lips meet mine, gently at first, but when I
open my mouth to his, his lips become urgent. 


“No kissing in the hallway!” Grandma yells from the living
room. “But feel free to go make out in Francis’s room!”  


“Oh my god.” My face flames and I duck my head. Can she be
any more embarrassing? 


“I need to get going. But I’ll call you.” Brodie waits for
my nod before kissing my forehead and leaving. 


I collapse against the door as soon as he leaves. His kiss
certainly didn’t feel like a pity kiss. A smile stretches over my face and I
feel my bandage pull on my skin. My smile dies. What am I thinking? There’s no
way Brodie is interested in me. The ugly girl. A tiny voice in my head
points out how he defended my honor. I take that tiny voice, stuff her in a closet,
and slam the door on her delusional self.  











Chapter
17


A lady is always quietly courageous.


Hey beautiful!


We’re sorry. You’ve reached the wrong number. Please
check the number before trying again.


Ha! Ha! You are the most beautiful woman I know.


Delusional much?


Slap! Ow, that hurt. I rub my thigh and scowl at
Carrie, my new therapist, who is glaring down at me. “Put it away.” 


“You didn’t have to slap my leg,” I pout. “You could have
asked nicely.” 


“Please.” She grunts. “You’ve been phoning it in this entire
session.” 


“Yeah, right.” I put my phone in my pocket. As if anyone can
phone in a PT session with her. I thought Brodie was a tough trainer. Snort. I
had no clue. Carrie is like a drill sergeant on steroids. She doesn’t know the
word try, only do. It’s actually her motto. Don’t try. Do. Try telling that to
my leg. And I’m pretty sure she stole ‘her’ motto from Yoda anyway.  


“Hey, freak!” Shelby’s clear across the therapy room as she
greets me. 


I shake my head and wave at her. 


“You’re Miss Popular today, aren’t you?” 


I shrug. “Sorry.”


“Whatever. We’re done.” With that parting shot, Carrie
marches off. Her bedside manner leaves something to be desired. I remind myself
she’s Brodie’s colleague and bite my tongue to stop myself from telling her off.



By the time I get my brace on and jump off the therapy
table, Shelby has made her way across the room. “Come on,” she orders. “You can
tell me all about Brodie meeting the family on our way.” 


“How the heck do you know Brodie met the family?” 


“I have my ways. Come on.” She slaps my leg. “Get a move
on.”


I’m about done with people slapping my leg today.
“Seriously. How do you know? Do you have my phone tapped or something?” 


“No,” she laughs. “But it’s not a bad idea.” 


Oh my god, she can’t be serious. I push my phone further
down in my pocket. She can’t break into my phone, right? Didn’t the FBI have a
heck of a time getting information from the iPhones of those terrorists in
California? 


“Chill out, freak. I’m not going to bug your phone.”


“But how did you know about Brodie coming to dinner at my
grandparent’s last Friday?” I ask as I rush to follow her. An idea hits me, and
I stop in the middle of the therapy room. “Please tell me you don’t have
cameras in this room or something.” I stare at the corners of the room, but I
don’t see anything resembling a camera. Of course, I have no clue what I’m
looking for. 


Shelby laughs. “You’re silly. Brodie told Carrie he was
leaving early Friday to have dinner with your family. Carrie told Arthur who told
Betty who told me.” 


“Who are Arthur and Betty? Wait. Don’t answer. I don’t want
to know.” My eyes search the therapy room as we slowly make our way to the
exit. I was hoping to see Brodie today. 


“Don’t bother looking for your hunka hunka burning
love. He’s in the therapy pool with a patient.” 


My mouth drops open. “Is there anything you don’t know about
what goes on around here?” Shelby only snorts in response. Guess that’s a no. “Where
are we going anyway?” She called this morning and insisted we meet up after my
therapy session. When I asked her what we were doing, she got all mysterious. A
mysterious Shelby scares me. 


“You’ll see,” she practically sings. See? Scary.


We get into Shelby’s car, but I can’t stand not knowing
where we’re going. “Come on, tell me,” I beg. “I’ll guess the entire car ride
and drive you crazy.” She shrugs and then starts humming as if my bugging her has
no effect. Grrr… “Are we going shopping?” No response. “For a drink?” No
response. “Fine, I give up.” Lie. I’m plain out of ideas. It’s not like we can
go to a park or for a walk. And options are limited here in the burbs. Museums?
Nope. Art exhibits? Not hardly. “Are we going to a movie?” I look down at my
therapy clothes and cringe. Although my yoga pants and tank top are fashionable,
I wouldn’t be seen dead outside the gym or walking to the coffee shop in this
outfit in the city.  


“We’re here.” Shelby pulls into the parking lot of the
municipal park. 


“Um…” I stare at the walking path around the park. “I think
you may be confused about how far I’ve come with my therapy.” Sure, I’m putting
some weight on my leg now. I can almost stand with my body weight evenly
supported by both my legs. But walking? That’s still a distant dream. 


“Oh, we’re not going for a walk. We’re going swimming.” 


My heart stops. No way no how am I going swimming. Nope.
Nope. Nope. I don’t plan on ever swimming again. Unless I somehow win the
lottery and install a pool in my own home, because I will never be seen in
public in a swimming suit again. Heck, I don’t even know where my swimming suit
is. Why would I be carrying one of those around? The thought cheers me. “I
can’t go swimming. I don’t have a suit.” 


“Sure, you do. Your grandma gave me one.” 


“Grandma is such a traitor!” It’s bad enough she’s
constantly setting me up on blind dates. Now, this. And what swimsuit would she
have given Shelby anyway? I certainly didn’t bring any swimming gear with me
when I moved in after my accident. Oh god, please tell me she didn’t give her a
suit from my teenage years when I used to visit my grandparents. Wait. What do
I care? “There’s no way I’m going to swim.” 


Shelby sobers. “Yes, you are. The longer it takes you to
start showing your scars, the more difficult it will be.” 


My scars. She hit the nail on the head there. I take a deep breath
to calm my racing heart. “I’m not ready.” 


She grabs my hands and squeezes. “Here’s the thing. You are
never going to be ready.”


I decide it’s time to explain some things to my new friend. “You
don’t understand.” She squeezes my hand again. This time only using her
prosthetic limb. “No.” I shake her hand off. “That’s not what I mean.” I take
another deep breath through my nose and start talking, “It’s not only about
being scarred and walking with a limp for the rest of my life. I mean, that’s
horrible in and of itself. It’s about my life. I don’t know if I can go back to
my life like this. How am I going to walk around venues for hours? And that’s
not the worst part.”


“What’s the worst part?” 


“My job. I’ve worked hard to get where I am. The holidays
I’ve missed with family. The relationships destroyed because I didn’t have the
time or energy to spare. And now it’s ruined.”


“Ruined how?”


“Oh god.” I bury my face in my hands. “It sounds shallow.
I’m embarrassed.” Shelby waits me out. “Everyone in my line of work is thin and
beautiful.” I lift my head and point to my face. “No one will hire me if I’m
scarred.”   


“Sorry, but I call bullshit. You can’t tell me every single
person who works at your firm is beautiful and flawless. Nope. I’m not buying
it. Get your ass in gear.” She doesn’t wait for my response but jumps out of
the car and grabs a bag from the back seat. “You have thirty seconds to get out
of the car before I call your grandma.” 


I growl before opening the door and dragging myself out of
the car. “Exactly when did you and my grandma become buddies?” Normally, I’d
think it’s cool my friend and my grandma are getting along. Now? Completely
uncool and potentially dangerous. 


Shelby rushes me through the building and to the changing
rooms. I take the suit she throws at me and go hide in the handicapped stall in
the bathroom. I’ve never been a prude who couldn’t change in front of other women
before. In fact, I may have been one of those mean girls who made fun of
prudes. But things change. Now I’m the one grunting and groaning while I try
not to fall into the toilet as I struggle to put on my swimsuit. At least the
suit Grandma gave Shelby fits. I never thought I’d be happy I went through a
chubby period in my teenage years. 


I crutch my way out of the stall to find Shelby waiting on
me. She looks down at my leg and huffs. “The brace needs to go before you get
in the water.” 


I’m wearing the smallest sleeve brace I have. You can see
some scar tissue peeking outside the edges of the brace, but the biggest scars remain
covered. My hands tighten to the point of pain where they grip the handles of my
crutches. “This is as far as I’m willing to go. Take it or leave it.” 


Shelby crosses her arms. “I’ll agree – if you take the
bandage off your face.” 


“No way. No how.” I swivel and start hopping towards the
handicapped stall. It took a shit ton of courage to walk out of there with this
suit on and only a small sleeve on my leg. I am not going any further. 


“Fine. Fine.” Shelby grabs my arm and stops me. “I’ll take
what I can get. Come on. You’ll see. No one cares about your scars except you.”



Snort. Yeah, right. I haven’t been called the ugly girl for nothing.
 


Shelby helps me with my crutches and entering the pool. And
then the strangest thing happens. All the old people want to talk about is the injuries
they’ve sustained and what they’ve endured. Apparently, my injury is the
perfect conversation starter for discussing their physical problems. I
never knew sciatica was such a big
deal. 


“I told you so,” Shelby says as we’re leaving the pool. 


I ignore her. No way I’m agreeing with her out loud. No
reason to give her an excuse to gloat. And gloat she will. But a bunch of old
people swimming in a community pool is not exactly the target group I’m worried
about judging my scars. 









Chapter
18


A lady knows when to let things go.


I squirm in my seat in the back
of the taxi and try to pull my skirt down further. Grandma’s cooking and
sitting around on my ass all day every day has not been conducive to fitting
into my clothes. Physical therapy may be torture, but it apparently doesn’t
burn enough calories to make up for homemade cooking, darn it. I had to dig
through my limited wardrobe to find anything remotely work appropriate. Unfortunately,
this skirt is a bit short and shows too much leg. Although I’m wearing a sleeve
brace, you can still see some ruined leg. Never thought I’d complain about a
skirt showing too much leg, but there you have it. 


Deep breaths. I can do this. I have to do this. My boss called
and scheduled a meeting. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. Up to this point,
he’s been cool about saving my job for when I’m able to return to work. I’m
afraid his patience is up. 


Jackson is waiting when the taxi pulls up to my office
building. “Do you know what’s going on? Why did Devon schedule this meeting?”


“Well, hello to you too.” He leans over and kisses my cheek
in greeting. I narrow my eyes at him. Why is he kissing me? We don’t kiss in
greeting. “Devon is waiting for you.” Worries about my assistant’s out of
character behavior are wiped from my mind. 


I check my watch, but I’m not late. “Waiting for me?” This
can’t be good.


“It’ll be fine.” He grabs my bag and hurries into the
building. Luckily, I’ve finally mastered the art of walking around on crutches –
score one for PT! – and manage to keep up. 


I smile at everyone in the reception area before we hit the
elevators. As soon as the doors close, I start rapid-firing questions at
Jackson. “What’s going on? Why did Devon insist I come in for a meeting?
Is something wrong? Does he want me to come back to work?” 


“I think it has something to do with Just You.” 


Crap. I knew it! I shouldn’t have gone to the launch
of their new product line. I should have waited until I could walk before
showing my face, but after my friends started bragging about how awesome Tara’s
party was going to be, no one and nothing could have stopped me from attending
the opening.


Jackson grabs my hand and squeezes. “It’ll be fine. Besides,
if it’s not, you can finally start your own marketing firm.” 


I glare at him, but the doors open before I can give him a
piece of my mind. I take my bag from him and make my way to Devon’s corner
office. Except for the bigwigs like Devon, the firm has an open floor plan. I
have to pass every single person working there while making my way to Devon’s
office. There are a few smiles and nods in greeting, but there’s also a whole
lot of looking away to avoid my gaze. What the heck? I didn’t think I had any
enemies in the office. I glance over to see Tara sitting at my old workstation.
She smiles and waves. Obviously, she thinks she’s won. What? I’m not sure.  


Devon’s secretary ushers me into his office. He’s standing
at the window looking outside when I enter. He must hear me enter as he turns
around before I have a chance to speak. “Hey, Frankie. Have a seat.” He motions
to the cozy chairs in the corner. 


I slowly lower myself into a chair, praying the seams of my
skirt are strong enough and move going clothes shopping to the top of my to-do
list. I don’t bother with chit chat. “What’s going on?” 


Devon chuckles. “I guess I can’t blame you for wanting to
get straight to it. I did call you out of the blue after all.” 


“Out of the blue and in a rush.” He called last night at
dinner and insisted I come in this morning. “Where’s the fire?” 


He clears his throat and leans forward. “Well, you know Just
You had the launch of their new product line the Sunday before last?” I nod. Of
course, I know. I was there. But Devon doesn’t know I came out of hiding to spy
on my nemesis. “The event went very well. I’m happy with Tara’s work.” I clench
my teeth and force myself to keep my mouth firmly shut. Badmouthing Tara to my
boss may make me feel better in the short term, but in the long term, it’s
bound to blow up in my face. Besides, I would never – no matter what – bad
mouth a female employee to a male employer. I don’t break the sister code – ever.



He sighs and leans back. “But we have a problem.” 


“What can I do to help?” 


“I’m glad you said that.” He reaches forward and grabs a
file I hadn’t noticed on the table. He hands it to me. “Have a look,” he says
when I don’t immediately open it.


I don’t know what I expected to see when I opened the file,
but a consultancy agreement was most definitely not it. “What’s this?” 


“I know you’re not ready to come back to work full-time, but
I need you. Mr. Ward insists on working exclusively with you on a new product
line they’re developing.” 


My mouth drops open. Mr. Ward had said he was looking
forward to my return at the firm, but I thought he was just being supportive. I
didn’t expect him to contact my boss. “Why a consulting agreement?” 


Devon nods to my crutches. “Obviously, you’re not ready to
come back full-time yet, but I can’t let this lead with Just You get cold. I
need you to act as point for the account.” 


“Can I have some time to think about it?” I came here this
morning expecting to get fired, or – at the very least – be given an ultimatum
as to when I had to return to work. I didn’t expect this. “Would I need to come
into the office?” 


“I imagine coming in once a week to consult with your team
would be sufficient.” 


I could probably manage that. I wiggle in my seat. After I
buy a new wardrobe. Or go on a diet. As if Grandma would ever let me diet in
her house. New wardrobe it is. 


Devon stands. “Have a look at the contract and get back to
me by next week. I can hold Mr. Ward off until then.” 


I shove the file into my bag and get to my feet. “Thanks.
I’ll be in touch,” I say before hobbling out of his office. I’m surprised
Jackson isn’t waiting for me. I look around but don’t see him anywhere. Oh
well. I’ll call him with the news later. I start towards the elevators. I’m
nearly there when Tara approaches. Yippie. 


“Well, look at who we have here. If it isn’t little miss
deformed herself.” 


I ignore her and continue on my way, but she grabs my bag
and forces me to stop. Score two for physical therapy. If she’d pulled me off
balance even a week ago, I would have fallen flat on my face. “Don’t think you
can come back here and steal my job.” 


I scoff. “Your job? I think you’re confused. You’re the one
who was hired to fill in for me. Not the other way around.”  


She crosses her arms over her chest and looks me up and
down. “Yeah, well, maybe I started as a temp, but it’s my job now.” 


I’m not above needling her. “Yeah, sure, that’s why Devon
called me in to start working again.” 


Her eyes flare. “No, no, no,” she sputters. “I don’t believe
you. You’re lying.” 


I don’t bother responding. Why would I lie? I hitch my bag
on my shoulder and resume walking to the elevator. 


“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Tara shouts at my back.


I want to keep walking. I really do, but I can’t have her
shouting my business in the office. I swivel around to face her. Crap.
Everyone is now staring at the two of us, even Devon has emerged from his
office. 


“Look at you,” she sneers. “You can’t possibly think you can
return to this job full-time. Not looking like that.” She points to the bandage
at my face. 


From the corner of my eye, I see Devon’s head drop before he
returns to his office. Damn. Guess I was right. I can’t do this job
looking like I do. Before I have the chance to get my pity party started,
Jackson arrives. 


“You bitch. Frankie is more beautiful than you will ever be
– with or without some tiny scar on her face.” Tara opens her mouth to argue,
but Jackson doesn’t give her the chance. “And she can run circles around you in
this job. Everyone knows you’re making the team do all the work while you take
three-martini lunches.” He turns his back on her. “Come on. Let’s get you out
of here.” 


I allow Jackson to lead me out of the office, but I keep my
eyes focused on the floor. No way can I look anyone in the eye after what Tara
said. Obviously, Devon agrees with her. He would never have allowed her to talk
to me like that otherwise. 


“Don’t listen to the bitch.” 


I don’t bother responding to him. He can tell me everything’s
fine until the cows come home, but everything is most definitely not fine. 











Chapter
19


A lady should always have an attitude of
gratitude.


Hey, beautiful. Want to go
see a movie tonight?


Ugh. No. I want to drown myself in ice cream and tequila. Not
tonight. 


Come on. It’ll be fun. I’ll let you pick the movie. 


Not happening. 


Too late. I’m here.


Ding dong. Damn. 


“What are you doing here?” I demand of Brodie when I open
the front door.  


He smiles and shrugs. “Cheering you up by taking you out on
a date.”


“How did you know I needed cheering up?” 


His eyes snag on something behind me before he blushes and
drops his head to stare at his shoes. I twirl around and – yep! – there’s my grandmother
standing at the end of the hallway. She gives me a thumbs-up before ducking her
head back into the living room. She’s such a meddler! How did she even get
Brodie’s phone number?  


“Look, it’s sweet you came here to cheer me up, but I don’t
feel like going out.” 


“Just go, Frankie girl,” Grandpa shouts from the living
room. Is there no privacy in this house? “Lord knows you could do with some
cheering up.” I may have been a little grumpy since I came back home from the city
this morning, but it can’t have been too bad. “Finally, I can have control of
the remote in my own home.”     


Guess I’m not wanted here. “Fine,” I tell Brodie. “I’ll go.”
 


“Remember, she doesn’t have a curfew,” Grandma shouts. “Feel
free to bring her back any time. Tomorrow morning is good.” 


Oh my god! The woman is the bane of my existence.
“Let’s get out of here before they try to sell me to you in marriage.” I’m
still in the clothes I wore to the office, so I grab my coat and purse and I’m
ready. 


We don’t talk as he drives to the movie complex. Brodie glances
over at me a few times, looking as if he wants to say something, but he keeps
his mouth shut. Smart man. I am in no way no how ready to talk to him about the
humiliation I suffered this morning. Not happening.    


He parks about a mile from the entrance to the building. I
glare at him. His response? He smiles. And is there a challenging gleam in his
eyes? Date your physical therapist, they said. He’s hot, they said. It will be
fun, they said. No one mentioned walking miles on crutches to get to a stupid
movie you don’t want to watch anyway.  


“What do you want to see?” I manage to wheeze out my
question when we finally make it the ticket counter.  


“There’s a new romantic comedy playing I thought you might
like.” 


I make a face of disgust. “Romantic comedy? What do you
think I am? A girl?”


Brodie rubs the back of his neck as a light shade of pink
colors his cheeks. “Um… yes? But we can see whatever you want.”


“I’m yanking your chain. I love romantic comedies. The
cheesier the better.”


He chuckles as he buys tickets for the romcom. I pull out my
wallet to pay my share, and he glares. “Don’t even think about it.” 


“Fine.” I shrug. “I’ll buy the snacks.”


But when it’s time to pay for my popcorn, Twizzlers, and
Milk Duds – I had a bad day. What can I say? – he pushes my wallet away and
pays again. “I asked you out. That means I pay.” 


Not in my experience, but fine. Whatever. I smile and thank
him. For the next two hours, I forget my crappy life and enjoy the movie. It’s hilarious
and exactly what I needed. Darn it. I hate it when Grandma’s right. The woman
can gloat for days! 


“So,” Brodie starts when we’re seated at a bar having a
drink after the movie. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” 


Ugh! I thought I’d gotten away with not talking about my
day. Guess not. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 


He chuckles. “Yeah, I kind of figured that out. But maybe
you should.” 


I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you sure you’re a physical
therapist and not a ‘therapist’ therapist?” 


“Stop avoiding the question.” 


I stick my tongue out at him. He ignores my admittedly
childish behavior and stares at me until I give in. “Fine. But it’s not a
pretty story.” I proceed to tell him about my day. “My career is totally
ruined,” I conclude. Slight exaggeration? I think not. 


“Hold up.” Brodie lifts his hand in the universal signal to
stop. “You’re jumping to conclusions. You don’t know your boss agreed with that
bitch Tara.” 


I’d smile at him calling Tara a bitch, but I’ve got a score
to settle. “Seriously? He heard what she said and he left. He left. He didn’t
come to my defense, he didn’t correct her. He just left.” 


Brodie nods. “I admit it looks bad, but you don’t know for
sure. You need to talk to your boss. Find out what he thinks.” 


Ugh. I hate it when he’s right. “Fine. I’ll call him.” Some
day. When I’m ready. 


He smiles. “Good.” His smile fades. “Now, let’s talk about
Tara.” 


“I don’t want to talk about Tara,” I pout. It’s possible my
bottom lip is sticking out.  


“You realize she’s jealous of you, don’t you?” I roll my
eyes. Yeah, right. If he’d seen her, he’d know how ludicrous his statement is. “She
wants your job, but your boss and your clients want you.” 


“One client,” I interrupt. “And my boss doesn’t want me
back. He wants me to consult.” I spit the word ‘consult’ out as if it’s the dirtiest
word in the entire freaking world.  


“Whatever. He wants you. Not Tara. And that’s not the worst
part for her.” He looks me up and down. “You’re absolutely beautiful. No wonder
she tries to put you down and makes a nasty comment about your scar every time
you see her.” 


My hand automatically moves to cover my cheek. “Stop.”
Brodie grabs my hand and pulls it away. “You don’t need to cover your scar. In
fact, you should get rid of the bandage. It’s obvious you don’t need it
anymore.” 


Maybe not. But then everyone would see the scar underneath.
I’m not ready for people to see my scar. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. I
try to pull my hand away from Brodie’s, but he’s not letting go. “You’re still
beautiful. A scar does nothing to diminish your beauty.” 


“Easy to say when you haven’t seen the scar.” 


Brodie smirks. “Then, show me. Prove me wrong. I dare you.” 


I glare at him. He knows I never back down from a dare. But
there’s a first time for everything. I lean forward and hiss, “I can’t.”


Brodie pulls me forward. “You’re beautiful,” he whispers. “A
little scar doesn’t make any difference.” 


I drop my head. “I’m not ready.”  


“Okay.” He lifts my chin and his lips descend on mine. The
kiss starts as a gentle comforting touch, and I sigh. Brodie takes advantage
and his tongue invades my mouth. My tongue duels with his, and he groans into
my mouth. His hand fists my hair, and he tilts my head for better access. I
lean forward and hit my crutches leaning up against the table. They clack to
the ground, but not before smacking me upside the head. I grunt in surprise. 


Brodie immediately backs off. “What’s wrong?” 


I blush and indicate my crutches, which are now scattered
across the floor. He smirks before reaching down to pick them up and then announcing,
“You’re coming home with me.” 


What? “I don’t think so.” The kiss was hot. H-A-W-T!
But I’m not ready to get intimate with anyone yet. Maybe never again. Joining a
convent is still an option. If I go home with him and he kisses me like that
again, I won’t be able to resist stripping him down and licking him like an ice
cream cone. My pulse quickens. Oh yeah, licking him all over sounds like the
best idea ever. 


“Nothing is going to happen.” Wait. What? He doesn’t want
anything to happen? Did our kiss mean nothing to him? “I know you’re not ready,
but I’m not happy with leaving you alone right now.” I start to protest, but he
stops me with a finger on my lips. I snap at his finger. He grins and pulls his
hand away. “I know you. You’ll lay awake all night, worrying about your job.” 


“What’s to say I won’t lay awake all night at your place?” 


His smile becomes absolutely wicked. “I’m sure I can help
you fall asleep.” 


My face heats up as my mind conjures up the multitude of
ways I can imagine him ‘helping’ me fall asleep. “You said nothing would
happen.” 


He shrugs but doesn’t bother responding. “Come on. Let’s get
out of here.” He takes off to pay for the bill.


“Hey, wait! I didn’t agree I’d go home with you.” Oops! I
may have shouted.


“You don’t want him. You can come home with me,” an older
man at the bar shouts and wiggles his eyebrows at me. 


“I’m game, as well,” the man next to him adds. His words are
a bit slurred as he has no teeth.


“Um, thank you?” 


Brodie laughs as he returns and helps me stand. “Not looking
so bad now, am I?” 


Oh, please. Brodie always looks good and he knows it. Why
he’s spending time with me is a riddle. I won’t complain, though.  











Chapter
20


A lady should never talk badly about herself.


The sun streaming across my face
wakes me the next morning. I’m not ready to move, though. I’m super comfortable
while being cocooned in warmth. I sigh, and Brodie’s arm around my middle
tightens. 


“Good morning, beautiful,” he whispers before nuzzling and kissing
my neck. Goosebumps break out over my body at the feel of his beard scratching
my neck. I wiggle closer to him but freeze when I feel something hard against
my backside. 


“Ignore it,” Brodie orders as his arm pulls me even tighter.
Ignore it? How does he expect me to ignore the largest erection I’ve ever felt?
I can practically feel his hot and hard length pulsing against me. I reach
back, but as soon as my hand touches his pajama bottoms, Brodie releases me and
jackknifes out of the bed. Darn. 


He takes one look at my pouting face and chuckles. “I promised
nothing would happen.” 


I roll my eyes, unwilling to start that conversation
again. When we arrived at his place last night, I discovered Brodie has a
one-bedroom apartment. No way was I letting the six-foot-plus man sleep on his
sofa, and there was no way he was letting me sleep on his sofa. I tried to call
an Uber and go home, but Brodie grabbed my phone, threw me over his shoulder,
and somehow we ended up sleeping together in his bed. But only after he
reiterated his promise – several times! – about nothing happening. I felt
offended until I fell into bed wearing his t-shirt and he wrapped his arms
around me. 


Brodie kisses my forehead, and I jolt. I must have fallen back
asleep because he’s dressed and going by his wet hair, he’s showered as well.
“Come on, I’ll make you breakfast before I take you home.” Ugh. Home. Where I
have to deal with Grandma’s gloating. And questions. There will definitely be
questions about my night. 


Brodie grabs my hands and pulls me up. “Get dressed.” He
hands me my crutches. “Are you stiff?” He nods to my leg. “Do you need me to
work out the kinks?” 


“If working out the kinks means a massage, then yes. But if by
working out the kinks, you mean your physical therapist idea of a massage, then
no thank you.” 


He doesn’t bother answering the question. Guess that’s no to
the massage then. “Pancakes, okay?” 


“Do you have to ask?” He chuckles. 


I throw yesterday’s clothes on before making my way to the
adjoining bathroom. I quickly do my business and throw my hair into a messy
bun. I don’t bother looking at myself in the mirror. I know I look like hell, I
don’t need visual confirmation. 


I follow the smell of coffee to his kitchen. “Mmmm…coffee.” 


“Have a seat.” Brodie indicates a barstool. He hands me a
cup of coffee, kisses me entirely too quickly, and then goes back to the stove.
I take a gulp of coffee and sit back to watch my man work. Wait! He’s not my
man. I shake my head. Nope, I am not going to worry about the status of our
relationship. 


“Come here.” Brodie motions me towards the stove after he’s
prepared the pancake batter and poured some into the griddle. 


“Um, dude, I don’t think you want me anywhere near the
stove.” My grandma has done her best to teach me to cook, but it’s impossible.
I can look at a piece of bread in the toaster and it burns. It’s my superpower.



“Come here,” he insists. 


“Fine.” I roll my eyes. “If the pancakes suddenly start a
grill fire, it’s not my fault.” Using the counter, I hop his way. 


Brodie chuckles, not realizing I’m serious. He grabs his
phone. “I want a picture of our first morning together.” 


I back away. “No way. I haven’t showered. I haven’t put on
any make-up. My hair isn’t even brushed!” 


He grabs me and pulls me close. “You look beautiful.” 


I lean in. “You. Are. Delusional.” 


His eyes flicker to my lips before he leans in closer. As
soon as his lips touch mine, I forget about my hair and lack of make-up. The
man’s kisses put me in a fog. He kisses me like he’s trying to prove how beautiful
I am. And he’s darn good at it. He breaks the kiss and smirks. “Say cheese.” My
eyes widen as I notice the phone he’s holding in his hand. Click. 


“I can’t believe you did that!” I can’t help shouting at
him. Sneaky bastard. 


“One more.” This time I manage to burrow into Brodie’s side
before he takes the picture. 


Brodie flips through the pictures on his phone. “Here. See
how beautiful you look for yourself.” He hands me the phone. 


“Oh my god! Why didn’t you say something?” I scream. My scar
is clearly visible in the picture. Where the heck is my bandage? I narrow my
eyes at Brodie. “What did you do with my bandage?” 


Brodie holds his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t do
anything to it. It must have come off when you were sleeping.” 


I grunt, not willing to admit he’s right. I’ve never slept
with the bandage before. Never needed to. But I wasn’t taking it off to sleep
in Brodie’s bed last night. No way! I try to reach up and cover my face, but Brodie
pulls me close before lifting me up and walking to the couch where he settles
with me on his lap. 


“It’s time to talk about this.” 


I cross my arms over my chest and narrow my eyes at him.
“You do realize you’re not my therapist, right?” 


“No, I’m not your therapist. I’m the guy you’re dating.” He
waits for me to protest but I can’t really deny I’m dating him after spending
the night. “You haven’t had the bandage on since we woke up. Have you seen me
act any differently towards you?” 


“No, but you knew I had the scar. You were prepared.” 


“And? What does that have to do with anything?” 


“You had time to prepare. To hide your disgust.” 


Brodie’s body stills. “Hide my disgust?” he asks in a low
voice. 


“Yes,” I nod. “At how disfigured I am.” 


He stands and, keeping me cradled in his arms, stalks to the
bathroom. He sets me on my feet and makes sure I’m steady before grabbing my head
and forcing me to look in the mirror. I immediately slam my eyes shut. “Open
your eyes,” he whispers in my ear. I shake my head. “Come on. Don’t be a wimp.”



I snarl but open my eyes. I stare at Brodie in the mirror.
“There. My eyes are open.” 


“Don’t look at me. Look at yourself.” I inhale deeply to
gather my courage before looking at my reflection. “Look at how beautiful you
are. No, don’t say anything. Just look. Why would anyone notice a tiny scar
when those blue eyes pull you in? They sure pulled me in. Nearly knocked me
flat on my ass the first time I saw you. I’ve never seen eyes that shade of
blue before.” He sifts his fingers through my bun and pulls out the elastic.
“And this hair? My god, it’s such a deep black it’s nearly violet in color. How
you can’t see you’re beautiful is beyond me. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad
you’re not conceited.” 


My mouth hangs open as I listen to his words. He speaks with
such utter conviction. His words are the truth – the truth as he sees it at
least. “I—” I stop myself, unsure of what to say. My hand sneaks up and I touch
my scar. 


Brodie spins me around. His lips replace my hand on the
scar. “This.” Kiss. “Is.” Kiss. “Beautiful.” He pulls back. “This
scar tells me you’re not just a beautiful woman, but an incredibly strong one
as well. You’ve fought demons, and you’ve won.” 


I snort. “Not yet.” 


“But you will, beautiful, you will.” 


And, for the first time since my accident, I start to think
he’s right. 











Chapter
21


A lady should always be discrete.


After Brodie drops me off, I try
to sneak into the house, but my crutches bang against the door as I struggle to
make my way inside without getting crushed by the door. Why is it whenever I
try to be quiet, I only seem to make more noise? Like it matters. Grandma has
probably been sitting in the kitchen waiting to pounce on me the moment I
arrived.   


“Yeah!” Grandma claps as she runs towards the front door. “I
knew Brodie wouldn’t disappoint me.” Disappoint her? By taking me home, he
didn’t disappoint her? She’s crazy.  


“I’m going to take a shower,” I say as I push past her. 


“But I want to hear all about it.” I shiver. I am not talking
about my sex life with my grandma. Never ever. “If you need me to buy condoms,
let me know. Forget that. I’ll buy some and put them in your bathroom. You
know, just in case.” 


“We didn’t have sex,” I shout at her. 


“How disappointing.” She stomps off to the kitchen. I hope
she’s not calling her friends to find another grandson to set me up with. The
woman’s matchmaking skills leave much to be desired.


I’ve finished my shower and am hobbling into my room when my
phone beeps. 


Hey, beautiful. Let me know what your boss says.


Subtle, Mr. Russell. Very subtle. 


Before I got out of his car, Brodie kissed the daylights out
of me and then made me promise to call my boss. Kissing me until my brain turns
into mush and then forcing me to make a promise is one-hundred-percent-no-doubt-about-it
coercion. His lips could force any red-blooded woman to do whatever he wants. 


You need to hear his side of things. Good or bad. It’s
better than driving yourself crazy with made-up scenarios.


Maybe I like driving myself crazy.


Call him. Don’t make me call you a chicken. 


I growl and throw my phone on the bed. Brodie is freaking
infuriating. Even more so since he’s right. As I get dressed, my eyes keep
wandering to my phone. I know I need to call my boss because if he does agree
with Tara, I’m quitting. I’m not looking forward to my career going down in
flames, but I need to know, so I can start making decisions and putting plans
in place. 


“Hey, Frankie,” Devon answers on the first ring. “What do
you say? Are you going to come back and help me with the Just You account?” 


My mouth drops open. I cannot believe him! Does he think he
can ignore what happened yesterday? I think not. “Nooo,” I drawl. “I didn’t
make a decision. We have something else we need to talk about.” 


He sighs. “You called about Tara.”


“Damn right, I called about Tara. Her behavior was
unacceptable. And your behavior wasn’t much better.” 


“Wait! Hold up. My behavior? What did I do?” 


He sounds genuinely confused. Well, let me make some things
clear to him. “That’s the whole point. You didn’t do anything. Your employee
was making blatantly offensive remarks to another employee and you did
nothing.” 


“Did nothing? I fired her yesterday afternoon.” 


I open my mouth to continue yelling at him when the meaning
of his words hit me. “You fired her?” 


“Damn straight, I did. I don’t tolerate my employees
speaking in such a manner. Especially a temporary employee.”


“Really? Just like that?” I’m flabbergasted. And trying not
to shout in glee. 


“Well… there were more problems with her and her work ethic.
Jackson has been hounding me about her from day one, but after yesterday, every
single one of your team members came in to complain.” 


Your. He said your, as if I’m still a team leader and
returning to work. “Um… thank you?” 


“Now, get your head straight, so you can come back to me next
week and tell me you want to consult on the Just You contract.” He hangs up
without waiting for my reply. 


I stare at the phone for a minute before I finally set it
down. I did not expect his response at all. Man, Brodie is going to gloat. My
phone pings, and I have to force myself to look at it. I’ve had enough
surprises for one morning, thank you very much.  


OMG!!!! You slept with Brodie!  Yep, should
not have picked up the phone. I hasten to correct Shelby’s unfortunately incorrect
assumption. 


What? No! Hospital gossip chain got it all wrong!


Then why is there a picture of you in his kitchen
looking like you’ve spent the night getting jiggy?


Wait! What picture? I narrow my eyes. How
does she know what Brodie’s kitchen looks like, anyway? 


I tap my finger against my phone as I wait for her reply.
Finally, there’s another ping indicating she’s sent me the picture. I
immediately tap the icon to download it. I gasp when I realize it’s one of the
pictures from this morning. Not the one showing my scar, which is good because
I’d have to kill Brodie if he posted that picture. It would be a shame to rid
the world of his hotness but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. I take a
minute to admire the picture Brodie did post. It is kind of cute. Brodie looks smoking,
of course. He’s holding me tight while smiling from ear to ear. I’m curled into
him. Cuteness aside I’m not ready for the world to start gossiping about our
relationship. 


Now tell me “nothing happened”


Nothing happened.


Liar.


Nothing happened. Pinkie swear.


Darn… 


Well, something happened. 


Oooooh, do tell.


Brodie saw my scar. 


That tiny thing?


Easy for you to say.


Um, freak, have you seen me?


*Rolls eyes*


How did Brodie respond?


*Snort* He thinks I’m beautiful.  


You are beautiful. Frankly, it’s annoying. 


I got nothing. Shelby’s not finished. 


Brodie is the most kind and honest man I know. If he
says you’re beautiful, he means it. It’s time to move on. Get over your stupid
scar and move on. Move TF on. Gotta go.


Easier said than done. I can’t accept having a huge scar on
my right cheek all of sudden. I make my way to the bathroom and stare into the
mirror. With no bandage on, my scar is front and center for me to see. I grit
my teeth and force myself to study the marred skin. 


The scar starts directly below the outside of my right eye
and curves inward for about an inch and a half stopping right smack dab in the
middle of my right cheek. I can admit the wound has healed nicely. The swelling
and bumpiness of the wound is nearly gone. You can’t even tell how many
stitches were used to hold my skin together.  


What would I think if I saw another woman with this scar on
their face? Would I think she’s deformed? Such a nasty word. I would never call
anyone deformed – no matter what. Maybe I should give myself a break. I lean over
the vanity and stare at the scar up close. Nope. Not ready to give myself a
break.  











Chapter
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A lady should always be honest but never rude.


“You’re too late. She’s taken
now,” Grandma announces as she opens the door for Jackson. 


“Grandma,” I hiss. “Jackson and I work together.” 


She shrugs and walks towards the kitchen. “If you change
your mind and want to try it out with this one, I put condoms in your
bathroom.” My mouth drops open at her announcement. How dare she?  


I smile at Jackson despite my flaming red face and pretend
everything’s normal and my grandmother didn’t just tell us where to find
protection if we want to have sex. “What are you doing here?” 


“We need to talk.” 


Yippee! My four most favorite words in the universe. “Come
on in.” I motion him towards the living room. 


Jackson starts in before we can make it to the living room. “You’re
seeing your physical therapist now,” he sneers.


I stare at the ceiling and pray for calm. I could kill
Brodie for posting our picture on Facebook. What was he thinking? I read him
the riot act about it yesterday. His response? I have a beautiful woman in
my life. Of course, I want to show her off. Naturally, I melted, and my
anger flew out the window. I didn’t expect him to take my response as an excuse
to change his Facebook status to ‘in a relationship’ with Francis McMillan. That
necessitated another angry call. When I argued we aren’t in a relationship, he explained
dating is a relationship and then told me he had to get back to work. I’m
pretty sure he turned his phone off at that point as my further texts went
unanswered. On the plus side, Grandma is super excited and isn’t calling any of
her friends to ask if they have single grandsons.   


I take a seat and motion for him to join me. “Yes, Brodie
and I are dating. But you know this. We talked about it last time you were
here.” Although I consider Jackson a friend as well as a co-worker, we’ve never
talked about my relationships before. To be honest, there’s never been much to
talk about. I’ve been on about a million first dates, but I haven’t had any
serious relationships for the past few years while I’ve focused on my career. 


“You made it sound like it wasn’t serious.” He grunts. “A
physical therapist, Frankie? Really?” 


“Hey!” I bristle at his dismissive tone. “Brodie is a nice
man, and there’s nothing wrong with a physical therapist. He’s highly educated
and it’s a good career.” 


“Shit.” Jackson rubs a hand over his face. “I’m sorry.” 


“What’s wrong with you? Are you and Debbie having problems?”
The idea of them having problems is difficult to believe. The two are utterly
adorable. 


“Debbie’s history.” 


“What?” I gasp. “But you’re engaged. The wedding’s a few
months away.” 


He shrugs. “Not anymore.” 


“What happened?” 


“I don’t want to talk about it.” I do! But he doesn’t give
me a chance to air any of my gazillion questions. “Is this Brodie thing because
of your accident?” 


Brodie thing? He makes it sound illicit. I decide to
ignore his question. “What’s going on with you?”


“Jesus, Frankie, don’t you get it?” Obviously not. “I’m into
you.” 


My mouth drops open. Into me? Since when? How did I not know?
“I’m sorry.” I start to explain how I never saw him that way. It doesn’t have
to do with age or experience or anything. I just never saw him in any way other
than as a good friend.


“You don’t have to say it.” He stares at his shoes. “I know
you don’t think of me as anything other than your employee.” 


I snort. “If you were a mere employee, I would have kicked
your ass out of here when you opened your mouth and badmouthed Brodie.” 


Shelby waltzes in. Her face is flushed, and her smile is
brittle. “Everything okay?” I ask her. 


“What are you doing here?” Jackson demands of her. 


“What the hell, Jackson? She’s my friend.” Shelby plops down
on the sofa, but not before she sneers at Jackson who glares at her before turning
back to me.  


Jackson decides to ignore her and asks me, “Anyway, did you
hear about Tara?” 


I nod. “Yeah, I talked to Devon yesterday.”


“Have you made your mind up about the Just You contract?”


“What contract?” Shelby asks. Considering her obsession with
my relationship with Brodie, it’s no wonder I forgot to mention my meeting with
Devon to her.  


“My firm offered me a consultancy agreement to work on the Just
You contract.” 


“Awesome!” She fist pumps. “Your first client.” 


I raise my hands to slow her excitement down. “What are you
talking about? Just You isn’t my client. They are a client of the firm.”


She shrugs. “Sounds like Just You could be your first client
when you start your own marketing firm.” 


“She’s right, you know,” Jackson says. “Just You is gagging
to work with you. They would be a great client to start our new firm with.” 


“Our?” 


“Yeah,” he nods. “I’ve got no reason to stay in the city
anymore.” Oh damn, no wonder he’s been pushing me to start up in the suburbs.
He’s trying to escape Debbie and the city in which she lives. The break-up must
have been bad. What am I thinking? Of course, it was. You don’t end an
engagement a few months before the wedding unless something is seriously wrong.
My curiosity is piqued, but I let it go – for now. “And you’ve got a reason to
stay in the suburbs now.” 


“Boy, does she ever.” Shelby fans her face. “Brodie is a beefy
beefcake!” 


I scowl in her direction. I don’t want to rub my
relationship in Jackson’s face. Not after he just revealed he’d been holding a
candle for me. Oh god, he didn’t break it off with Debbie because of me, did
he? Wow. Where did that completely selfish thought come from? Of course, he
didn’t break it off with his fiancée for me. 


“Pint-sized may have a point.” 


“Hey! Who you calling pint-sized?” Shelby stands and glares
down at Jackson. Even standing when he’s sitting, she’s barely taller than him.



Jackson ignores Shelby’s outburst. “I’m certain you could
convince Just You to be your first client. They practically demanded Devon
bring you back from medical leave.” 


No can do. “I’ve got a non-compete clause in my contract.
And I’m not ready to start my own firm.” 


“Why not?” Jackson pushes. “You work almost completely
autonomously from Devon anyway. He gives you projects and lets you run with
them. You don’t need the firm.” 


Shelby plops back down on the sofa. “I like this idea.” 


I glare at Shelby and Jackson teaming up on me. Didn’t they
hate each other two minutes ago? 


“At least promise you’ll think about it,” Shelby continues
to push. “You could do your own thing. Not have to worry about a boss. You
certainly wouldn’t have to worry about another bitch – aka Tara – showing up
and trying to steal your job.” 


She may have a point, but, “There’s a lot to starting your
own company.” 


“This is where I come in,” Jackson points out. 


“Yeah,” Shelby nods. “Pretty boy may be good for something
after all.” 


Jackson sneers and I hold up my hands. “Stop it you two.
We’re not in kindergarten.” 


“I need to get going anyway.” Jackson stands and walks to my
chair. He hesitates before giving me a kiss on my cheek and then striding out
of the room. 


Shelby stands as well. “I better get back to work.” 


“Wait!” I shout before she can leave. “Is there a reason you
stopped by? I mean, you’re welcome to stop by any time, but—”


“No reason. I just came to check on you.” She’s at the door
before she looks at me over her shoulder and announces, “By the way, you’re not
wearing a bandage.” 


I gasp. No way. I place my palm on my cheek and sure
enough, no bandage. Jackson didn’t say a word. Why didn’t he mention it? 


“Maybe because it’s not a big deal.” I swivel to see Grandma
standing in the door Shelby just vacated. “Baby girl, you’re still beautiful.”
She doesn’t wait for a response before leaving.


Of course, Grandma thinks I’m beautiful. If I looked like
the wicked witch, complete with humongous hairy moles on my nose and cheek,
she’d still think I was beautiful. But my friends and family aren’t the people I’m
worried about seeing me at my worst. They’ve already seen me at my worst. I was
a complete and utter wreck after the accident. No, it’s the strangers who stare
at the scarred freak I’m terrified of. 











Chapter
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A lady is never confrontational.


When the doorbell rings the next
day, the first thing I do is check I have my bandage on. I won’t be repeating
yesterday’s disaster. A little voice inside my head tries to tell me it wasn’t
a disaster. After all, Jackson didn’t stare in disgust at me. In fact, he
confessed he was ‘into me’ while apparently staring at my scar. I mentally slap
the shit out of the annoying little voice and shove it into the furthest recess
of my mind before going to answer the door.


My mouth drops open when I see Suzanne, Becky, and Bailey
standing on the front porch. Without thinking, my hand flies to my cheek to
ensure my scar is covered. Phew. The bandage didn’t miraculously disappear in
the past thirty seconds. “What are you doing here?” 


“Is that any way to greet your girls?” Becky asks. 


I bite my tongue. My girls haven’t exactly been
supportive since my accident. I’ve hardly heard a peep from them at all. How
much bother is it to send a message or two checking on me? 


Grandma comes bustling into the hallway from the kitchen.
“Who’s here?” she shouts before her eyes land on the three women. Her face
falls. Was she expecting someone else? “Let them in, Francis. I’ll go make you
some snacks.” 


“Come in.” 


I wait until we’re seated in the living room before
repeating my question. “What brings you three out to the suburbs today?” 


“You’re still on the crutches?” Suzanne asks instead of
answering my question. 


If she picked up the phone and dialed my number, she’d know
I’m still walking with crutches. Do they not realize how bad my accident was?
I’m lucky I have my leg at all. Before I have a chance to open my mouth and say
something I’m probably going to regret, Grandma arrives. She’s carrying a tray
piled high with cookies and milk. I reach forward and grab a chocolate chip
cookie as well as a glass of chocolate milk. 


“Maybe you should hold off on the cookies. Otherwise, your
new man might drop you when you get fat,” Becky comments. 


Aha! Mystery as to why they’re here solved. They saw the
picture Brodie posted on Facebook and rushed down here to stick their noses
into my love life. I refuse to allow her words to bother me.  “Brodie likes me just
the way I am.” Or at least he claims to. Not sure if I believe him.  


Becky’s eyes latch onto my bandage. “Must be nice to fish in
a small pond.” My mouth gapes open. How dare she imply Brodie is only with me
because there isn’t much choice in the suburbs. We might not be in the city,
but there are still 150,000 people living here. That’s a whole lot of fish. 


“These cookies are delicious,” Bailey says before I have a
chance to figure out how to respond to Becky’s bitchiness. I smile at her, and
she winks.  


Becky and Suzanne stare at the cookies and milk as if they
are offended by the mere sight of such a large amount of calories. They would
be. They are both super slender and constantly dieting to ensure they stay
slim. I can’t fault them. I was exactly the same until I ended up staying with
Grandma and her cooking. No one has enough willpower to withstand Grandma’s
cooking day after day. Not that I’ve tried very hard. Or say at all.   


“Did you hear Tara got fired?” Becky asks. 


Ah, Brodie wasn’t their main objective. Tara is the real
reason they’re here. “I did. I talked to Devon yesterday, and he told me.” 


“What did you do?” 


“Do?”


“You know,” she continues to push, “to get Tara fired?” 


My eyebrows nearly fly off my forehead. I got Tara
fired. “I didn’t do anything. She confronted me at work and said some pretty
nasty things. Devon overheard her and fired her.” I pretend like the whole
incident is no big deal, but even thinking about Tara’s words makes my hand want
to fly to cover my cheek. With willpower I didn’t know I possessed, I manage to
keep my hands firmly planted on the arms of my chair. My nails dig into the
upholstery.   


“Can’t you ask Devon to hire her back?” 


What? “Why would I stick my nose out for her?” 


“Come on,” Bailey interrupts. “Let’s not talk about Tara.
Didn’t we come here to check on Frankie and get the scoop on her delicious new
man?” She smiles at me. 


I’m not prepared to spill about my relationship with Brodie.
It’s way too new and confusing, but anything’s better than talking about Tara. 


“Seriously, Frankie, is it too much to ask for you to call
Devon on Tara’s behalf?” Becky isn’t ready to let the Tara the witch subject go.



Um, yes, it’s way too much to ask. “I don’t know Tara except
for the two times I’ve met her. And each time she was nasty to me.” I don’t
know why I’m explaining myself. These are my girls. They should be on my
side. 


“Please, she was being funny.” Being funny? If that was her being
funny, I don’t want to see what she’s like when she’s nasty. 


“It’s bad enough you stole the Just You account from her.
You don’t need to punish her further by getting fired.” 


What? I stole the Just You account from her? Who do
they think landed the account in the first place? I was the one who had meeting
after meeting with Mr. Ward, the CEO of Just You products. I can’t count the
number of proposals I made for him – for free! – before he finally agreed to
give the firm a chance. 


“I think you may be confused,” I start cautiously. Tara has
filled them full of shit, but I know better than to bad mouth the woman. She’s
obviously put Suzanne and Becky under her spell. I’m not sure about Bailey who
looks the definition of uncomfortable right now. “Just You has been with the
firm for two years. I worked with them for over a year and a half before my
accident.” 


“Well, now we’ve cleared things up, let’s get back to the scrumptious
physical therapist. Is that how you met? He’s your physical therapist?” Bailey
immediately jumps in to change the topic of conversation. I could kiss her.


“Yeah, who is this Brodie guy?” Suzanne asks. “He’s not your
type at all.” 


My hands release their death grip on the chair as I chuckle.
Brodie may not resemble the guys I usually date, but the man is every woman’s
type. After all, what woman doesn’t want a man who looks like he would take the
world on to keep you safe?   


“I think he’s dreamy,” Bailey sighs. She would. Look up the
word romantic in the dictionary and you’ll find Bailey’s picture. She’s on a
continuous cycle: meet a man, fall in love, get heartbroken. Rinse and repeat. She
wouldn’t know how to pick a good man in if he came up and slapped her in the face.
It’s like she sees a red flag and Bam!, she’s a bull charging after a matador’s
red cape.  


Suzanne and Becky are looking at me with interest now. I struggle
to open up about my relationship with them after the whole Tara-thing, but in
the end, these are my girls. I can’t not tell them about Brodie. “He was
my physical therapist, but he’s not anymore.” I keep my description of our
relationship light. After the words Tara said and their defense of her, I hesitate
to bring up my scarring and how it’s messing with my head and our relationship.
They don’t know the extent of the scarring on my leg, and I have no plans to
tell them. 


When Grandma interrupts a few minutes into my story, I could
kiss her. “Do you girls want to stay for dinner? I’m making spaghetti and
meatballs.” My stomach growls. 


“We’d love to,” Bailey immediately responds. 


Becky glares at her. “But we can’t. We need to get back to
the city.” 


“We do? We don’t have any plans.” 


Becky and Suzanne glance at each other. They must have plans
without Bailey. I hate it when they do that. They don’t need to include Bailey
in everything, but ignoring her and being all secretive is just plain wrong. Bailey
always ends up getting her feelings hurt. 


Becky stands. “We do need to go. Thank you for the cookies.
See ya, Frankie.” She walks out with Suzanne hot on her heels.


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Taylor. I’m sure your spaghetti is
delicious. The cookies were yummy.” Bailey walks to me and kisses my cheek.
“Bye, Frankie. See you soon.” 


“I don’t see why you’re friends with those girls,” Grandma
starts the moment the front door closes. “They’ve got no manners.” 


Manners is the least of their worries. I’m starting to wonder
why I ever made friends with them in the first place. I give myself a mental
head slap. I’m not being fair. We used to have a great time going to parties
and hitting up dance clubs. I guess I never realized how superficial our
friendships are. Of course, I never had time for anything besides work before
the accident. Huh. Was I shallow, too? 
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A lady should be plan for her future.


Make sure you bring a bag.


A bag? Like an overnight bag? Brodie is out of his freaking
mind if he thinks I’m spending the night with him. Not happening. 


He doesn’t respond to my refusal. Instead, he tells me he’ll
be here in a few minutes. I’m a bit disappointed he doesn’t put up more of a
fight about the bag thing. Doesn’t he want to have sex with me? I slap my
forehead. Stop it, Frankie! You don’t want to have sex with the man.
Liar, liar, pants on fire. 


The doorbell rings ten minutes later and I slowly make my
way to the front door to discover my Coach overnight bag sitting next to the
door. “Grandma!” I shout. 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she shouts back
before I hear a door bang and know she’s escaped into the back yard. Darn
woman! I’m deleting her contact information from Brodie’s phone if it’s the
last thing I do. With a growl, I open the door. 


“Hey, beautiful,” Brodie leans down and places his lips
gently on mine. I groan and lean into him totally forgetting I’m a one-legged
pirate who has yet to figure out how to use her peg leg. Naturally, I lose my
balance and nearly fall on top of him. He steadies me before both of us land
with our butts on the porch.  


“Whoa there,” he says as he steadies me. 


My face goes nuclear. Ugh! I’m such a dork. I can’t even
make out with a man without falling flat on my face. Brodie kisses my forehead
before making sure I’m steady on my feet and releasing me. He reaches down to
grab the overnight bag. 


“I didn’t pack that!” I exclaim. He chuckles and shakes his
head at me. 


“Come on,” he says before turning to walk to his truck
parked at the curb. 


“And I’m not having sex with you!” I shout to his back. 


The neighbor, who has been not very subtly checking out
Brodie’s fabulous behind, shakes her head at me. “If she doesn’t want you, I’ll
take you for a spin,” she yells at Brodie’s retreating figure. I stop and stare
at the brazen old biddy. Oh my god, that would be like him having sex
with my grandma. I shiver. Wrong. In so many ways – wrong.    


“Keep your mitts away from him, Martha! He’s mine!” What am
I doing? Brodie’s not mine, and I don’t want to have sex with him. Such a liar.



“Where are we going?” I ask once we’re in his truck and I’ve
managed to wrestle my mortification into submission. 


“I thought you might enjoy the French market in
Bensenville.” An entire day walking around on crutches in a crowded market? I
thought dates are supposed to be fun and not another circle in Dante’s Inferno.
I open my mouth to protest, but Brodie continues before I get the chance to
whine like the big fat whiner I’ve become. “I’ve never been, but I understand
it’s a shopping paradise.”


“And you assume because I’m a girl, I’m into shopping?” 


“Babe.” His eyes skim over my outfit before he returns his
attention to the road. I’m wearing a yellow wraparound maxi dress. Its length
cleverly hides my scarred-up leg but showcases some of my newly discovered
cleavage. Cleavage being the benefit of gaining some weight due to Grandma’s
cooking. Good thing this dress has some elasticity to it. He’s in jeans and a
t-shirt. The t-shirt stretches tight over his chest and shoulders. I’m a bit
jealous of the t-shirt. Hugging his muscles sounds like a great place to be. “I’ve
seen your wardrobe.” 


I snort. He has no idea. He has most definitely not seen my
wardrobe. The clothes I’ve been wearing since I’ve been at my grandparents are but
a mere fraction of my wardrobe. Having to limit myself to clothes able to hide
my scarring means the vast majority of my clothes are gathering dust in my
apartment in the city. Brodie is right about one thing, though. “I do love to
shop. Not sure about a farmer’s market, though.” I like vegetables as much as the
next diet-obsessed woman, but shopping for vegetables? Um, no. Grocery delivery
was invented for a reason. 


“I’ve heard they also have jewelry, clothing, books,
everything you can imagine.” 


That sounds more like it. “I guess I can suffer through it,
then.” 


Brodie chuckles and reaches over to grab my hand. He places
our entwined hands on his thigh as he continues to drive. Warmth spreads from
where his hand touches mine throughout my body. My eyes wander to the bag Grandma
packed sitting at my feet. Is this really going to happen? 


The drive to the market takes an hour. Brodie starts by
asking me how my physical therapy with Carrie is going. I’m not Carrie’s
biggest fan, but – to be fair – I’m not what you could call a fan of physical
therapy. I’ve discovered therapy is a complete misnomer for ‘let’s torture this
person and tell her it’s good for her’. Not fun at all. As Brodie is a physical
therapist and Carrie’s colleague, I try to tone down my animosity. I think I fail
since he chuckles. Unfortunately, his tone then becomes serious, “What did your
colleague have to say?” 


My colleague? What’s he talking about? “You mean Jackson?
How did you know he stopped by? Let me guess, Grandma.” I’m going to kill the
nosy busybody! 


“I love your grandma.” 


“Of course, you do,” I mumble. 


“Don’t avoid the question. What did Jackson want?” 


My face heats as I remember Jackson’s confession. I still
find it hard to believe he has a thing for me. He never let on. Heck, he never
even hinted there were any problems with his relationship with Debbie either. I
can’t count the number of times we talked about wedding plans. Brodie squeezes
my hand and I realize I must have spaced out. Oh crap. If we’re dating
or in a relationship or whatever it is, I need to tell Brodie about Jackson. I
try to pull my hand away, but Brodie holds on tight. 


“What’s going on?” 


I sigh. “Look, it’s no big deal.” 


“Words every man wants to hear.” 


“Seriously, it’s not a big deal. It’s just… well, Jackson
kind of confessed he likes me.” 


Brodie glances over at me and raises his eyebrow. “Likes you
how?” 


“He said he’s into me.” His hand squeezes mine. “Ouch! Let
up, will you?” 


“Sorry.” He releases my hand to rub the back of his neck. “How
did you respond? What did you tell Jackson?” 


I watch as he puts both hands on the steering wheel and
squeezes. His knuckles turn white. Is he jealous? Wait. No. Don’t be
ridiculous, Frankie. Brodie is all that and Jackson is … Oh shit, Jackson
is the type of guy I usually go for. He wears a suit and is groomed to the
teeth. And I may have mentioned to Brodie how suit-wearing men are my usual
catnip. Oops. My bad.


“What did you say to Jackson?” Brodie practically growls the
question. 


“Cool it, big guy. I’m not into Jackson. If I were, I
wouldn’t be sitting here with you, would I?” 


“Can you stop evading my question, please?” 


I shrug. “I didn’t really respond. I was shocked. I thought
he was still engaged to be married.” Upon hearing of Jackson’s engagement,
Brodie’s hands loosen on the steering wheel and his knuckles gradually return
to their normal color. “The wedding is in a few months. I guess I should say
was. What a mess! No wonder he keeps pushing me to start my own business.”


Brodie reaches over and grabs my hand again. “I know you
initially said you weren’t interested in starting your own business, but have
you thought any more about it?” 


I sigh. “I don’t know. I don’t like the thought of having to
deal with the administration side of things. I’m the ideas girl.
Administration? Finance? No, thank you.” I shiver. “But Jackson has a business
degree and said he’d help with that side of things. I don’t know, though. It’s
more than starting my own business, you know? I’d be leaving the firm, which
stood by me during my accident as well. Not to mention a boss who has helped nurture
my career. And then, there’s the whole city thing. I’m not sure I’m ready to
settle in the suburbs permanently. It’s a lot to think about.” 


“Sounds like you are considering it, though?” He sounds
hopeful. 


Huh. I guess I am. I’m not sure when the seed was planted,
but the idea is now firmly lodged in my head. Luckily, we’ve arrived at the
market and I can stop thinking about my future. Something I’ve been an expert
at avoiding since my accident. Oh sure, I’ve been wallowing in despair at my
career being ruined. I totally rock at wallowing. But taking time to think
about where I go from here if my career is ruined? I’ve actively avoided those
thoughts. Do I continue with my career in the city – having to confront clients
who knew me before my face was scarred? And knowing I will have to change how I
tackle planning events? Or do I start a new business in the suburbs? I inhale
deeply and exhale all those scary thoughts of my future out of my brain. It’s
time for fun now. 











Chapter
25


A lady should always play hard to get.


Today has been awesome! Brodie
was right about the French market. I loved it. There were tons of stalls stuffed
full of unique jewelry, clothing, and handbags. I found a lovely chunky
necklace and matching earrings, which Brodie insisted on buying. We argued
until I feared I was going to punch him in the nuts. Lucky for his manhood, the
lady operating the stand stepped in and told me, “Honey, you’ve made your
point. Let your man buy you something pretty.” She then took his credit card
and that was that. Fortunately, Brodie didn’t try to buy the handbag I found.
Smart man. He was also good about stopping for breaks. He didn’t baby me or
make a big deal about my needing to stop every once in a while. Whenever he saw
me flagging, he’d wordlessly steer me towards a food vendor for a snack or a
drink before declaring, “I have to try this.” Sweet man.   


Lunch was sushi in a Japanese tea garden. I was surprised to
see the big and burly Brodie eat sushi. I didn’t think big and burly men ate
sushi. But not only did Brodie eat sushi, he ate a ton of sushi. The man can
lay waste to some sushi. He also ordered a bunch of tempura so he wouldn’t
‘lose his man card’. Cue eye roll. 


After sushi, he took me for ice cream. And not any old ice
cream. This place was to die for. To. Die. For. They make their own chocolates
and ice cream. My eyes rolled back in my head when I tried their salted caramel
ice cream. Somehow a pound of chocolate pralines ended up in a bag. Not sure
how it got there. 


And now we’re back at Brodie’s place. We had pizza for
dinner while watching an action flick. Since I ate my weight in food today,
I’ve pretty much lapsed into a food coma while absently rubbing my shoulders.
They’ve had quite the workout today.


“Come here.” Brodie helps me shift so my back is to him and
then he starts to rub my shoulders. 


I moan. “Oh god, that feels good.” 


He chuckles. “I’m proud of you.” 


Color me confused. “For what? Eating my weight in food today?”
I rub my stomach. I’m now sporting a tummy pouch. A few months ago, the sight
of anything other than a flat stomach would have caused a panic attack followed
by days of starving myself. Today, I can’t be bothered to care. 


“No, although finishing off half of the extra-large pizza
was pretty impressive,” I grunt. Leave it to a man to be impressed by a woman
scarfing down food. “I’m talking about the market. You didn’t complain once,
and I know you were in pain.”  


Damn straight, I was in pain. Heck, I still am. But I’m not
complaining. Not when Brodie is kneading the muscles in my shoulders and upper
arms. I shiver at the feel of his strong hands working out the tension in my
upper body and goosebumps explode across my skin. 


Brodie leans down and kisses my neck. I sigh and tilt my
head to give him better access. He takes advantage and starts kissing a trail
from my neck to behind my ear. I nearly melt into a puddle of goo. “Please tell
me you want this.” He licks my earlobe before biting it. “I feel like I’ve been
waiting forever to be with you.” 


I giggle. “Forever? We haven’t known each other that long.”


Brodie growls and teases my earlobe between his teeth. “You
didn’t answer my question.” He kisses my collarbone before nudging the sleeve
of my dress with his nose to bare my shoulder.  “Do you want this?” 


His lips have lulled me into submission, I don’t hesitate to
answer. “Yes.” 


I find myself airborne and cradled in Brodie’s arms. He
marches towards his bedroom as if on a mission. I think I may be his mission.
The thought causes a full-body shiver as all my female parts to wake up. He
sets me on his bed, nudges my legs open, and kneels in the space he created. 


“I’d love to keep these sexy as hell sandals on you while I
make love to you, but I need to take your brace off.”


I freeze at the word brace. I can’t believe I forgot about
my hideous leg. What was I thinking? I scramble away from him. I just need to
make it to the other side of the bed, and then I can escape. Brodie puts his
hands on my thighs and stops me. “Beautiful, you’ve got nothing to be ashamed
of.” Easy for him to say. He’s a perfect specimen of manhood. He grabs my face
between his hands and forces me to look at him. “What are you afraid of?” 


“I’m not afraid,” I manage to force the lie from my lips. 


“You are beautiful. Every inch of you is beautiful. Please
let me show you how beautiful you are to me.” I’m not sure how he could
possibly accomplish such a task, but – staring into his warm chocolate brown
eyes – I’m helpless to do anything other than nod. His lips descend and meet
mine in a searing kiss. He tilts my head to his liking and plunders my mouth
until I can’t remember why I’m fighting this.


Far too quickly for my liking, he ends the kiss and pulls
away. He smiles at me before reaching to remove my sandals. This time I don’t
stop him. I watch as he slowly drags my dress up until my brace is exposed. He unfastens
the straps while continuing to stare into my eyes. Then, he loosens the contraption
and drags it down my leg and off. 


Gazing into my eyes the entire time, he leans forward and
kisses my scars. He peppers small kisses over the entire area before getting to
his feet. “Time to get you out of this dress.” 


This is really happening! My girly parts squeal in
excitement while my head reminds me of the weight I’ve gained since being laid
up. But then Brodie reaches behind his neck and tugs off his t-shirt. My mind
goes blank. He is the definition of male perfection. Defined pecs? Check! A V
of muscles leading to his manhood? Check! Six-pack? Check! Although I don’t
stop to count. There’s entirely too much of fabulous male skin on offer to take
the time to count. 


My hands move of their own accord and I find myself petting
his chest. His muscles contract as my hands go on a voyage of discovery. Brodie
allows me to pet him, but I know his patience is done when he reaches forward
to haul me to my feet. “Your turn.” He gathers the bottom of my dress and pulls
it over my head. He throws it behind me without bothering to look where it
lands. We’ll need to have a conversation about how to treat designer clothing
at some point. 


“Damn,” he says as he stares at my nearly naked body. “Even
better than I imagined.” He leans forward and whispers into my ear, “And I
spent a lot of time imagining this.” He picks me up and lays me in the middle
of the bed. His body comes down on mine, but he keeps his weight off me by
bracing himself with his elbows. “Now, I’m going to show you just how beautiful
you are.” 


You won’t hear me saying no. He starts with a kiss to the
hollow of my neck before moving further down. His hand massages my right breast
while his lips find the skin just above the bra line of my other breast. I sigh
in pleasure as his tongue traces the edge of my bra. I need to feel those lips
on my naked skin. I reach forward and unclasp my bra. Thank god for front
closure bras. 


As soon as my breasts are exposed, Brodie dives in. His
mouth captures one nipple, while his fingers pinch the other. I groan and arch
my back in a silent demand for more. He growls in approval and practically
devours my breast.   


I wrap my legs around Brodie as best I can, and he
immediately starts pumping.  I feel his hard length hitting and rubbing the
exact spot where I’m desperate for him. I could come like this, but Brodie has a
different plan in mind. He releases my breast with a pop. My eyes open to see
him staring at me. He slowly crawls down my body before leaving me entirely. I
mewl in displeasure. He smiles as he stands to remove his jeans. I watch the
show with more than a bit of fascination. The man is perfection from top to
bottom. When he leaves his boxer briefs on, I stick out my bottom lip and pout.
 


Brodie smirks. “Gotta make sure you’re ready for me first,
beautiful. I’m not exactly a small guy.” Judging by the tent in his briefs,
he’s not exaggerating. 


He grabs my panties and slowly pulls the flimsy material
down my body. I take the moment to sit up and divest myself of my bra. His hand
cups my mound and I groan as I fall back against the mattress. His middle
finger dives into my slit and zeroes in on my clit. I nearly launch myself off
the mattress when he presses and circles. “Yes,” I moan. “More,” I demand.


He chuckles before plunging his finger into me. He slowly
pumps his finger in and out of me, but slow is nowhere near enough for me. I
push down on his finger and try riding it. He adds another finger and starts
speeding up his efforts. I’ve had enough. I want him. Not his fingers. 


“In me. Now.” I’m demanding like a hussy and I don’t care.
Not one tiny bit. 


Brodie chuckles before pulling his fingers out of me. “Look
at me,” he orders. My eyes open and I peer down to see him stick his fingers in
his mouth and suck. “Beautiful and delicious.” He climbs off the bed and pushes
his briefs down. His cock springs out and my mouth drops open. He wasn’t
kidding about being a big guy. 


He grabs a condom from the nightstand and rolls it on his
hard length before climbing back on the bed. He covers me and I enjoy the feel
of his naked chest against my breasts. I arch my back to rub against him. He
groans as his mouth covers mine. His tongue invades as I feel him nudge my
opening. I allow my legs to widen further and he pushes in. We groan in unison
as he seats himself completely. 


“You’re perfect. You feel so good,” he says before starting
to glide in and out of me. I enjoy the slow feel of him hitting all the nerve
endings inside me, but I want more. 


I reach up and grab his head. I maneuver him so I can
whisper in his ear, “Faster.” 


He groans but shakes his head. “Give me a minute to enjoy
finally having you right where I want you.” 


I grab his ass cheeks and squeeze. He growls before speeding
up until he’s pounding into me. I arch my back and revel in the feeling of him
filling me. It doesn’t take long before I’m whispering his name as I come.
Brodie pumps into me a few more times before groaning his own completion. 


He kisses my forehead before withdrawing and walking to his attached
bathroom to deal with the condom. I watch his very fine ass as he leaves. I can
barely keep my eyes open. Today has been an exhausting day. An awesome day but
exhausting. 


Brodie returns and tucks us both under the covers. “Sleep
beautiful,” he tells me as he gathers me in his arms. I’m out within seconds of
my head hitting his chest. 











Chapter
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A lady should never kiss and tell.


“Oh my god,” Shelby squeals and
jumps up and down in her seat, “judging by the look on your face, you finally played
hide the sausage with Brodie.”


“Keep it down,” I hiss as I look around to see if anyone
heard her. We’re sitting in a coffee shop not too far from Grandma’s house.
Shelby arrived at the house this morning and demanded I tell her all about my
date. No way we were having a conversation about my night with Brodie with Grandma
in the house. The woman is a menace. Since Brodie dropped me off this morning,
she’s been humming Here Comes the Bride. Which reminds me, I need to
warn Brodie about Grandma. I pull out my phone. 


Fair warning. My grandma is now picking out china
patterns.


I love your grandma.


Huh. Maybe he doesn’t understand what china patterns means? 


China patterns as in she’s reserving the church
basement for our wedding reception!!! 


I know what you meant. 


I wait for more. But nothing arrives, and there aren’t any squiggly
lines to indicate he’s typing. I have no idea how to respond to him. I slam my
phone down on the table. Has everyone in my life gone mad? 


“Trouble in paradise?” Shelby asks but then waves her
question away with a flick of her hand. “Whatever. Tell me about your night
with Brodie. Bow chicka wow wow.”


My face heats up as my mind floats to last night. I can’t
help the grin spreading across my face. Last night was delicious. I can’t wait
for a repeat. God, Brodie, he’s everything. Patient when necessary, but also hot
as fuck. I squirm in my seat. 


“Judging by the dreamy look on your face, Brodie was good.” 


I lean forward. “He wasn’t good. He was fantastic. It was
the best sex of my life.” Oh crap. I realize I’m practically shouting with
excitement. Did anyone hear me? I look around and sure enough, there’s an
elderly lady sitting at a table behind me. She winks and gives me a thumbs up.
I feel my face heat as I blush. I duck my head and return my attention to Shelby.
“What is it with old women and this town? They’re all sex-crazed.” 


“I know. Don’t you love it?” Um no. It freaks me out.
Especially when my grandma is one of those sex-crazed old ladies in town.  


“Let’s talk about something else. Anything else,” I insist. 


Shelby shrugs. “Sure. How is the planning of your new
business going?” 


I walked right into that, didn’t I? “I’m not planning a new
business.” 


“Why not? It sounds like you have plenty of clients who
would move to your firm.” 


Plenty of clients? Um, no. One client. “It’s one client and
I can’t steal clients from my current place of employment. Stealing clients is
bad. Even if there wasn’t a clause in my employment agreement, it’s ethically
and morally wrong.” 


“Moral and ethics? How old-fashioned of you.” She winks.
“The client wants you. You should always give the client what he wants. Unless
it’s some old dude who wants to bone you in the handicapped stall.” She
shudders. 


I giggle. “Now, there’s a story I’d like to hear.”


She holds up her hands. “Not a true story.” 


I’m not sure I believe her. Moving on. I realize I haven’t
told her about my assistant’s confession. “Anyway, you won’t believe what
Jackson said.”  


She leans forward. “Oh, do tell.” 


“Well, this is crazy but, he said he was into me.” 


I swear I see pain slice through Shelby’s eyes before she blinks,
and it’s gone. Huh. Lack of sleep must be making me hallucinate. “Why is it
crazy to think he’s into you? You are all that and a bag of chips.” 


I laugh. She’s kidding, right? Nope. She looks serious. My
laugh dies in my throat. “We’re friends. You are obligated by the rules of
friendship to think I’m pretty.” 


She scrunches her nose up. “You can’t be this delusional
about your looks. You have to know you’re beautiful.” 


I scoff. I was never beautiful, but “I used to be pretty. Now
…” I wave a hand at my cheek.


“For fuck’s sake, it’s a tiny ass scar. It’s barely visible.
If you didn’t wear the bandage, no one would even notice.” She sounds mad. Why
is she mad? I open my mouth to ask, but she waves a hand and continues. “This?”
She holds up her prosthetic arm. “Everyone notices this. So, please, stop with
your self-pity. It’s unbecoming and frankly, it’s getting annoying.” 


My mouth drops open as I stare at her. She’s always full of
confidence. I didn’t realize until this moment how much missing an arm bothered
her. When did I become self-obsessed to the point I don’t realize when a friend
is hurting? Shit. I’m a jerk. A selfish jerk. 


I reach forward and grab Shelby’s hand. “I’m sorry.” I sound
like the loser I obviously am. 


Shelby shrugs and pulls her hand back. “It’s fine.” It’s
not. It’s really not. But she makes it clear the discussion is over when she
changes the subject. “You know, I’m surprised you go by the name Frankie.”


My head nearly spins from the change in direction. “Why?
What’s wrong with Frankie?”


“Nothing. Except it’s a tomboy name. And you are not a
tomboy.” She gestures at my outfit. Although I’m dressed in leisurewear – such
a hideous word – my yoga pants and top are designer and look adorable with my
shoes, a pair of black polka dotted loafers. 


“Nope. Not even a little bit. But it’s better than Francis.”
I wrinkle my nose. I still wonder how my dad managed to talk my mom into naming
me after his grandmother. Neither one of them like the name. Unlike Grandma,
they have no problems calling me Frankie. 


“You could always go by Fran.” 


I wrinkle my nose. “Um, no. Have you never watched The
Nanny? Her voice.” I shiver. 


“What about Fanny? There’s nothing wrong with the name Fanny.”



“Yes, there is. Just ask any of my English clients.” Shelby raises
her eyebrows in question. I shake my head.  “Google it. I’m not explaining.” 


She immediately yanks out her phone. “Oh my god.” Her face turns
red. “I had no idea.” She puts her phone away with a shake of her head.
“Frankie it is.”  


“Anyway,” I ask after taking a huge gulp of my latte
macchiato. “What’s going on with you? How’s work?” I wiggle my eyebrows. “Any
interesting men sniffing around?” 


We spend the next half hour talking about anything and
everything. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a friend like this. One who I
could call up for no reason whenever I felt like it. Of course, the past years
I haven’t had much time to sit down and have a coffee without worrying about my
work suffering. My job kept me on my toes seven days a week. Corporate events
do not limit themselves to office hours.


My best girlfriends – Suzanne, Becky, and Bailey – aren’t exactly
the type of women who sit around and chat while drinking coffee. No, they’re
the ‘let’s find the latest party and get our drink on’ kind of girls. Since I
was always ready to party and dance until dawn every chance I got, we got along
great.  


Now that I think about it, I can’t remember the last time I
had a serious conversation with Suzanne, Becky, or Bailey. Heck, we may have
never had serious conversations. To be fair, when Bailey first joined our girl gang,
she used to ask me out for lunch and a chat, but she stopped asking when my
answer was always no or worse – radio silence. Crap. I’m starting to
realize I might have been just the teeniest bit shallow.  
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A lady should admit when she’s wrong.


Heard you had an awesome
day at therapy.


If by awesome you mean fell flat on my ass, then yes
it was AWESOME. I may be exaggerating a teensy bit. I wobbled but somehow
managed to land my ass in a chair. I don’t think anyone believed me when I
loudly announced, ‘I meant to do that’.  


At least you didn’t rip your pants.


Oh no, he didn’t. I can’t believe you went there. 


He ignores my snippiness and instead sends me a message
saying he can’t wait to see me tonight. 


The doorbell rings while I’m messaging him back. I open it
with a smile on my face.


“Someone’s feeling happy today,” Jackson comments before
kissing my cheek and sauntering in.


“Come on in, won’t you?” I mutter. 


Grandma rushes in. “Oh, Jackson, how lovely to see you.” She
grabs him and hugs him. When did they become friends? “Let me go grab you some
snacks.” 


“What are you doing here?” I’m happy for the distraction,
don’t get me wrong, but I feel like I’ve spent more time with him in the past few
weeks than in the past year, which is just plain weird since we used to work in
the same office day in and day out. 


Jackson’s cheeks pink ever so slightly before he pulls a folder
out of his bag. “I know Devon gave you another week to think about consulting
with Just You.”


The deadline for letting Devon know if I want to consult on
the Just Your assignment is today. But I called him up this morning and asked
for more time. I simply can’t make up my mind on what I want to do. Lie.
I can’t seem to force myself into the idea of going back to the city to work
when I’m still walking around on crutches. Another lie. I’m not ready to
face the world with my new face. There. I said it. I’m scared. I’m a big fat
scaredy-cat.   


“I thought since you asked for more time, you might want to
consider the business idea some more.” 


Not this again. “I don’t know, Jackson. It would be a lot to
take on. Not only would we be starting from the ground up with clients, but
we’d have to find a rental space, get a business loan, design a website, logo,
business cards… the list goes on and on.” 


“I know. It’s a lot. But if you break it down into individual
tasks, it’s totally do-able. I took the liberty of drawing up a business plan.”
He reaches over and hands me the folder. 


I stare at him with my mouth open for a second before I open
the folder to find a business plan for starting our own marketing and event
planning company. He’s not kidding around. The plan is bound in plastic, has
colored tabs, and has to be at least fifty pages long.


Grandma bustles in while I’m flipping through the pages of
Jackson’s very thorough business plan. “I’ve got freshly baked cookies and some
milk for you two.” 


“Um, Grandma?” She looks at me with a huge smile on her
face. “I hate to break it to you but it’s three in the afternoon and I’m
thirty-five years old.” I love her cookies. Man, do I love her cookies, but a
woman’s who’s been handed a business plan to start a business she isn’t sure
she wants to start – let alone discuss – needs more than chocolate chip
cookies.  


“Time to break out the liquor?” She asks but doesn’t wait
for an answer. She runs off and returns a moment later with a bottle of white
wine and three glasses. Three glasses? Uh oh. She fills one glass and hands it
to me before filling the other two glasses. “Come on.” She hands one glass to
Jackson. “Let’s give her some time to read it, shall we?” 


Oh my god! Seriously? Grandma colluded with Jackson to
ensure I read his business plan. “Grandma,” I growl. “How in the world did you
set this up? Did you steal my phone and copy the contacts?” Although how she
would manage such a feat is unclear to me.


“A lady never divulges her secrets,” she says with a wink before
dragging Jackson off to the garden.


“We will be discussing this later,” I shout at her. She
doesn’t bother responding. 


As long as I’m here, I might as well have a look at the
business plan. Jackson did go to a lot of trouble to write this plan and set up
this elaborate scheme to ensure I read it. I flip through the pages. Including
the appendices, it’s over seventy-five pages long. Jackson is not messing
around. I take a sip of my wine before setting it down and digging into the
plan. When I hear the screen door bang, I’m not sure how much time has passed. 


“Does this mean you’re in?” Jackson asks as he points to the
plan, which is now filled with comments and suggestions. 


I shrug. “I’m still not sure. You’ve done your research,
though.” Appendix 1 is a summary of the extensive market research he’s done.
“And it looks like there may indeed be a market for a firm like you’ve outlined
here.” 


“But?” 


I take a sip of my wine as I try to gather my thoughts. Darn
it! If he’s serious – and this plan indicates he is indeed very, very serious –
then I’m going to have to tell him my reservations – my true reservations. I
take another gulp of wine before setting my glass down and leaning forward. “Do
you know why I asked Devon for more time?” 


“I assume you’re still hung up on the consultant thing.” 


I was a bit stung when my boss offered me a
consultancy agreement. I mean, I’m an employee on medical leave, why didn’t he
ask me to cut my medical leave short and come back to work? But then I realized
Devon couldn’t ask me to come back full-time. I’m still not walking and there’s
no way I could perform fieldwork, which is an integral part of my job
description. And he knows I’m not willing to take a pay cut to sit in the
office behind a desk full-time.  


“No, that’s not it.” I take a deep breath and tell him the
truth. “The things Tara said aren’t exactly wrong. She’s not the only one who
will look at me differently now.” I wave towards my cheek. “And, let’s face it,
this business is all about presentation. How I look is an integral part of that.”


Jackson holds up his hand. “Let me stop you there. The CEO
of Just You has seen you since your accident and he still wants you to manage
their account.” 


“Yes, but Mr. Ward saw the bandage. He probably assumes the
bandage will go away as will whatever is underneath it.” 


Jackson stands and comes to kneel in front of me. “I know we
didn’t talk about it, but I saw your scar last time I was here.” His words hit
me like a slap. I lean as far away from him as I can without falling backwards
off the chair. I thought the situation was already uncomfortable. Leave it to a
man to make it even more so. “It’s not a big deal.” I scoff. Easy for him to
say. “Yes, it’s noticeable and anyone who says otherwise is blowing smoke up
your ass.” I nod. Finally, someone who’s telling the truth! “But it’s not
hideous.” So much for telling the truth. I open my mouth to disagree, but he
stops me with a finger on my lip. “It’s not. To be honest, it gives you
character.” I bite back a growl of frustration. I don’t want character! I want
my perfect skin back! 


“He’s right, you know.” When did Grandma join us? “Before,
you were flawless with your porcelain white skin, black hair, and blue eyes.
Your clothes were always perfect. Nothing was ever out of place. I hate to tell
this to you, baby doll, but it was almost like you were made of plastic. You were
constantly running around for your big, fancy job, but you were never happy. You
certainly didn’t have time for fun.” My mouth falls open as I listen to Grandma.
“You were exactly like your mom.” 


Oh no, she didn’t! She did not accuse me of being like Mom.
The same mom who didn’t bother staying in town until I got out of the hospital
from my accident because she had to get back to work. No, no, no, I shake my
head. I’m not the one who had a child and then pretty much forgot about her! 


“I can’t believe you said that.” 


“I’m sorry, baby girl, but someone had to.” Having said her
piece, she walks out. 


“Now, about my business plan.” Jackson tries to bring the conversation
back to the reason he’s here, but I’m still reeling from my grandma’s words. 


“Do you think I’m a selfish bitch?” Because if I’m ‘like my
mom’, then a selfish bitch is what I am. 


Jackson’s eyes widen and he looks like he’d rather be
anywhere but here. “Um, no?” 


I snort. “Say it like you mean it.” 


“Please, you know there is no possible way I can answer your
question without making you mad and ending up getting my ass chewed out by
you.” 


He’s not wrong. Still, I want to hear his answer. “Answer
the question – truthfully.” 


He starts gathering his things and throwing them in his bag.
He puts the bag on his shoulder and stands before answering. “I think you’ve
been very focused on your career.” 


I chuckle. “Bwak. Bwak. You’re afraid to answer me. Chicken.”



He nods. “Of course, I am. I lived with a woman for years. I
know a loaded question when I hear one.”


“I’m really sorry about Debbie.” He nods and I notice his
shoulders relax. “But there’s no getting out of answering my question.” 


He collapses on the sofa with a grunt. “Fine. But remember
you asked for it.” I nod in encouragement. “I would never call you a bitch
because you never have been one. Even when you’re super stressed, you maintain
a professional attitude.” That sounds good. “But…” Uh oh. “You were a teensy-weensy
bit selfish and maybe self-absorbed. It was all about work for you. Even when
you would go out, it was to check out a venue or the competition. And your
girlfriends?” He raises an eyebrow at me as if the mere mentioning of my girls
is enough.  


I take a minute to absorb his words. I can admit my life was
all about the job, but I had fun. I did! Didn’t I? And being all about the job
doesn’t make someone selfish, does it? “Why do you want to start a business
with me if I’m selfish?” 


Jackson groans. He probably thought he was off the hook. Not
likely. “Because you’re good at what you do. No, you’re brilliant at what you
do. Why do you think Tara is jealous? And Devon wants you back even though you
can’t walk yet?” His words soothe my injured feelings. A bit. “I’ve got to get
back. Will you think about the business plan and get back to me?” 


I nod, but the business plan is the furthest thing from my
mind. Is it true I’m selfish and self-absorbed? Because if I am, then I am like
my mother. When did this happen? How did I allow myself to become my mom? No.
No. No. It can’t be true. I refuse to believe it.   









Chapter
28


A lady should always walk with dignity.


I’m floating on cloud nine when
I hobble into therapy a few days later. Oh sure, I should be thinking about how
everyone in my life apparently thinks I’m a selfish bitch, but I’m not. Nope.
The smile on my face is all about Brodie. We had another date and another
sleepover. And – believe it or not – things in the bedroom were even hotter
than our first time together. Like scorching hot. Obviously, Brodie doesn’t
think or care if I’m a selfish bitch.  


“Hey, beautiful.” Speak of the devil and he will appear.


“Hey, babe. I didn’t expect to see you.” He smiles before
giving me a quick kiss. My lips tingle and I wonder if we have time for a quick
make-out session. Avoiding Carrie and her ‘don’t try, do’-philosophy has
nothing to do with my desires.  


“Actually,” when Brodie pauses, I know I’m not going to like
what he has to say, “I thought I’d observe your therapy session today.” 


Uh oh. My eyes narrow as I ponder his words. Why would he
want to observe my PT session? It’s not like he doesn’t know what a PT session
looks like. Time for a diversion. “Hoping my pants will split again and offer
you free access?” Like I’m not still totally embarrassed I ripped my pants in
front of the entire therapy room. 


Brodie leans down and whispers into my ear, “I don’t need
easy access. I enjoy taking your clothes off – slowly.” He kisses the spot
directly behind my ear. The spot he knows makes my knees weak. I sigh and lean
into him. 


“Frankie! Why are you dawdling? Get your butt moving in
here!” Drill Sergeant Carrie has arrived. Yippie. 


I start to say goodbye to Brodie, but he follows me. “Um,
dude, why are you following me? These yoga pants are new. I’m pretty certain
they are not going to rip open.” 


Brodie chuckles but keeps following me. Oh darn, I was hoping
he wasn’t serious about observing my PT session.   


While I hop onto the treatment table and start my session
with Carrie, Brodie leans against the wall and watches. I nearly slap my
forehead when I realize what’s going on. He’s observing Carrie today. Of
course, he is. He’s her boss, after all. I’m such a doofus. He’s not here for
me. 


Carrie takes me through our standard warm-up exercises to
get my leg muscles ready for whatever torture today’s session will encompass.
These exercises used to be hell. I lost all flexibility with the accident and
subsequent surgeries. Although – strictly speaking – I wasn’t very flexible to
begin with. I wasn’t much into exercise before the accident. Walking an average
of 25,000 steps a day and dancing the night away two days a week was my strict exercise
regime. 


Nowadays, the therapy warm-up is not too bad. But you won’t
hear me admitting anything of the sort to Carrie. She’d probably make up other
exercises to ‘challenge’ me. Challenge is not a word you want to hear at
physical therapy. Trust me. 


“Okay, hop off,” Carrie says as she slaps the table. “We’re
doing the parallel bars today.” 


My shoulders sag in relief. I’ve become quite the champion
at the parallel bars. Although I usually use my crutches to keep my weight off
my injured leg, we’ve been practicing putting some weight on my bad leg using
the bars. Luckily, my pants have held up to the pressure. To be fair, I did go
out and buy more yoga pants in a bigger size. Something I absolutely refuse to
think about. I must have gained twenty pounds since staying at Grandma’s. I shake
my head. Nope. Not thinking about it. 


“Okay,” Carrie says once I’m at the start of the parallel
bars. “We’re going to do something different today.” 


I don’t like the sound of this. In this room, ‘different’
usually means painful and most likely physically impossible. I take a tiny step
back, but Brodie is standing there preventing my retreat. Oh god. Is he here
for this? To watch me fall on my ass? 


“Today, you’re going to walk.” 


Walk? Like walk, walk? Like no use of crutches, walk? Is she
crazy? My wide eyes find Brodie and I try to communicate the panic I’m feeling.
He grins and walks forward. “You’re ready, beautiful. You can do this. The
parallel bars are here to support you. And Carrie and I are here to make sure
you don’t fall.” He reaches out his hand and I stare at him for several moments
before handing him my crutches. 


My weight is now balanced on my right leg, and I’m holding
onto the parallel bars for dear life. I stare at Carrie who’s standing at the
other end of the parallel bars, which are like two million gazillion miles
away. Slight exaggeration. 


“Come on, let’s get this show on the road,” Carrie speaks
loud enough for the entire room to hear. Oh great, now everyone can watch me
fail. Yippie.  


“I know, I know,” I shout back. “Don’t try. Just do.” My
tone is perhaps a teensy bit snippy. But who can blame me? Carrie hasn’t
prepared me for this. She could have easily given me a heads up at our last
session. Then, I would have had time to contract a summer cold and mysteriously
disappear. Maybe warning me would have not been the best idea after all.   


“Make me proud, beautiful,” Brodie whispers into my ear
before kissing that sensitive spot again. Who gave him a map to all the hot
spots in my body? How in the hell am I supposed to resist him?  


I take one step forward, using the parallel bars to carry most
of my weight. “You can use the bars.” Geez. Thanks. “But don’t put all your
weight on them. Your leg is ready to carry more of your weight.” Easy for her
to say. 


I release the death grip I have on the bars, although I don’t
release them completely, and take another step. 


“Whoo! Hoo! Go, Frankie!” I hear Shelby shout from somewhere
across the room. I don’t look at her. I can’t. The slightest disruption will
cause me to lose my balance and crash to the ground. I will not be embarrassing
myself by falling on my ass today – I hope. 


I shuffle my right leg forward. I’m standing. I take a deep breath
and then release my death grip on the bars. My hands remain hovering over the
bars. I’m not an idiot after all. But my hands are literally not touching the
bars. My heart speeds up and I can feel sweat forming on my forehead. My face
is scrunched up as I concentrate. I am going to do this. No, not going to. I am
doing this.


Inch by inch. Wobbly step by wobbly step. I make my way towards
the end of the parallel bars. I’m not sure how much time passes as I actually
walk – I am really, truly walking! – the ten feet from the start to the finish
of the bars. When I reach the end, Brodie is there waiting for me. His smile
stretches from ear to ear. He holds out his hands and I walk – squeal! – into them.
As soon as our hands touch, he pulls me close and lifts me off the ground to twirl
me around. 


Applause erupts in the room. I look up from the comfort of
Brodie’s arms and smile when I see everyone in the room has stopped to applaud
this momentous occasion for me. I tap Brodie on the shoulder to let me down.
Using his arms to steady myself, I take a bow. I’m sure I look like a total
goof with the way I’m smiling. I don’t care. I just took a huge step – pun
intended – towards getting my life back. I could not be happier. 











Chapter
29


A lady should never shout.


The doorbell ringing wakes me up
from my nap. I have no idea how in the world I’m going to go back to working a
full-time job when I can’t seem to make it through an afternoon without laying
down for an hour to nap. I glance at my alarm clock. Make that two hours. There’s
a knock on my bedroom door and, before I have a chance to respond, Shelby
waltzes in. 


“What are you doing here?” 


“Oh, um, I thought we’d go have a cocktail. Come on, get up,
and get dressed. Put something pretty on.” She’s looking anywhere but at me.
What the heck?


I sit up in bed. “What’s going on?” 


She continues to stare at the carpet as she answers, “Nothing.
I’m in the mood for a Cosmo is all.” 


Now, I know she’s lying. Shelby does not drink frou-frou
drinks – her terminology, not mine. Now me? I love me some frou-frou drinks. “Try
again,” I demand.


She huffs before taking a seat beside me on my bed. “Can you
just go along? Your grandma will kill me if I mess up.” 


My eyebrows rise. Of course, Grandma is up to something. The
woman is always up to something. She needs a hobby. Or should I say a different
hobby, one which doesn’t involve trying to matchmake or marry off her
granddaughter. “I promise you’ll like it.” 


“Promise me she isn’t setting me up with another one of her
friend’s grandchildren.” 


Shelby makes an x over her heart. “Cross my heart and hope
to die.” 


“Fine.” I stand and limp my way to my closet. 


“You might want to wear something festive,” Shelby calls
before she rushes out of the room. I stare at my bed and contemplate going back
to my nap, but no, if Grandma is up to something – and she is most definitely
up to something – I better play along. 


Thirty minutes later, I’ve done my hair and put on another
maxi dress. This one a color of blue I fancy matches my eyes. It has spaghetti
straps, which show off the muscle tone in my shoulders and upper arms. Huh.
Lookee, lookee. I’ve got muscle tone. The best part about the dress is an
extremely high slit on the right side. It’s sexy without showing anything of my
damaged leg. I predict a lot of maxi dresses in my future. 


I emerge from my bedroom and hobble down the hallway with
one crutch. I may have walked without crutches for the first time this week,
but my leg is nowhere near strong enough to maintain walking without support
for long. Which is totally fine. I’ve gone from two crutches to one. Soon, I
will go from one to none. I can practically taste my freedom. Of course,
freedom means I need to figure out what the heck to do with my life. Ugh! Not
going to think about it. Now is not the time to stress about my career. Nope.
Grandma is up to something and I need my wits about me for whatever may come.  I
round the corner into the living room. 


“Surprise!” I stumble and nearly fall flat on my face when
an entire roomful of people shout upon my entry. 


“What’s going on?” I look around and notice the room is
decorated for a party. I squint to read the banners. Baby’s first steps. Oh
no, they didn’t. 


“It’s your ‘Congrats! You’re walking’ party,” Shelby
explains as she hands me a glass of wine. 


“You’re crazy. You know that, right?” Who throws a
thirty-five-year-old a party using baby decorations? 


 “I must be the crazy one because the party was my idea,”
Brodie announces before leaning down and kissing me. “Congratulations, beautiful,”
he whispers, and I shiver at the sound. 


Shelby pushes in between. “No way, big guy. You’re not
stealing her away from her own party. Go.” She shoos him away. “She’s mine for
tonight. You can get your freak on with her later.” Brodie chuckles before
kissing my forehead and meandering off.  


“I don’t know why you brought a gift.” I hear Becky bitch. “It’s
not like it’s her birthday.” I turn around to see Becky, Suzanne, and Bailey
walk in. Bailey is blushing and holding a wrapped package. 


“Congrats,” Bailey says and hands me the package. “It’s just
something small,” she explains, and her blush deepens. 


“I’m sure it’s awesome.” I smile and rip open the package.
It is awesome! It’s a vertical flip cover for my kindle. You can stand your
kindle up with it, so you don’t have to hold onto it while reading. Perfect for
reading while in bed. I reach over and give Bailey a hug. “It’s perfect. I love
it.” 


“I thought you were walking.” Suzanne motions to my crutch. “Isn’t
that what this party is about?” 


I have no idea how to respond to her. Is this how I used to
talk? No wonder everyone thinks I’m a selfish bitch. Shelby responds before I
can get my act together. “The bar’s in the corner. There are snacks in the
dining room.” 


At the word ‘bar’, Suzanne and Becky turn as one and walk
off. Bailey stays behind. “Um… it’s wonderful your recovery is coming along. Do
you think you will return to the city and get back to work now?” 


Oh great, the very question I’ve been avoiding asking
myself. I have no answer. I shrug. “Um—”


“She’s actually thinking of staying in the burbs and
starting her own business.” I glare at Shelby. I’m not ready to tell anyone
about the business idea. Especially not anyone connected in any manner to my
archenemy, Tara. 


“Wow. Cool.” Bailey clears her throat and stares at her feet
for a moment. “Do you think maybe you’ll need an office manager?” 


“What?” As far as I know, Bailey grew up in the city and
she’s never left. She even went to college there. “You’d leave the city?” 


She shrugs. “I’m ready for a change. I’ve been thinking—”
Her words cut off and her eyes narrow as she watches something across the room.
I look in the direction she’s glaring at. Suzanne and Becky are talking to
Brodie. As we watch, Brodie shakes his head and walks away in the direction of
the dining room. Suzanne and Becky follow him.  


“That’s Brodie,” I explain.


She leans close and whispers, “There’s something I need to
tell you.”   


“Okay,” I whisper back intrigued despite myself. I feel
Shelby come close to my side and the three of us huddle together. “What’s up?” 


“Well, you know, this is kind of crazy…” 


“You’ve come to the right place then,” Shelby interrupts.


“Suzanne and Becky are going to try to steal Brodie away
from you.”  She rushes her words to the point she’s nearly impossible to
understand.  


“You have to be fucking kidding me. I’ll cut a bitch.”
Shelby growls and starts after them. I grab her arm and stop her. 


“Hold up.” I keep a firm hold on Shelby and ask Bailey,
“What are you talking about?” 


“On the drive here, they kept talking about how you weren’t
woman enough for a man like Brodie. They’re super jealous.” 


Shelby snorts. “Of course, they are.” I shush her. I want to
hear what Bailey has to say. 


“Anyway, one thing led to another and before I knew it, they
were betting each other who could get Brodie in bed quickest.” 


Now, I’m pissed. These are my friends. Why would they try to
hook up with my boyfriend? That’s a total violation of the sister-code. I push
Shelby and Bailey away. I’m kicking those two bitches out of here. I’m done –
d-o-n-e – with them!


I turn the corner into the dining room and scream at the
scene before me. Becky has Brodie pushed up against the wall and they’re
kissing. They are kissing. “What the hell is going on here?” 


Suzanne smiles at me. “Isn’t it obvious? Brodie traded up.” 


“Get out. Get the fuck out of here!” 


Suzanne sneers. “Not a problem. This party sucks anyway.
Come on, Becky, let’s get back to the city and leave the hicks to their little
lives.” 


As soon as they leave, Brodie approaches me. “It’s not what
it looked like.” 


I shake my head. My eyes were not deceiving me. I know what
I saw. “Please leave.” Darn it all, I can feel the tears forming in my eyes. I
will not cry. I won’t! He reaches for me, but I take a step back and his hand
drops. “I let you see my scars,” I whisper. His face crumples, but I stand
strong. 


“Young man.” Grandpa pushes his way through the crowd I
hadn’t noticed gather behind me. Oh goodie, there’s a crowd. “It’s time for you
to leave.” He grabs Brodie’s shoulder and starts hauling him away. 


“Show’s over, folks,” I hear Shelby announce as I make my
way to my bedroom. 


I have to make it behind closed doors before I fall apart. I
knew Brodie was too good to be true. What is someone who looks like him doing
with me – a deformed freak? I should have protected my heart. But no. I jumped in
with both feet and now look at me. Heartbroken and friendless. 











Chapter
30


A lady should never act surprised.


Please talk to me.
Yeah, right. Like that’s going to happen. I stuff another spoonful of ice cream
into my mouth. Unlike every other man in my life, Ben nor Jerry have never let
me down. 


Let me explain. Nope. No explanation
necessary, thank you very much. I have eyes in my head. I know what I saw. Damn,
I thought Brodie was different. Why do all men go stupid when a beautiful woman
shows them a bit of interest?   


Suddenly, my ice cream is snatched from my hands. “What the
hell?” I shout at Shelby. “How did you get in here?” 


“Enough wallowing. I gave you a day to wallow. Your day is
up.” 


A day to get over a broken heart? I need at least a month
and twenty gallons of ice cream before I even consider getting out of my
pajamas and leaving my bedroom. Yep, I’ve been in the same pair of pajamas for
two days. Spoiler alert: I don’t care.  


“You’re now my best friend. Your job is to support me no
matter how stupid I get over a man. And here’s an expert tip: You never ever
take ice cream away from a heartbroken woman.” I shake my spoon at her. Melted
ice cream drops onto my pajama top. No sense letting it go to waste. I grab my
shirt and pull it up, so I can lick the spot of deliciousness. A small stain is
left behind. It joins the other stains from the past day.  


“This situation is worse than I thought. You’ve turned into
one of those girly girls who like to discuss touchy-feely stuff.” She shudders.



“Give me my ice cream back and I won’t say a word.” I zip my
lips. “Not a word,” I mutter between closed lips. 


Shelby stares at the ice cream before plopping down on my
bed beside me. She motions me to hand her the spoon. I glare at her but hand
her the damn spoon. Not like I can do anything with only a spoon anyway. “Carrie
said you cancelled today’s PT session.” 


“I couldn’t care less about PT right now.” I try to grab the
ice cream back from Shelby who’s now shoveling my ice cream into her
mouth.  


“You should. Spending the day in bed is not doing your leg
muscles any favors.” 


I roll my eyes. “What are you? On the payroll of the
hospital?” 


“Nah, they couldn’t afford me.” She sticks the spoon in the
ice cream and sets the carton on the nightstand on her side of the bed. “I
gotta tell you. Your friends are total selfish bitches. Bailey’s all right, but
the other two – dumb and dumber – are total bitches. They take the whole bitchy
friends forever a bit too seriously.” 


I close my eyes and lean my head back on the headrest. “I’m
starting to realize that.” How have I spent the past five years being friends
with women who think it’s a game to steal a woman’s boyfriend? Didn’t we leave
high school behind over a decade ago? Hold up. Was I a bitchy friend forever,
too? I hate to ask, but the question slips out before I can stop it, “Was I that
bad when you met me?” 


When Shelby doesn’t answer, I open my eyes to stare at her.
She’s looking anywhere but at me. Crap. She’s supposed to be denying I
was a bitch. 


“Well, you weren’t a bitch or anything, but selfish? Self-absorbed?”
She shrugs. “A bit.” 


“But but…” I sputter. “I’d had this huge accident. It
changed my entire life. Wasn’t I entitled to be a little selfish?” Oh god, I sound
super selfish. “Never mind. I get it. I was a self-centered jerk. Check.” 


“You’re not now. You know that, right?” I shrug. “No,
seriously. You’re way cool now, freak. Which is good since I only hang out with
the cool kids.”


A smile slowly spreads across my face. Only Shelby could get
me to smile today. “You’re pretty rad yourself, nerd.” 


“Now, let’s talk about Brodie.” 


I glare at her. “Nope. I’m not talking about him.” I sound
like a petulant child. Guess I have yet to completely eradicate my selfish
gene. What can I say? It’s an ongoing process. 


The door to my bedroom opens and in walks Grandma. She’s
holding a tray piled high with cookies. “Gimme, gimme,” I grab the tray and
stuff a cookie in my mouth. “Thank you,” I mumble around the chocolate chip
deliciousness.


Grandma pulls the chair out from my desk and takes a seat.
My eyes widen. This can’t be good. “What are we going to do about getting our
girl back together with Brodie?” Oh no. This is not happening. No, no, no. I shake
my head and cookie crumbs fly from my mouth. 


“I’m working on it. But the girl is stubborn.” Shelby huffs.



“Should we do an intervention? Those seem to work on
television. I can gather my girlfriends together.” 


My eyes widen at the idea of her girlfriends getting any
more involved with my love life. Haven’t they and their progeny done enough
damage? “Enough!” I shout a bit louder than necessary. “It’s my love life. I
get to decide what to do about it. Not you two.” 


“Well.” Grandma stands. “Do something about it. This eating
ice cream in your pajamas thing is not solving anything.” She wrinkles her nose
at me before leaving. 


I watch her exit before glaring at Shelby. “Look—” Before I
get a chance to explain to my new friend how ganging up on me with my grandma
is wrong in about a gazillion different ways, my phone rings. 


“Your phone’s ringing.” Shelby points to the offending item
buzzing across my nightstand. 


“Thank you, Captain Obvious. Ignore it. Probably Brodie.” Oops.
I shouldn’t have mentioned his name. Shelby’s eyes light up. “If I’m not
talking about him, I’m definitely not talking to him.” 


She dives over me and grabs the phone. I try to stop her but
for a tiny thing, she’s fast. She’s standing near the bedroom door answering
the phone before I have a chance to blink let alone try to get off the bed and
follow her. “Frankie’s phone. Shelby speaking.” Her eyes get big as she listens
to the caller’s response. 


“Give me the phone, Shelby.” 


She shushes me with a furious shake of her head. “Of course,
Mr. Ward. Let me check to see if Ms. McMillan is available for your call.” 


My eyes widen upon hearing the name, Ward. Why the heck is
he calling me? I motion for the phone. “Mr. Ward. How can I help you today?” 


Five minutes later, I’m pretty sure my mouth is still
hanging open as I set my phone down. Shelby jumps up and down on the bed.
“What’s going on? Tell me. Tell me. Mr. Ward is the big wig from the cosmetics
company, right? Right?” 


“Um, yeah. He wants to be my first customer.” 


“What?” she shrieks. 


“Keep it down in there, girls,” Grandma shouts. I roll my
eyes. The woman is going to drive me crazy. I need to find my own place soon.
What am I thinking? I have my own place. In the city. Where I belong. 


“Seriously,” Shelby asks interrupting my thoughts, “what did
this Ward guy have to say?” 


“Apparently, he was concerned I wasn’t his point of contact
at the firm anymore. He heard a rumor I was leaving the firm. He wanted to make
sure I knew he’d be willing to switch to any firm where I’m working. I asked if
that included my own firm. He said it does.” I can barely believe the words
coming out of my mouth. 


Shelby jumps off the bed. “Come on. Get showered. Get
dressed. Maybe wash your hair.” 


I don’t move. “Why? What’s going on?” 


“I have the perfect place for your office.” 


Now, she has my attention. “What?” 


“You’re going to love it. Come on, get dressed,” she
wrinkles her nose, “and make sure you shower. I’ll call the agent. I’m sure we
can get a viewing today.” 


“I’ll need to call Jackson. I’m not starting any business
without him.” Did those words seriously come out of my mouth? Am I genuinely
considering starting my own business? 


“Not a problem. I’ve got his number.” 


I narrow my eyes at her. “When did you get his number?” 


“It’s not a big deal,” she claims but I can see the blush on
her face. “Come on, get up and get going. I know your high maintenance ass
needs forever to get ready.” 


I drag myself out of bed and hop towards the bathroom. I
might as well have a look at the property. There’s no harm in looking. It
doesn’t mean I’m ready to start a business. Or does it? Shower first. Life-changing
decisions later. 











Chapter
31


A lady should always answer when opportunity
knocks.


Thirty minutes later, we’re
heading out in Shelby’s car. I barely had time to wash my hair and get dressed
with Shelby shouting through the door ‘to hurry your freak ass up’. I forced my
wet hair into a French twist. No way am I going to a business meeting with wet
hair dripping down my back no matter how pushy Shelby is. I also took the time
to make sure I dressed the part of a future business owner – a simple black
pencil skirt with a white button-down blouse paired with a dark gray blazer –
although merely thinking the words ‘future business owner’ makes me break out
in hives. 


“Where is this awesome place I’ve just got to see?” 


“You’ll see.” At this rate, I should probably be grateful
she didn’t blindfold me. I won’t tell her that, though. Don’t want to give the crazy
woman any ideas. 


Fifteen minutes later, Shelby parks in the historic downtown
area. I have to admit it’s quaint. The street is lined with unique and
interesting shops – everything from antiques to bookstores to handmade fudge. Most
of the buildings have old-fashioned striped awnings, making the entire downtown
look cute and retro. 


“Well, what do you think?” Shelby points to the building we’re
parked in front of. It’s a two-story building sandwiched between other similar
looking buildings. The downstairs is a wall of windows with a double door
smackdab in the middle. The upper floor is brick with three tall and narrow
windows. It’s freaking adorable. “When I saw the ‘For Rent’ sign, I knew it’d
be the perfect place for your business.”   


I climb out of the car to get a closer look. The sidewalk is
crowded but I ignore the crowd and stand still staring at the historic building
in front of me. “I love it.” 


“Good.” I spin around to see Jackson has arrived. How did he
get here so fast? “I think the location is perfect and with two stories,
there’s plenty of room for us to grow.” 


“Hang on.” I hold my hand up in the universal sign to stop.
Things are careening out of control. “I only agreed to come and look at the
place. I didn’t say I was ready to start a business.” 


“You will.” 


Lucky for Jackson, a woman waves and rushes toward us before
I have a chance to let him have it. The man is cruising for a bruising if he
thinks he can tell me what I’m going to decide. “You must be Ms. McMillan and
Mr. Schmidt.” She quickly shakes our hands before pointing to the building.
“Shall we have a look?” She doesn’t wait for a response before pushing her way
through the crowds to the front door. “The downstairs has two offices and a
meeting room,” she says as she ushers us in. “The upstairs has four offices.” 


Four offices I have no plans to see today. I’ve been working
on climbing stairs at therapy and can probably manage one flight. It may take
me half an hour, but I can do it. In this skirt, though? Yeah, not happening. I
pull on the waistband to give myself a tiny bit of breathing room. I really
need to stop eating Grandma’s cooking before I rip more of my clothes straight
down the backside. 


“Let’s let them have a look around, shall we?” Shelby states
before pulling the agent out the front door. 


“I talked to Mr. Ward today,” I tell Jackson as soon as the
door closes. I still can’t believe he called. 


“Oh, yeah?” 


I feel my eyebrows pull together. Just You is potentially
our first client – a huge client at that – and his response is a mildly uttered
oh yeah. “Why are you not more excited? This could be our big break.” I slap
my forehead when I realize what’s going on. “You’re the one who told him I was
leaving the firm, aren’t you?” I should have realized he was behind the out-of-the-blue
phone call, which was not of the blue after all. 


Jackson shrugs. “What’s the big deal? You’re thinking about
leaving. That’s all I told him.” 


I stomp my foot but regret the action immediately when my
left leg is forced to take my entire weight. I wobble and pitch forward.
Jackson catches me before my face meets the floor. I grab onto the first thing
I can reach to steady myself. He squeals and releases me. I squeeze my handhold
harder as I once again careen towards the floor. It takes a second, but then I
realize what exactly my handhold is. Oh shit. I’ve grabbed Jackson by the
balls. Literally. By the balls. Oh my god! I can feel the heat emanating from
my face as I blush. I unclench my hand. Without a handhold, I have no chance in
hell of staying upright. My face is on a one-way collision course with the
floor. Jackson grunts but steadies me before I can face plant.   


I take a breath as I straighten and make sure I’m steady on
two feet. There is no way in hell I’m ever discussing touching his balls. Never
ever. Instead, I return to our argument. “I’m not thinking about leaving. I’m
thinking about whether I should think about leaving.” 


“What’s the difference?” I growl. Jackson, obviously not
having learned anything from having a long-term girlfriend, continues to speak.
“Look, you’ve been bitching and complaining since the accident how your career
is over. And now this opportunity to start your own business has dropped in
your lap. You know how much the Just You account brings in. We could survive on
the one account alone.” 


“Um, no, we couldn’t.” Jackson opens his mouth to speak
again, but it’s my turn now. “We will need to hire help in order to manage the
account. There’s no way the two of us are enough manpower.”


He chuckles. “I already calculated those costs in.” 


Oh crap. I forgot he’s some master business plan genius.
“Fine. Let’s have a look at this place. If we both like it, we’ll talk numbers
with the real estate agent.” Jackson smiles, prompting me to shout ‘if’ once
again for emphasis before I go off to explore the place.


The reception area greets you immediately upon entrance. The
area is large and bright due to the wall of windows facing the street. I continue
through the area to the hallway off of which are four doors. Two doors lead to bathrooms.
I quickly check to make sure the rooms are acceptable. They look pretty
standard and – bonus! – both of them are handicap accessible. The other doors
lead to two offices. One office is absolutely huge. It nearly takes up one-half
of the entire ground floor. The other office is about half the size. At the end
of the hallway, the area opens up. On the left side is a kitchenette with room
for a table and chairs. On the right side is a meeting room. 


I’m not sure about the meeting room being close to the
kitchen. And I’m really not sure about fighting Jackson for the larger office.
I’m used to him being my assistant, but if we’re business partners, we’re going
to be equals. Thus, equal sized offices are required. 


With a start, I stop my perusal of the meeting room. I’m
considering this whole business idea. Really, truly considering this. My heart
starts to race at the idea of leaving the firm and a steady paycheck behind.
Can I do this? I stare at my leg and shake my head. Medical insurance premiums alone
may cripple me. Ha ha. No pun intended.   


“Frankie!” No, no, no. I do not want to talk to the owner of
that voice. I stare at the back entrance to the place and wonder if I have time
to escape before he finds me. “There you are.” Damn. I’m cornered. 


“How did you know where we were?” Brodie just looks at me. I
scowl. “Grandma.” Of course. Who else would it be? That woman needs to keep her
nose out of my business. I won’t be holding my breath for that to happen,
though. “If they gave out PhDs for meddling, the woman would be a doctor.” 


“I love your grandma.” He would. “Can we talk?” 


Shelby sticks her head in the room. “We’re going to head to
the coffee shop across the street.” 


Jackson and Shelby disappear, but not before Shelby manages
to give me a thumbs-up behind Brodie’s back. And then I’m alone with Brodie.
The man I’ve been avoiding for the past two days as if my life depended on it. Oh
crap.











Chapter
32


A lady should refrain from raising her voice.


Brodie barely waits for the door
to shut behind Shelby and Jackson before speaking, “Before we start the fight I
know we’re going to have, I just have to tell you I’m fucking proud of you.” 


Proud of me? For starting my own business? My brow wrinkles
as I scrunch my nose. I haven’t decided to start my own business – yet. “Why?” 


“Going out of your house without your scar covered.” His
smile lights up his eyes. “I thought it would take weeks if not months to get
you this far.” 


He steps forward as if he wants to pull me into his arms. I
step back and open my mouth to scream. An honest to goodness horror movie
scream. How the hell did I leave the house without a bandage on? Since the
moment I woke up in the hospital and forced the nurse to give me a mirror, I’ve
been religious about making sure my scar is covered. Fucking Shelby. If she
hadn’t rushed me out of the house, I wouldn’t have forgotten. 


I take a deep breath and force myself to hold off on my
freak-out. I don’t have time to freak out right now. Nope. I have more
important things to deal with. Like giving Brodie a piece of my mind. I’ll
pencil in some time for a good, long freak-out later. 


“Did you notice how no one cared about your scar? No one
stared at you or ran screaming the other way?” Damn it. Brodie’s not letting
this go. I do not want to talk about this right now! Can’t he get the hint? 


“Of course, no one ran screaming away. We’re not extras in
some B horror movie. But staring?” I shrug. “Shelby and Jackson have seen my
scar already. And a real estate agent knows better than to stare at her clients
if she wants to close the deal.” There. That ought to shut him up.  


Brodie smirks. “And all the people on the street? What about
them?” 


All the people on the street? We weren’t walking
around on the streets or anything. We just stood on the sidewalk in front of
the property waiting for the real estate agent. The sidewalk. Which was crowded
with people hustling and bustling around. Oh crap. Tons of people must
have passed us by as we stood there. “I don’t understand.” 


“There’s nothing to understand, beautiful.” Brodie takes a
step closer to me and puts his hand on my hip. “You scar doesn’t matter. Hell, I
wouldn’t even be interested in you if it weren’t for your scar.” I gasp. Brodie
tightens his grip on my hip. “Fuck, that’s not what I meant. I just meant…
Well, you’re too perfect otherwise.” 


I snort. Too perfect. What has he been smoking? 


“You are. You’re this glamorous woman who’s always perfectly
put together.” 


Um, not hardly. “Did you forget the ripping pants incident?”



He smiles but refuses to be deterred. “You look like a model
who stepped out of a magazine.” He obviously hasn’t seen me the last two days.
“Your scar, though, it makes you real. It shows how strong you are. Shows
there’s more to you than your superficial beauty. It gives you strength of
character.” 


By the time he finishes, my mouth is hanging open. How can
he possibly believe what he’s saying? I shake my head and pull back until he’s
forced to release his hold on my hip. I’m not going to fall into his trap. Not again.
 He broke my heart and I can’t allow that to happen a second time. “Thank you,
but it doesn’t matter. We’re over.” My chest constricts as I say those words,
but I stand tall and stick with my decision. I will not date a man who kisses
one of my girlfriends the minute I’m looking the other way. 


“Please, let me explain what happened.” 


“I don’t need an explanation. I have eyes. I saw you. You
were kissing Becky.” 


“I wasn’t kissing Becky. She kissed me.” 


Snort. “As if that makes it any better. You could have
pushed her away. No, you should have pushed her away.” 


“I did push her away.” Not fucking quick enough. “I did. I
admit I should have pushed her away sooner, but I was shocked. Where I come
from strange women don’t shove you in a corner and put their mouth on you. And
she’s your friend, which shouldn’t have complicated things, but it did. And then
I took too long to push her way. But, beautiful, her lips were on mine for mere
seconds. Seconds.” 


“Long enough for me to stand there and watch.” 


He winces. “And I regret you saw that. No one should have to
see their boyfriend kissing someone else. But I swear, honest to god, I didn’t
kiss her back and I pushed her away as soon as I realized what was happening.
Ask anyone who was in the room. Didn’t Bailey tell you your friends had a bet
who could steal me away from you?” 


I growl. “Who told you?” He shrugs, but there’s only one
person from whom he could have learned about the bet – Shelby. Note to self:
Google poisons that combine well with chocolate.  


“Come on, you know yourself those girls are not your
friends.” 


“Uh uh. No,” I wiggle my index finger at him. “You don’t get
to say mean things about my friends.” Doesn’t matter if he’s right. They are
not my friends. The incident at the nightclub weeks ago – although hurtful –
might not have been enough to end our friendships, but the stunt with Brodie totally
pushed them over the edge from friends to bitches I once knew.  


“I’m sorry.” He holds his hands up surrender. “I shouldn’t
have said anything about your friends. It won’t happen again.” He closes his
eyes and inhales deeply. When his eyes open, I can see the hurt plain as day in
them. “Please forgive me. I care about you. Hell, I more than care about you.
I’m not ready to let you go. I may never be ready to let you go. I want to see
where this relationship is heading. Don’t let your friends take that
away.” 


“How can I trust something like this won’t happen again?” Now
we’ve reached the crux of the problem. I trusted Brodie – a lot. Enough to see
my scars. When I woke up in the hospital room after my crash, I thought romance
and romantic relationships were in my past. Somehow Brodie broke down my walls
and I let him in. And then he broke my trust. I can’t go through that again. 


“What can I do to convince you? Get down on my knees?” He
immediately drops to his knees. “Name your price and I’ll pay it. I won’t look
at another woman again. I promise I won’t touch another woman who isn’t you
again.”


“That’s going to be kind of hard with your job.” His clients
should be about fifty percent women, but with women begging for him to be their
therapist, he has nearly three-quarters female clients. I’ve never been jealous
of them. I trusted him. Trusted. Past tense. 


“I don’t care. I’ll transfer them all to Carrie.” Those poor
women. 


“You’ll lose your job.” 


“There are other jobs.” 


“Okay. Enough. Stand up.” This has gone on long enough. “You
can’t make outrageous claims you have no intention of following through with.” 


“You don’t believe me?” He pulls out his phone as he stands
and pushes some buttons. “Here.” He shoves it in my face. 


“What am I looking at?” 


He pulls the phone back. “It’s a job offer from the NHL.”


My eyes widen. “The NHL? Why haven’t you accepted already?” 


“Because I don’t want to live in the city, and I don’t want
to travel for seven months of the year. I love this town.” 


My heart starts to race. “You would leave this town you love
for a job you don’t want just to prove to me you are trustworthy?” 


“Say the word and I’ll do it.” He’s typing away on his
phone. “Do I press send?” 


“Holy shit. No!” I grab the phone from him. “Don’t you dare
take a job you don’t want because of me! Have you lost your mind?”   


“Yep,” he nods. “I lost my mind the minute this city girl
showed up in the therapy room looking scared as hell but with her head held
high.” He stands and steps close to me to whisper in my ear, “That’s not all I
lost.” He kisses the sensitive spot behind my ear before his lips move further
and he’s trailing kisses along my neck.  


“No?” I’m not sure what I’m asking. I lost my train of
thought.  


He doesn’t respond to my question. “Am I forgiven?” 


I nod. I can’t not forgive him. Not when he’s willing to
take a job he doesn’t want to prove his trustworthiness. Besides he’s right
about what happened with the kiss. If I’m perfectly honest, I think I was more
angry with my friends than with him. But since my so-called friends weren’t
around to hear me roar, he bore the brunt of my anger and hurt. 


Brodie grins and pulls me closer before slamming his lips
down on mine. His tongue invades my mouth and I forget all about my anger and
heartbreak. When he releases me, I’ve pretty much plastered myself to his body.
Oops. He rests his forehead against mine. “I promise I will never give you a
reason to question your trust in me again.” He smirks. “And if I do, I’ll let
your grandma decide my punishment.” 


“Are you sure you can handle her? Who knows what she’ll do
if given free rein.” I shiver. 


He snorts. “You should have heard the lecture she gave me
before telling me where you were today. Your grandma loves you and wants to see
you happy, but she certainly won’t put up with me messing up again.” Really? I cross
giving Grandma a piece of my mind off my to-do list.  


“Come on.” He pulls away. “Let’s get out of here. Normal sex
with you is awesome. Makeup sex must be out of this world.” 


“Hey! Who said I was going to have sex with you?” I’m
blowing smoke up his ass. Judging by the smile stretching from ear to ear on
his face, he knows it. 


“Wait!” I stop when we reach the reception area and look
around. “Don’t we need to contact the real estate agent or something?” 


Shelby rushes in. I narrow my eyes at her. Was she watching and
waiting for us to leave the whole time? “I got it.” She waves us off. “Go forth
and put thee wand in her chamber of secrets.” 


I giggle and we start to leave, but then I notice her face
is flushed. “Are you okay?” 


“I’m fine. Get out of here.” 


“Where’s Jackson?” I thought he’d stick around and try to
push me some more about the business. 


Shelby’s hand fists. “He left.” Um, okay. 


“We’re done here,” Brodie announces before picking me up.  


“But—” I don’t get a chance to ask Shelby what’s bothering
her as Brodie rushes out of the building carrying me bridal style. Guess he’s
done waiting.  











Chapter
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A lady never kisses and tells.


Anyone who tells you make-up sex
isn’t all it’s made out to be is a big fat liar. Big. Fat. Liar. Because it’s
better. Much, much better. I’m currently cuddling with Brodie in his bed following
an afternoon of afternoon delight. I giggle. An afternoon of afternoon delight.



The man himself nuzzles my neck and I moan. “We need to
talk.” And there goes my happy afterglow. 


“Four most dreaded words in the universe.” 


He chuckles. “No need to be dramatic. You know I’m not
breaking up with you or anything.” His arm across my belly pulls me tighter to
him.


I wiggle my butt to get closer and feel Brodie’s hard
length. I gasp. “Seriously? Again? What are you trying to do? Break the world
sex record?” 


He leans down and kisses my neck. We will break the world
sex record if he keeps that up and he damn well knows it. The man has all my
hot spots memorized and doesn’t hesitate to use the knowledge to his advantage.
“Three times in one afternoon is hardly breaking the world sex record.” 


I twist in his arms to stare him down. “Are you saying this
is a normal occurrence in your life?” I can honestly say I’ve never had sex
three times in one day. Well, until today. I’m not sure I’ll be able to walk
tomorrow. Oh, wait. I can’t walk anyway. No loss then. 


“Nope.” He kisses my nose. “This was a first for me.” He
tilts his pelvis allowing me to feel his hardness. “I didn’t think it would be
working again for a while. I guess you’re my own personal aphrodisiac.” 


I scoff. Whatever. “What did you want to talk about?”
Because while little Brodie may be raring to go, little Frankie is out of
commission for a while. 


He arranges me so I’m laying on my back and he’s towering
above me. I’m completely boxed in. I’m not sure I like how this discussion is
starting. “We need to discuss the future. Our future.” 


My eyes widen and my mouth drops open. “Our future? We’ve
been dating for like a month. Isn’t it a bit early to start the ‘future’ talk?”


“I have no idea. I’ve never had a future talk with a woman
before.” I find that hard to believe but keep my mouth shut curious to hear
where this is going. “You, Frankie, break all my rules. I’ve never dated a
client before. I don’t date out-of-town girls either. And I’ve definitely never
begged a woman to take me back before.”


“I’ve never dated my physical therapist before.” 


He leans down and nips my bottom lip. “Smartass.”  


I’m almost afraid to say it, but I’m no chicken, “What are
you trying to say?” 


He looks me in the eyes and declares, “I want you to stay.” 


My heart skips a beat. Does he want me to move in with him?
Isn’t it too early for those type of declarations? “Stay? You can’t mean move
in with you. That’s crazy talk.” 


“I agree it’s too soon for us to live together, but that’s
where this relationship is heading.” He waits for me to nod before continuing. “What
I meant is I don’t want you going back to the city.” 


Despite spending the morning viewing a potential office
location and speaking to a possible client, I’m still unsure about the whole
moving to the suburbs thing. “My job is there. My apartment is there. My
friends are there. My life is there.” 


“Okay,” he nods. “Let’s tackle your issues one by one. First
of all, friends. I hate to say it, babe, but those women are not your friends.”
I open my mouth to yell at him, but he stops me with a kiss. “I know I promised
not to bad mouth your friends again, but can we at least discuss this?” 


I don’t want to discuss what a freaking idiot I’ve been
concerning friends. I thought Suzanne, Becky, and Bailey were my girls. Since
the accident, though, I’ve been forced to face the truth. Those bitches didn’t
want to be my friends. Nope, they wanted to use me to get tickets to the
hottest events in town. I should have realized what was happening when they
latched onto Tara without a backward glance towards me. How could I have been so
blind? 


Maybe I’m being slightly unfair to Bailey, but I’m unsure
where she stands. Sure, she warned me what Suzanne and Becky were up to but
otherwise, she hasn’t exactly been different from them. Thinking back though, that’s
not true. She did send me weekly messages when I first was laid up after my
accident. It’s not her fault I didn’t respond because I was stuck in this
selfish negative circle. Crap. I’ve been unfair to her. 


“I’m not discussing this with you, but I agree friends is
not a reason for me to stay in the city.” 


He nods and moves on. Smart man. “Your apartment. Beautiful,
seriously? Your apartment is a reason for you not to move here?” 


What can I say? I panicked when he asked about me moving to
the suburbs. I’m a city girl. The idea of moving to the suburbs does not fill
me with joy. “I like the things the city has to offer. Art shows. Museums.
Movie premieres. Need I go on?” 


“You do realize you’d be moving to the suburbs and not
Siberia? It’s a forty-five-minute drive into the city. Hell, half of the
population of this town works in the city.”


I hate when he’s right. “My job then. I can’t leave my job.”



He chuckles. “Now, you’re being stubborn to be stubborn.
You’ve got a perfect opportunity to start a new business. A new business which
already has a huge company begging to be your client.”


“One client does not make a business.” 


“Maybe not, but one big client will bring in more business.
You know that.” 


“Fine. What about Jackson? I feel guilty making him move out
to the suburbs.” 


Brodie raises an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it Jackson’s idea to start
a business here?”


He’s got me there. “What about health insurance? My therapy
doesn’t come cheap.” 


Brodie rolls off me and pulls me into his arms. “Beautiful,
you’ve come so far. You’re almost there. You’re walking now although you still
need one crutch. Carrie said she talked to you about switching to therapy once
a week instead of two. Most of what you need to do now is build up muscle
strength. A normal gym will suffice.” 


Carrie did indeed talk to me about scaling down my therapy
sessions. I was shocked since I’m still not walking without the use of
crutches. Well, crutch in the singular. I’m getting close, though. I can practically
taste my freedom from those stupid crutches. I’m already planning a bonfire to
burn the fuckers as soon as I’m steady on my own two feet. All I need is some
marshmallows and I’m all set. 


“I still need a place to live and someone has to tell
Grandma I’m staying. She’s going to go out of her mind.” Grandma will want to
throw the party to end all parties. She’ll invite all her girlfriends, and
they’ll probably spend the entire party staring at Brodie and making inappropriate
comments. I can only hope they’ll keep their hands to themselves. If Grandma
serves her hard lemonade, all bets are off. Brodie has no idea what he’s
getting himself into.  


“Does that mean you’re staying?” 


I take a deep breath before jumping off the cliff. “Yes?” 


Brodie whoops and his mouth slams down on mine. He then
proceeds to show me it is indeed possible to have sex four times in one
afternoon. 
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If you obey all the rules, you miss all the fun.


The six months since I decided
to stay in the suburbs have been a whirlwind. No, more than a whirlwind. What’s
more than whirlwind? A tornado, maybe? Nah, we don’t use words like tornado
here in the Midwest unless it’s for something negative. Trust me, those funnel
clouds are nasty. Scary nasty. 


The first big news – I’m walking! Yeah! Without crutches. I
still need a cane every once in a while when I’m tired, but for the most part,
I am walking assistance free. I continue to go to physical therapy twice a
month, though, and believe it or not, Drill Sergeant Carrie and I have become
friends. Go figure. Turns out Carrie is more than a little protective of her
colleague Brodie. When he started dating a former client – a city girl at that,
she was sure I’d break his heart. Is it wrong I was kind of flattered to be
thought of as a heartbreaker? I’ve never been one and it does sound a bit femme
fatale. 


In other news, I moved out of Grandma’s house into my own
apartment. Grandma cried. She actually cried when I left. She claims it’s
because she’ll miss having me in the house. Personally, I think she’ll miss
embarrassing me. She’s established a weekly ‘family’ dinner on Sunday
afternoons. Shelby, Brodie, and Jackson are regular attendees as well. She’s
now intent on setting up Jackson. And her friends’ granddaughters are as messed
up as the grandsons. It’s hilarious watching Jackson squirm.  


“Come on, beautiful, stop staring at your scar. We need to
get going if we aren’t going to be late.” I may have my own place, but Brodie
and I spend the vast majority of our nights together. I stick my tongue out at him.
Although I stopped wearing the bandage the week Jackson and I signed the lease
agreement for our new offices, I’m still not used to seeing my scar out in the
open. Okay, fine, I’ll admit I still wear the bandage sometimes if I go to the
mall and Brodie’s not around. 


The scars on my leg are a completely different matter. It’s
not one two-inch long scar. Nope. There are several long-ass scars
crisscrossing my leg. Shelby’s little stunt at the swimming pool,
notwithstanding, I will never wear shorts and short skirts again. Even
three-quarter pants are out of the question as you can see two scars peeking out
from below the hem. My wardrobe is now full of seven-eighths pants in every
color and fabric available.


“You look beautiful as usual.” I’m wearing one of my pairs
of seven-eighths pants. This pair is black linen. On top, I’m wearing a tunic
blouse with a cool graffiti design. I stare at the boring flats on my feet.
Heels of more than a half an inch are still beyond me. I have an entire
collection of stilettos gathering dust in my closet. “Let’s go. You don’t want
to be late to your own grand opening, do you?” 


I roll my eyes. We are not going to be late. The party
doesn’t start for another hour and a half, but I want to get there early as I have
a few last minute prep things to take care of. Although I spent the entire day
on location making sure everything is perfect, there’s always tons of stuff to
do last minute especially when you are serving food and drinks. 


I’m surprised to see the lights dimmed when we arrive at the
office. “What’s going on?” I grab my phone. “I need to find out why the catering
isn’t here yet. This is a disaster.” The caterers were scheduled to arrive two
hours in advance. Jackson was supposed to be here to greet them. 


Brodie snatches my phone from my hands. I glare at him.
“Let’s go inside and see what’s going on before you start barking orders and
threatening to fire people.” I may have been a tiny bit stressed about opening
the business and may have threatened to fire one or two people. It’s not like I
would have actually followed through, though. Probably.   


I climb out of the car and stare daggers into his back as we
walk to the front door, but my daggers have no effect on the sexy man walking
in front of me. “After you.” He opens the door and motions me in. 


“Congratulations!” 


I scream as the place is flooded with lights and everyone in
the world I know yells congratulations. “What’s going on?” 


“It’s a party.”


“Yes, I’m aware it’s a party.” I point to myself. “Party
planner. But this is not the party I planned.” 


“I thought it would be nice to have a little pre-party to
celebrate how much you’ve accomplished. We both know as soon as the first
potential customer walks through the door you’re going to switch on working
mode and not have any fun.” Yeah, okay, I may be a little anal when it comes to
my work. I did warn Brodie I was a workaholic. “Congratulations, baby. I’m unbelievably
proud of you.” His lips find mine for a sweet kiss. 


“Hey, now, none of that kissing stuff until you make an
honest woman of my granddaughter,” Grandma shouts as she somehow manages to
shove her way in between Brodie and me to separate us. 


“What?” I sputter. “Aren’t you the one who told me to have
some fun?” 


Grandma crosses her arms over her chest. “A little fun is
okay, but you’ve given away way too much milk for free. He’s never going to put
a ring on the cow if the milk is always free.” 


“I think your analogy ran away from you. What have you been
drinking?” 


“This punch.” She holds up her glass and smacks her lips.
“It’s delicious.” 


I scowl. At least there’s nothing alcoholic in the punch
unless … “You don’t spike the punch did you, Grandma?” 


She shrugs. “A little vodka never hurt anyone.” 


Oh crap. This is not good. We can’t have potential
customers drinking spiked punch. Before I have a chance to have a complete
freak-out, Jackson arrives. “It’s okay. I have an extra punchbowl and punch for
when the opening starts.” 


“Let’s get back to the original problem,” Grandma slurs a
bit and I search the crowd for Grandpa. He can control her. Well, mostly. Okay,
sometimes. Let’s hope today is one of those times. I spot Grandpa standing
nearby. I motion to him to come get his wife. He gives me a smile and a thumbs
up. Oh great, looks like someone else has been in the punch. 


“Well?” Grandma points at Brodie with the hand holding her
glass and punch spills all over the floor. “What are going to do about this?
You can’t continue to deflower my granddaughter.” 


“Grandma, there was no deflowering involved.” I try to grab
her glass away, but she holds it close to her chest and growls at me. 


I turn to Brodie to ask him to carry Grandma out of here.
He’s strong and she’s an itty-bitty thing. She might fight him, but I have
faith he’ll prevail. Brodie isn’t standing there. Nope, he’s kneeling. I groan.
“Oh no, no way, you aren’t going to propose because Grandma is in her cups and
decided she wants to see me married off.” 


“Listen to the man,” Grandma says in a remarkably clear
voice. I narrow my eyes at her. What is going on?


“Beautiful,” Brodie calls and I look back at him. “I wanted
to ask you something in front of all your friends and family.” 


My eyes widen. “You wanted to ask me in front of my
family and friends?” 


A slight brush of pink can be seen on his cheeks. “I wanted
to. Your grandma blackmailed me. Same thing,” he shrugs, “And I am not prepared
to live a life without her lasagna. I swear. That woman has spies everywhere.”  


“What did you say, sonny? I can’t hear you,” Grandma shouts.



I giggle. “This is crazy.” 


He chuckles. “I’m crazy. About you. From the first moment
you hobbled into the hospital looking scared and all pissed off at the same
time. You refused – absolutely refused – to show any pain during our entire
first therapy session and I know you had to have been in agony. I knew I had to
get to know this woman who was not only the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen
but the strongest as well. With every layer I peeled away, I fell deeper and
deeper.” He stops speaking to pull a small black jewelry box out of his pocket.
My eyes widen. This is really happening. “I love you. What do you say? Will you
become Mrs. Russell?”  


“Nope.” I shake my head. “No way. I will not be Mrs.
Russell.” 


I can hear someone gasp in the crowd, but my eyes are pinned
on Brodie who looks like he swallowed something sour. “No? You don’t want to
marry me?” 


Another shake of my head. “You didn’t ask if I wanted to
marry you. You asked if I’d become Mrs. Russel. That’s a hard no.” I shrug.
“But marriage? Who knows? You didn’t ask.”


A smile tugs at the corner of his lips. “Will you marry me,
smart ass?” 


And now I’m smiling. “Of course, I’ll marry you. I love you.”
How could I not love this man? He saw me at my worst and didn’t hesitate to
help me put myself back together. 


Brodie immediately jumps up and pulls me into his arms. He
twirls me in his arms as he lets out a loud whoop! “She said yes!”


I giggle. “I think everyone figured that out when you yelled
loud enough to shatter an eardrum.” 


Brodie ignores my smart-alec comment. His lips find mine and
his tongue weaves its way into my mouth. I bury my hands in his hair and hold
on for the ride. Brodie angles his head for better access, and I moan. 


“Frankie, I’m really sorry to bother you.” Bailey pulls on
my sleeve. Yep, Bailey’s still around. Once I pulled my head out of my ass and
realized Bailey was a true friend unlike two other women who shall remain
nameless, I decided to take her up on her offer to come work for me. As of this
morning, she is officially the office manager. “But the caterers have some
questions and I don’t know what to tell them.” 


“Where’s Jackson?” 


She points to the corner of the room where Shelby and
Jackson are caught in a heated argument. Jackson has Shelby pinned against the
wall, and he’s practically yelling in her face. Those two. Since the day we
looked at this property, they have been at loggerheads. I have no idea what’s
going on with them and now is not the time to figure it out. 


“It’s okay. I got this,” I tell Bailey before returning my
attention to Brodie. I open my mouth to apologize, but he stops me with a kiss
on my nose. 


“No apologies. I knew proposing to you tonight meant I had
to share you with the world, but I did it anyway. I wanted to propose in front
of your family.” He leans forward and whispers in my ear. “We have all night to
celebrate.” He kisses that spot behind my ear, and I shiver. “And then we have
the rest of our lives together.” 


I stare at this wonderful man. I can’t believe I’m marrying
him. Nine months ago, when I woke up in the hospital with a shattered leg and a
scarred face, I thought my life was over. My life wasn’t over. It just took a
twist I couldn’t have expected. A twist, which led me here today to a place
where I am surrounded by family and love. Best twist ever.  
















 


Thank you for reading About Face. Word-of-mouth
is crucial in the cutthroat world of publishing. Seriously, it’s totally
cutthroat. Too bad there’s no swashbuckling. That sounds like fun. Spoiler
alert: I have no idea what swashbuckling is. But seriously, it would be a huge
help if you could leave a review of About Face. It doesn’t have to be
more than a sentence, maybe two. Just follow this LINK.


Eager to dive into another romantic comedy? Jackson
and Shelby’s story is next. Until then, you can read the first chapter of another
one of my romantic comedies, Fat Girl Begone! 


 


 











An Excerpt from Fat Girl
Begone!


Chapter 1







My positive thought for
the day is: I’m never going to freaking survive this ‘journey’ if I have to
have a flipping positive thought every day.


“It’s not that I don’t love
you.” 


What? I struggle for breath. The man I love doesn’t want to
be with me anymore, but it’s not because he doesn’t love me. I don’t understand
what’s going on right now. “Let me get this straight – you love me, but you
don’t want to be with me?” 


My boyfriend, Josh, the guy I thought was the one, sighs
in frustration at my lack of understanding what in the frick frack is going on.
Well, excuse me. “I just can’t take it anymore.” I stare at him. Completely
lost. His blond, impeccably styled hair together with his button-down shirt and
khaki pants form the epitome of a nice guy image. He doesn’t look the least bit
ruffled by this conversation. A conversation that is slowly ripping my heart
out. 


I finally manage to ask what in the world he’s talking
about. “Take what anymore?” 


He stares at the floor for such a long time I become convinced
he won’t answer. When I’m about to start hitting something, or should I say
someone, he speaks. “Your lack of self-esteem. Your refusal to love yourself.”
Everything stops. What? I don’t know what I was expecting to hear, but this
isn’t it. “I don’t care how much you weigh or what size you wear, but it rules
your life. There’s always some crazy new diet you want to try. Then, after two
days of bitching about how hard it is, you give up and drown your sorrows in a
gallon of ice cream. It goes on and on, and I can’t take it anymore.” 


I throw my hip out, plant one hand on it, and point a finger
from the other hand at him. “Let me get this straight. You’re not dumping me
because I’m fat. You’re dumping me because I diet too much.” Color me confused.



Josh growls. “I don’t care if you want to diet every day for
the rest of your life. I care that dieting and your weight rule your life. I
love you, but you can’t seem to love yourself.” 


Huh? He loves me but can’t be with me because I don’t love
myself? Talk about baffling behavior. I’m still frozen in place when Josh leans
over and kisses my cheek. He whispers something about always loving me and then
he’s gone. Just. Like. That.  


Beep! Beep! Beep!


What is that sound? I try to open my eyes, but they’re glued
together. Seeing is overrated. I throw my arm out in search of whatever’s
making that gawd awful racket. My arm only meets air, and I reach further.
Still nothing. I stretch my arm out as far as it will go and Bam! I roll
right off my sleeping place onto the floor. My eyes unglue from the jarring
motion, and I find myself staring up at my coffee table. What in the world…? 


My stomach gurgles, and I taste acid in my mouth. In a
flash, the memories of the previous night resurface. Josh dumping me. My best
friend, Blaze, coming over to comfort me – a bottle of tequila in her hands.
Tequila! I stand as quickly as my shaky limbs will allow and stumble to the
bathroom. Pizza, beer, and tequila shots are not as pleasant coming up as going
down. A fact I seem to forget on a regular basis.


I’m sitting on the bathroom floor with my forehead resting
on the toilet when I hear my phone alarm go off again. Why in the world is my
alarm going off on a Saturday morning? I scroll through my memories of the
previous night, but, after the third shot of tequila, it’s all a big blank. That
can’t be good. 


The alarm isn’t excessively loud. It’ll eventually stop
because there’s no way I’m getting up from this floor. The toilet bowl is my
friend. I have no plans to abandon it. Maybe I’ll just hug it for a while. 


Bang! Bang! Bang!


“I know you’re in there!” Blaze’s voice slices with a
vengeance through my foggy brain. I lift my head and notice I’m still in the
bathroom. Guess I fell asleep. 


Before I have a chance to even try to turn my legs from
noodles into supporting limbs, the door to the bathroom smashes open. “There
you are!” Blaze rushes in and grabs me under the arms. It’s amazing how easily
she lifts my lard ass considering what a petite thing she is. Is she part
terminator or something? 


She pushes me into the shower and turns on the water. “What
the hell, Blaze?” I sputter but don’t move. I’m not certain my legs will
support me yet. Instead, I peel my now waterlogged clothing off me and throw it
onto the bathroom floor.


The water feels like heaven. I should have thought of
forcing my hungover ass into the shower before. Just when I think I may survive
the world’s worst hangover, the water turns ice cold. “What the fuck?” I turn
evil eyes on Blaze who’s standing next to the shower with a wicked grin on her
face. 


“No time to dilly-dally,” she practically sings before turning
the water off. 


“Dilly-dally?” I mutter as I grab a towel and start to dry
off. Once I’m dry and I’ve somewhat tamed my hair with a comb, I walk into my
bedroom to find Blaze waiting on me. She throws a bundle of clothes at me. I
take the clothes and start to dress without thinking until I come to the sports
bra. I throw that back at her and walk to my dresser for a more comfortable
option. Sports bras and big boobs are torture, if you must know.


“You’ll want to keep that on.” 


I turn on Blaze and glare at her. “What’s going on? What are
you doing here? Why are you dressing me?” 


She cocks her head at me and stares. “You honestly don’t
remember?” I continue to glare until an evil grin appears on her face. That
can’t be good. “You have an appointment this morning.” 


“Appointment? It’s Saturday morning.” I look at the clothes
she handed me. This doesn’t make any sense. Sports clothes and an appointment.
What in the world is she talking about? A tiny memory starts to surface. Oh no.
“Tell me we didn’t go on the gym website and scroll through hot trainers last
night.” 


“That’s not all we did.” Blaze’s chipper voice is starting
to freak me out. 


I search my memories, but the only thing that pops up is
giggling and making very inappropriate comments about the personal trainers at
Blaze’s gym. I stare at the clothes I’m wearing and sweat pops out on my
forehead. Oh no. “Please tell me I’m not going on a date with a hot guy from
your gym.” 


She giggles. “No, better.” 


“Oh god, I didn’t hire an escort last night, did I?” Because
that’s the only thing I can think of that would be better than going out on a
date with one of the sex gods from her gym. Oh, my god, I’m actually
considering paying for sex. I’m going to blame that on the tequila. Not that I
won’t take advantage, mind you. I’m obviously more hung over than I thought if
I’m entertaining these kinds of thoughts.


“Nope. You have your first personal training session this
morning.” Her eyes positively gleam as she shares the news.  


I stop riffling through my bra drawer and turn to her.
“What?” She couldn’t possibly have said I have a personal training session this
morning. The gym, working out, being fit – that’s Blaze’s thing. She may be a
mild-mannered kindergarten teacher by day, but, in the evenings, she turns into
a fitness fanatic. Not me. “No. No. No.” I shake my head and rush to the
kitchen. I need coffee for this conversation. Once I’m in the kitchen, I
realize coffee isn’t going to cut it. I need chocolate. Lots and lots of
chocolate. 


I open my secret stash drawer, only to find it empty. I shake
my head. That can’t be right. I madly open and close cabinets and drawers.
They’re all empty. Everything’s empty! There is no food in my house. In a
last-ditch effort, I open the refrigerator. No way. I must be dreaming. This
has to be a nightmare brought on by tequila poisoning. There’s no other
possible explanation. 


Blaze pulls me away from the kitchen. She forces me into a
chair and then stands in front of me with her arms crossed. “Seriously, you
don’t remember?” When I shake my head, she continues. “You were all revved up
about changing your life last night. You’re going to lose weight, get in shape,
and then when Josh wants you back – bam! – you’re going to turn him away.” 


Shit. That totally sounds like something I’d plan. I
cross my arms over my chest and realize I’m still topless. I shake my head
before standing and walk to my bedroom to finish getting dressed. Blaze
follows. Of-freaking-course. 


“You pre-paid a gym membership for a year and six months of
weekly sessions with a personal trainer.” 


I finish putting on a t-shirt and collapse on the bed. “That’s
a lot of money. Probably all my savings. Why’d you let me follow through on
such a crazy scheme?” 


Blaze slaps my thigh before laying down next to me. “Don’t
be overly dramatic. It’s not all your savings. I know you have a secret savings
stash for your dream wedding.” 


Yep. My lameness is such that I have a savings account for
my wedding. I started the account when I was ten. Since I’m now thirty-five,
it’s a good chunk of change. Change I will never touch. Except for my dream
wedding. Which will probably never happen now. I make a sound of distress, but
Blaze is having none of it.


“Come on.” She stands and pulls me off the bed. “You’ve
already paid for the trainer. You might as well go. If all else fails, you can
stare at his hotness for forty-five minutes.” 


Oh, my god. I’m pretty sure that’s what I said last
night when I went ahead with this crazy plan and pre-paid for the entire
scheme.


Keep reading Fat
Girl Begone!

















 


Thanks!


I struggled to write this book. Don’t I always say that?
Some day it will be easier, right? Anyway, writing a comedy about something as
personal as being scarred was tough. I’ve spent my life making jokes about my
weight and my fat ass. I have no problem joking about that. But the 6 ½ scar on
my knee has never been the butt of my jokes. Not even when I was in the
military and all the guys thought it was ‘cool’. It took me decades until I was
able to wear shorts and skirts that showed my scar.   


I couldn’t have done it without you, though. So, thank you to all my blog followers,
twitter peeps, Instagram followers, newsletter subscribers, and Facebook
friends for encouraging and supporting me as I struggled to find some balance
between writing, marketing, building an author platform, and having a life
outside of my office (aka Dena’s Writing Den).  


I may be super-proud to call myself an indie writer – even
when people I meet say in a somewhat snooty voice ‘Oh, you’re self-published’
as if I have a communicable disease. But ‘independent’ is a major misnomer
because it totally takes more than little ‘ole me to turn an idea into a
published book. Let’s name those helpers! 


First and foremost, thanks to my friends and family who
allow me to bounce ideas off of them at the most random and sometimes
inappropriate of times and locations. There is a point to my questions – I
promise! A special thanks to all my acquaintances who inspire me with their
stories and funny antics. Names have been changed to protect the innocent.   


The hubby deserves special mention for designing my book
covers, being a beta reader, and just being all-around Mr. Supportive.
Sometimes I worry he’s going to figure out that my characters feel more genuine
to me than real life, but he still puts up with me after some twenty-odd years,
so I guess he isn’t totally turned off by me not being entirely normal.  


And then there’s my editor. Thanks, Carol for continuing to
make time for me when you have a gazillion other things going on in your life. 


I also want to throw a general thank you out into the
digital universe to thank all the book bloggers who have helped me promote my
books and especially those who take the time to read and review one or more of
my books. You can’t believe how thankful I am there are bloggers out there who not
only read my emails begging them for a review but also actually take the time
to answer. Thank you!!! 


Of course, I can’t forget to thank you, the reader, for
buying the book and reading it. I would be extremely honored and thankful if
you could write a review—even if it’s just a line or two. You can do that here. 


If you want to keep up with what I’m writing next and maybe get
some good deals on books, too, sign up for my newsletter here.
Or you can just follow me on social media, where I’ll probably say lots of
inappropriate things thinking I’m being hilarious. 
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