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  To the boy crazy girl that dreamed of one day being an author. You never gave up and you’ve proven that it’s truly never too late to follow your heart.
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  GIRLS’ NIGHT IN, MY FAVORITE night of the month. Melissa reached for another bottle of wine to fill her glass and stretched across my food-laden kitchen table to top off all our glasses. “So, little sis, now that you’re done with school, please tell me you’ll make more time for your social life. I need to live vicariously through you and no offense, but since you started your master’s program you haven’t given me anything good!” She stared me down with the most somber expression she could produce while well on her way to being hammered drunk.


  I grinned at my big sister. “Uh, Mel, you know my life was never that exciting before school, either. I think you must be suffering from temporary memory loss now that you’re a mom.” She grinned back at me. “Yes, that’s probably true. I’m so glad I’m not pregnant anymore, and so incredibly thankful for a night out—” She paused to take a big gulp from her wine glass, “—and even more thankful to be able to drink with my girls again! I do love my husband, and Claire is the most precious being I have ever laid my eyes on, but I think if I had to clean one more bottle or change one more diaper without a timeout, I was going to explode. When Drew pulled in the driveway tonight I couldn’t get out of there fast enough! I think he might have been a little offended at how excited I was to leave.”


  My sister was the most beautiful and kind-hearted person I knew. She was tall, five feet ten inches, with a slender athletic build, big deep blue eyes, and a mess of long, curly, auburn red hair. Our eyes were the only physical trait that linked us as sisters. I was shorter than Melissa by three inches with a curvy build. When I was younger I thought I was the fat sister, but as I grew older I learned to embrace and love my curves. We always joked that my sister had been blessed with the gorgeous hair and I had boobs for both of us. My hair was plain brown, silky, and flat iron straight. I wore it pulled back from my face in either a low pony tail or twisted up into a bun most days.


  Melissa was older than me by only two years and we were really close. She had married her college sweetheart, Drew Morris, and had just given birth to their first child, Claire, four months ago. I loved being an aunt, and it made me happy that we both lived in the same town so I was able to spend time with them often.


  “Well, I’m sure Drew will understand, and he will be grateful when I return you home completely happy and a little bit tipsy.” My best friend Kate gave Melissa a saucy wink and turned to me. “Now, Evie, I think we need to get back on topic here. I get that you haven’t really had time for anyone special while working and going to school, but let’s be real. You cannot go on like this forever. I think it’s time we hook you up with one of my friends or co-workers. I’ve been scouting some good looking, successful men for you, so at least promise me you’ll consider it?”


  Kate was forever playing matchmaker and completely sucked at it. We had been best friends since meeting at sixth grade orientation in middle school. She was brash, outgoing, strikingly attractive, and used all of these qualities to tease, tempt, and entertain the opposite sex. She had the tendency to be a little slutty, but I could call her that because she was my best friend and I loved her unconditionally. We were both the same height but she had long blonde hair with trendy bangs. She was thin in build with perfectly toned muscles from practicing yoga on a daily basis. She worked for a local photography and videography agency, which paid her a great salary to keep clients happy and deal with customer service issues. We had been through so much together, and she was my forever person. The one who had seen me at my worst and inspired me to be my best.


  “No, no, no.” I shook my head adamantly. “I love you, Kate, but the last guy you set me up with was a disaster and you know how much I hate blind dates. I never make a good impression on my own, and I’m always so nervous. It is completely too much pressure.”


  “Oh come on, how was I supposed to know Caden was a total pothead? He is always so cute and sweet when I see him come into the office.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know . . . your first clue could have been that he dresses like a total hipster, drives a beat up VW bus, and plays in a band!” We all burst into laughter.


  “Okay, first off, I get what you’re saying about the clothes. At first I wondered if he was gay, but when he tried to look down my blouse, I knew he was straight. Second, at least he has a car! And guys who play instruments are a total turn on . . . just saying. I mean, a man who has that kind of artistic imagination—” Kate paused to close her eyes and give a dramatic sigh. “Let’s just say I can only imagine he’s good with his hands in other activities as well.” Kate finished her rant with a wide smile. “You have to at least admit he was pretty to look at.”


  I laughed and nodded “I’ll give you that; he was easy on the eyes. But for the record, I’m not agreeing to anymore blind dates. Especially any that you set up!”


  Melissa took another sip of wine and added, “Evie would have found all that info on him just from stalking his Facebook page. Seriously, the last three guys I tried to set her up with were shot down after thirty minutes of profile searching!”


  I nodded in agreement. “ I’m kind of a bad ass when it comes to Facebook stalking. Between that, Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat, I can eliminate most idiots and creepers before I ever have to suffer a first date. It’s a skill, really. I should be in the CIA, or they should contract me out. I’m that good.”


  My sister must have been refilling her glass when I wasn’t looking and piped in, “Hey, isn’t your friend who’s fresh out of the CIA or Army or whatever moving back here? The hot one? You should totally ask him for a job!”


  “Wait! What the hell, Evie? Is Jonathan moving back here? You didn’t say anything to me about this!” Now Kate was practically shouting in my face.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Simmer down now, Kate,” I started. “Yes, Jonathan Beltran is moving back. After his last tour, he decided eight years was enough with the Army, and before you get any more pissed at me, I didn’t find out he was moving back until he called me last night, so please chill!”


  Jonathan was my best guy friend and neighborhood pal. The three of us—Jon, Kate, and I—had been inseparable for most of high school. I always suspected Kate had a huge crush on him, but she never admitted to it. During our last year of high school Jonathan’s parents went through a nasty divorce, and while Kate and I went off to college the next year, Jon enrolled in the Army. We had kept in close contact over the years, mostly through email and rare phone calls, whereas he and Kate had lost contact.


  My sister smiled knowingly at Kate and teased, “Oh, that’s right, I almost forgot you had like the biggest crush on Jonathan back in high school. Does the cool, sophisticated, grown up Kate Bryant still have the hots for our old neighbor, Jonathan?”


  Kate glared at us. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I was just surprised Evie hadn’t told me yet. I mean, we did spend a lot of time together growing up and I would have thought I’d be one of the first to hear that kind of news.” She huffed and crossed her arms across her chest.


  “I don’t know. You sound awfully defensive for someone who supposedly doesn’t have a crush,” I teased with a grin. I stood and gave her a quick hug from behind her chair as I went to grab more chips from the cupboard. I opened the small kitchen window before sitting back down at the table. It was a cool Arizona spring evening and I was enjoying the free air conditioning.


  “I’m not being defensive! And I do not and have never had a crush on Jonathan Beltran. Besides, I haven’t seen him in years; he might have gotten fat or something. I bet he’s not even that nice to look at anymore,” Kate added with a pout.


  “So, you are admitting you did find him attractive then?” I teased, picking up on her little slip-up. Kate gave a squeal of frustration and stood from the table, “Whatever! That’s not what I meant and you know it. I’ve gotta pee.” She waltzed out of the room towards the bathroom and both Melissa and I burst into laughter.


  This was why I loved girls’ night. I treasured these moments when we let all the stress of the daily grind go for one night. We spent the rest of the evening laughing until there were tears in our eyes and Melissa claimed she may have peed her pants, which she tried to blame on her status as a new mother, causing even more reason to laugh. I know most looking in would have thought it simple, but my life was perfect and exactly the way I liked it, nothing complicated. I had great friends, a family that loved and supported me, and a good job that provided the career I wanted. My life was completely on track, and I was one happy lady.
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  “Evelyn, we’re letting you go.”


  “Wait, what?” I looked across my desk at Ronald MacDonald, my boss. Yes, no joke, that was seriously his name. Yep, and I had worked as his personal assistant. You know how awkward it is to have to tell someone you are calling from the office of Ronald MacDonald? They laugh you off, almost hang up, and then half believe you as you try and legitimize that you are not just some teen making a prank call. The best was the time I got the reply, “Yeah, yeah, okay, and I’m the Hamburglar.” Not the easiest of PA jobs in the world.


  I’m sure I looked like a crazy person as I stared at Ron with confusion etched on my face. Maybe I misheard. He had come into my office for our morning briefing, just as he had done each day for the past twenty months. However, normally he was spouting off a to-do list a mile long while I furiously took notes. I looked at him again, and he started speaking in his usual clipped and professional manner.


  “We won’t be needing your services anymore. You’re fired, Ms. Harper. Marilyn from HR is waiting for you to come by her office right now. For security purposes, Dan is waiting outside the door and will escort you straight to her office with your personal belongings. We have a generous severance package for you, which Marilyn will go over in greater detail.”


  Oh shit, I was getting fired. This had never happened to me before. Tears stung the back of my eyes. I blinked them back furiously. I would not cry like a little girl. Ronald smiled and gave me a curt nod as he stood from his chair. What did I say? I should say something, right? I opened my mouth, emitted a little croak, and then shut it again. I was rendered speechless. Completely at a loss for words, or educated thoughts for that manner. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Even my thoughts were limited to those of the four letter variety.


  Ronald took in my expression and walked out my office door. Dan, the security guard for our building, popped his head around the open doorway. “Them’s the breaks Ms. Harper.” He nodded to my desk, “You ready to pack up and head over to HR?”


  I closed my eyes, took a big breath, and looked back at Dan. “Sure thing. I’ll just be a few minutes.”


  Seventeen minutes later all my personal belongings were sadly packed up into one carton. I was jobless. A year and a half of my life completely wasted. And packing up my stuff into this single file box had made me angrier and more depressed by the second. I felt like that crazy guy from Office Space and internally debated on whether to swipe the Swingline stapler from my desk before I left. What the hell was I going to do? I had a lease, student loans which were even higher now that I was done with my MBA program, and apparently a whole lot of free time coming my way.


  I followed Dan down to Human Resources where Marilyn guided me through all the appropriate forms. I handed over my work phone, laptop, and security badge. I asked Marilyn if she could tell me why I was being let go. Her response was that the company was going through some restructuring and my position was being eliminated. Even though I had done nothing wrong, it was still degrading to go through the exit process. I was holding back all my emotions in an attempt to get through this with dignity and my head held high. Marilyn handed me a check for one month severance pay and then Dan was back at her doorway, ready to escort me outside the building.


  As we walked towards the office building entry, Dan smiled and cheerfully said, “Don’t let this get you down. You’re a pretty girl, and smart too. I’m sure you’ll find another job.”


  “Thanks,” I muttered as I walked out the front doors. Asshole. As if complimenting me on my looks would make me feel better for being fired. I unlocked my car, threw my box in the trunk and then peeled out of that parking lot like the street was on fire behind me.


  I was unemployed. Yep, that was the only thought I needed to completely break down. Tears started streaming down my face and I was doing that hiccuping cry thing. At a red light I pulled out my personal cell and sent a quick text to Kate.


  Evie: 911. Don’t ask. Bring tequila.


  I dropped my phone back into my purse as the light turned green. I don’t know how I made it home in one piece. I pulled into my parking space, my only thought to change into my favorite pair of sweats, the ones from high school that made me look completely unattractive but by the miracle of God were still in one piece. I stepped out of my car and bumped my head on the car door. “Shit!” I yelled out and started sobbing harder.


  “Evie?” I jerked my chin up and looked into the kindest brown eyes I’d ever set my gaze on. Ones that had been missing from my life for the past eight years. “Jon! Oh my goodness, is that really you?” I choked out and started running towards my front patio where he was sitting against the wall. He stood and caught me in a big bear hug as I hurled myself at him.


  “You okay?” Jonathan pulled back to search my face and then wiped at my tear stained cheeks with his thumbs. His expression was somber at my evident distress, but he gave me a little grin as he righted me on my feet in front of him. He stood back, took a good look at me.


  “I know you are happy to see me and I’m sure I surprised you showing up a week early, but you don’t have to cry about it. Really, QT, you can be so damn emotional sometimes!” He chuckled as I narrowed my eyes and scowled at him.


  “Stop with that stupid nickname. You know no one calls me that anymore, and I’ve become quite coordinated in my old age, thank you very much.”


  QT was my nickname in high school. Back then I was super clumsy. I blamed it on growing pains, but I literally could walk across a flat surface and find some way of tripping. Jonathan had been my best friend since we were children, growing up on the same street. So, as we walked the halls at school, I would always find a way to trip at the most inopportune times, and he was there to catch me before I made a complete fool of myself in front of the entire student body. He started calling me Quick Trip—QT for short—as a joke and it stuck, much to my dismay. However, college and later were kinder years. I guess I finally grew into my body and retained a little more grace, so no one used that nickname for me except Jon. God, it was good to see his smiling face.


  I took in his appearance. He had definitely filled out since the last time I saw him. His brown hair was cut short in that military style, and his face was completely clean shaven. He was over six feet tall if I had to guess, and strong muscles filled out his chest and arms molded by his shirt. He was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt with military boots. He looked good, really good in fact, and I felt a blush work its way up my face as I realized I was blatantly checking out my best friend.


  He chuckled again—“You like what you see, Evie?”—and burst out laughing as I turned crimson with embarrassment.


  “You grew up, is all. I haven’t seen you in so long, but I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your arrogance or your sense of humor.” I forced a small smile and paused to wipe under my eyes. My mascara wasn’t waterproof; I imagined I was rocking some major raccoon eyes at this point. “I’m sorry you had to see me like this. I must look like a train wreck, but I, my dear friend, am officially canned. I got fired today.” My smile faltered.


  “Aw, Evie, I’m so sorry to hear that.” Jonathan reached for me and I went into his arms for another hug. I missed this. Our friendship was strong when he left for boot camp, and I had seen him here and there over the years, but it had been years since I had this man in my life on a regular basis. He was still the person I could count on to catch me when I was falling. I pulled out of his arms and decided to put on my big girl panties.


  “Okay, enough pity party for this girl. Welcome to my home, aka affordable apartment for rent. It’s nice and homey inside. Come on.” I started walking toward the door and pulled out my keys to unlock it. “Let’s celebrate the return of the prodigal son with take-out and tequila!”


  Jonathan followed me through the door and scrunched up his nose in disapproval. “Tequila? That’s all yours, QT. You got any beer in this fancy place of yours?”


  I nodded as I led him through the apartment to my small kitchen. “Beer I can do.”
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  Thirty minutes later we were sitting on my couch with a huge spread of Chinese food and cold beer in hand. “So, last time we talked you weren’t sure what your plans were. Do you have work lined up or are you taking some time off?” I asked.


  Jon took a pause from shoveling fried rice in his mouth to answer me. “Well, I have a few prospects for part time work, but nothing I’m really excited about. Do you remember Matt Greenhall from high school?”


  “Was he the kid who used to suck his thumb when no one was looking?” I giggled.


  “No, that was his little brother, Phillip. Matt was older than us by a few years. Anyway, he owns a bar downtown and said he would bring me in to work security on weekends. It’s nothing fancy, but it will give me some income while I figure my shit out, and will keep my weekdays free while I look for something better.” Jon paused and turned to me with a serious expression. “There is one thing I’d like to ask you, but before I do, promise me you’ll think it over before answering.” He took a deep breath before fixing me with an anxious expression, letting the silence stretch between us.


  “What is it, Jon? You can ask me anything, you know that.” He was starting to worry me. I had no clue what he would say next.


  “I want to get a place of my own eventually, but I still don’t know what my future holds. At least for the immediate future. And the thought of moving in with either of my parents is enough to make me re-enlist. So, I guess what I’m trying to ask is if I can move in with you.” At my smile and nod of agreement he quickly added, “It would only be for a few weeks, a month tops, and I would pay my fair share of rent. It would just be until I get my own place. I don’t want any charity, so please don’t agree if you are doing so because you feel sorry for me.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Jon. You are one of my best friends. I consider you family, and family helps family out; it’s just what we do. Don’t for one moment think you are a charity case. I know you would do the same for me. You can stay here as long as you need. I have the spare room for you to use. It’s not super big and the futon isn’t very comfortable, but it’s yours for as long as you want.”


  Jon stood from the couch and pulled me up from where I was sitting. He wrapped his strong and very muscular arms around me for a hug. I heard him mumble an emotional, “Thank you, QT. You’re the best,” as my front door swung open and Kate came barreling through, shouting.


  “I just got your text and came as—”


  I pulled away from Jon and Kate stopped, bug eyed and mouth wide open, as a shocked expression flashed across her face. She quickly schooled her features back to her happy, carefree self. I noticed she carried her bag in one arm and a giant, and I mean giant, bottle of tequila in her other hand.


  “Hey Kate, it’s been a while . . .” Jon walked around the couch and offered her a slight wave. I walked over and gave my bestie a big hug and took the bottle from her hand. “Thank you for coming as soon as you could, Kate. It’s been a shitty day, but it’s ending much better than I thought it would.” I grinned at Jon. “Meet my new roomie!” Another shocked expression flashed across her face and then Kate scowled at me. “Oh my God, Evie. You could have just texted me that. I mean, seriously, I thought our 911 code was reserved for broken hearts and bad news!”


  She followed me into my kitchen as I pulled out three shot glasses. “Oh, this guy’s visit was not why I texted.” I paused to pour and slide each of my friends their glass. “I was fired from my dumbass job today and have absolutely no fucking clue what I’m going to do with my life next.” She gasped, probably in shock at both my news and my uncharacteristic foul language.


  I held up my glass and offered up my most positive thoughts. “So, let’s toast! To new beginnings and friends reunited!” The burn of the liquor faded down my throat as I tilted the small glass back. I smiled, a feeling of short lived contentment passing through me as I considered my two best friends, in the same room, together and sharing drinks again.


  “Oh, God,” I moaned, and let my head fall into my hands. “I can’t believe I don’t have a job.” I heard the shot glasses being refilled and one being pushed to where I stood at the counter.


  “Don’t worry, Evie. We’ve got you.” Kate smiled at me as I peeked through my hands. “Come on, chica. Let’s have fun tonight and celebrate your freedom from what really was a crappy job considering your level of intelligence, beauty, and potential. And let’s celebrate this sexy new roommate you acquired.” I opened my mouth in shock at her boldness. Kate winked at Jon, making him blush and I giggled a little. We tipped our glasses once again.


  A grimace replaced Jonathan’s smile. “Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?” He filled the glasses a third time. “I’m doing this against my better judgement.”


  My life had taken an unexpected and unwelcome turn today but I felt surprisingly at peace, surrounded by two of my favorite people on this entire planet. I was sure the tequila had nothing to do with that feeling. Correction. The beautiful faces looking back at me started to blur in and out of focus. God, I was such a lightweight.


  Kate tossed back her third drink. “Bottoms up, big boy. This isn’t high school anymore. Your girls are all grown up.” I just giggled.


  “Yes, you certainly have,” Jon muttered as he gave us each a hard look before smiling and finishing his drink.


  Jonathan pulled me into a side hug. “I’m out ladies. As much as I’d love to see what happens next, I’m entirely too tired to deal with this much estrogen right now.” He leaned down to whisper, “Thanks again, QT. You really are the best.” Then, he gave Kate what could only be described as a panty melting grin. “It’s really good to see you again, Kate. ‘Night.” He turned to walk down the hall and I caught Kate watching him leave the room.


  “Hot damn, that’s a nice ass,” she whispered a little too loudly.


  “I’ll take that as a compliment!” Jon yelled as the spare room door shut. Kate and I faced each other and burst into laughter. Kate proclaimed that we could not be sad about my job loss for the rest of the evening so we decided to spend the rest of the night watching re-runs of Grey’s Anatomy curled up on my couch until we both passed out.
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  “I’VE GOT YOUR FIRST CLIENT!” Kate announced, waving a sticky note as she waltzed up to the cozy booth where I sat nursing my coffee. I looked at her perfectly constructed outfit, the pink from her skirt perfectly matching her manicured nails and painted, smiling lips. I smiled as she took the seat across from me.


  “What do you mean client? Do you have a job lead for me?” It had been just over two weeks since I’d been laid off, and I was starting to panic over the whole job hunt outlook. I had a decent severance, but my savings account was lower than I was comfortable with. I didn’t have too much in the way of expenses besides rent and student loans, but I had never been unemployed. Like, I’d always had a job from the time I was sixteen until now; earlier if you counted babysitting gigs. This idle time didn’t do anything for my nerves. While some people would probably relish the free time, I just spent that time worrying.


  Kate sat across from me in the booth and leaned forward with a giant grin on her face. “No, silly, I have your first client. You know when we were talking at our last girls’ night about your super sleuthing skills and ability to weed out bad seeds from the dating mix? Well, it got me thinking . . . There are a lot of women, and men even, who would pay good money for that kind of investigative service. So . . .” She paused as our waiter stopped by the table and she ordered herself a tea. “Anyway, I started talking your new business up to my friends and people around the studio, and voilà! Your first client!” Kate handed me the contact info with a smug, accomplished look and clapped her hands.


  My face must have looked every bit as confused as my head felt. “Kate! You can’t just advertise a business that doesn’t exist because you think it’s a good idea! I mean, what am I supposed to do now? This person expects me to contact her and I have no clue what I’m even doing!” Kate’s smile had quickly turned to a scowl that probably matched my own.


  “Hold up, Evie. A nice ‘thank you best friend of mine’ for finding me a job would have been great. I guess I missed that.” I tried to reply but she continued on. “And you may not have paid experience, but your attention to detail and gut instinct about people are better than any private investigator I’ve ever met. I know you can do this, Evie. You’re too fucking talented to sit behind a desk as someone’s assistant!” Her enthusiasm and belief in me, however misguided, turned my anger to appreciation.


  I shook my head with a laugh. “Kate, how many PIs do you even know?”


  Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I know more than you think. Remember the photographer from our studio who was arrested for dealing coke a few years ago?” I nodded.


  “Didn’t you date him a few times?”


  “Date? Ah, no. We had some unbelievable sexy time, but we never dated. Anyway, the private investigator following him around—Rick, Randy, Robbie . . . I should remember his name. Anyway, we dated a few times. He had that angsty, troubled bad boy turned good vibe going on. Oh, and he was unbelievably talented with that tongue of his.” She looked away with a dreamy sigh and I had to laugh out loud.


  “Oh my Lord, you are such a whore! If you weren’t my best friend I would have to hate you.” We both laughed as our server set down Kate’s drink with a shocked expression and scurried away.


  “So promise me you’ll at least call this client back and hear her out. I kinda fibbed my way through a few of the details, but I mentioned you bill by the hour and require a five hundred dollar retainer. I told her you specialize in screening potential love interests, but also have experience catching men cheating on their wives and all that.” She grinned at me.


  “Oh, that’s great. Thanks so much for starting off my budding career as an investigator with lying.” I shook my head at her ridiculous antics. “Okay, I will call her, but for God’s sakes, please stop lying and spreading my name around. I’m serious, Kate. What if it screws up a real job search I have going? Please just promise me you’ll stop?”


  “Okay, okay! I get it, and I’m sorry. I never really thought about it that way.” She looked a little remorseful. That was good. I loved her, but Kate was spontaneous with everything she did. While that made her a blast, it was often exhausting to keep up. I swear, she lived in another world. One in which butterflies and unicorns danced the nights away. Somehow it really worked for her though. She was fun and loving, and once you knew her intentions were always in the right place, it was hard to dislike her.


  “So, tell me, how are things with the roomie? Have you banged him yet?” Kate wiggled her eyebrows.


  “What? No!” I choked and sputtered as I tried to swallow my last sip of coffee. “Jeez, Kate, you are so crass sometimes. You know it’s not like that with us.”


  “Hmmm . . . Seemed to me you two were on your way to getting nice and cozy when I walked in your apartment the night of the infamous 911. I wouldn’t even blame you. I mean, you have kept in touch all these years and that man is smoking hot. H-O-T, holy hell fucking hot.” She giggled as I rolled my eyes.


  “Yeah, he is attractive, but I don’t see him that way. I mean, he feels like the brother I never had, you know? But things are going really well; he is the perfect roommate. He’s been picking up shifts at that bar over on Seventh Street as a bouncer some evenings, and goes to the gym a lot. He cleans up after himself and even cooks, so really it’s nice to have the company, especially while I’m looking for work.”


  Kate huffed. “Evie, gimme something more than that. Seriously. Hot guy roommate and my imagination is going wild. I’m picturing y’all going to the pool and he needs sunscreen, which you so graciously agree to rub him down with, or it’s bedtime and you can’t sleep so he tucks you in and reads you a bedtime story, preferable of the naughty variety. You see where I’m going with this?”


  “Oh, okay, yeah I’ve got a story for you.” I start with a sly grin, “Last week after he was settled and all of his boxes finally came in, he asked me if I wanted to help him unpack. It happened to be really hot that day so we were both completely gross and sweaty from emptying boxes and moving furniture around. So, Jon asks me since we’re already gross if I want to join him for a quick run. I really haven’t done anything active since getting laid off, so I figured sure, why not. Well, we go running.”


  I leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered my voice; Kate matched my posture with rapt attention. “We get back home, both dripping with sweat, and Jonathan says, ‘Do you want to use the shower first?’ I say ‘No, go ahead.’ I head into the kitchen and he heads into the bathroom. I hear the water turn on while I’m getting a glass of water. But I hear some strange noises coming out of the bathroom.”


  I’m almost whispering now and Kate’s eyes are lit with excitement. “All of a sudden Jon yells at me from the shower, ‘Hey, Evie?’ so I walk closer to the bathroom door and answer him, ‘Yeah what’s up?’ and you’ll not believe what he asks me!” I pause to take a long drink from my mug and Kate is clearly frustrated at the timing of my break. She loudly hisses to me, “Oh my God, did he ask you to wash his back? Please tell me he volunteered to conserve water? Frickin’ A, tell me you saw his ass. I’m sure he has a spectacular ass!” I finish my coffee and set it to the side.


  “Then he asks me, direct quote, ‘I’m out of soap. Can I borrow your body wash?’” I deadpan and then burst out laughing.


  “Really, Evie!” Kate was sputtering. “Seriously, I can’t believe you did that to me. Do you even realize how excited you just made me? See, this is what I’m talking about. Enough with the practical. Evie, you need a little spice in your life. I’m serious about this private investigator gig, and I think you’d do a remarkable job. Please promise me you’ll at least call Stacey.”


  “I promise, I promise!” I raised my hands in defeat and then crossed them in front of me. “Who is this person, anyway?”


  Kate regained her excitement, “Okay, so here’s the dish. Stacey is a model who we work with from time to time. She’s loaded, like her parents own half of the commercial property in Old Town, and she was telling me how sick and tired she is of finding guys who only want to date her for her bank roll. Then she told me about this hot trainer at her gym who’s bringing the ladies, and men, into the gym in droves because he’s so gorgeous. So, that’s when I happily offered your services.” She grinned proudly.


  Whether Kate knew it or not, she was already winning me over with this Stacey dilemma. How horrible would it be to date someone and wonder if they just wanted your money or access to your family? It was bad enough that as a woman you had to wonder if the guy was dating you just to get in your pants.


  Yeah, I would help Stacey. I hated being dishonest with my experience, but really I had done quite a bit of pro bono work in this area. Maybe I was more qualified than I thought. Besides, if I got myself in a pickle, I always had Jon to help me out. After spending all that time with the Army, he had to have some top secret knowledge up his sleeve. This might be fun. Yeah, I could do this. What could possibly go wrong?
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  I came home that afternoon to find Jonathan sitting on the couch in the living room, staring intently at his laptop screen with his feet propped up on the small coffee table. He looked up as I plopped on the chair next to him. “Whatcha doing?”


  “Nothing much. Just checking the classifieds and realizing how unqualified I am for any of these jobs. Totally depressing, I know. What’s up with you, QT?” He set down the laptop and stretched his arms over his head with a big yawn.


  “Well, apparently Kate told some lady that I’m a personal investigator and now this person is expecting me to call her back.”


  “What?” He looked utterly confused. “Why would she do that?”


  “Well, this one night a few weeks ago Melissa was going on about how thorough a job I do cyber stalking potential suitors, and Kate took that idea and ran with it. Apparently, there are people out there who will pay good money for someone else to scope out their future love interests.” I shook my head in annoyance. “The bad thing is that I’m actually thinking about calling her. I mean, I have no job leads, and the least I can do is see if I can help her. I don’t know. That’s crazy right?”


  Jon seemed to consider what I was asking before he picked up his laptop and started furiously typing away. Okay. I guess we were done talking. I went to stand when he barked a quick, “Wait.” I dropped back down and he finished typing, setting his computer to the side before answering.


  “No, it’s not crazy. Let’s do it. You and me, Evie. Let’s be business partners as well as roommates.” I gawked at him. “What? I was expecting you to be the voice of reason here. We can’t just up and be PIs just because we say so. We can’t do that, can we?”


  Jon laughed at me and smiled. “I actually have a contact over in Washington, DC who does PI work now, and his brother is a lawyer, so I just sent him an email. I’m sure they’ll have us legitimized and up and running by the end of the week. So, what do you say? Partners?” He held out his hand to shake mine. I had to laugh at this bizarre turn of events.


  “Alright, I’ll be your partner.” We smiled and shook hands.


  “Now, set up a meeting with this woman as soon as you can. I’m bored as hell and need something to do other than throw drunk asses out of bars.” Jon actually seemed excited about this client prospect, which bolstered my own confidence. It was time to see what Stacey needed us to do.


  “Wait, we need a cool name. If we’re going to sound legit, we need to have a cool name.” Jonathan rolled his eyes.


  “We don’t need a cool name, Evie. We don’t even really need a name.”


  “No, we do need a cool name. Every successful business has good branding, and what are we without a good, catchy name? I mean, we should probably have a tagline too.” Jon laughed at me as I tried to come up with something catchy.


  “How about J&E Investigators—we find the assholes so they don’t go anywhere near yours.” Jon chuckled loudly at his own idea and it was my turn to roll my eyes. “J&E, huh. Why can’t it be E&J? Do you always have to be first?”


  “Nah, Evie, I don’t have to be first. I just think it sounds better. We could be super official sounding and go with something like ‘Beltran & Harper, Incorporated’ or ‘Harper & Beltran.’ I like that. It has a nice ring to it.”


  “Yeah, and our tagline could be something like, Harper & Beltran Investigators—let us do the stalking so you don’t seem like the crazy one.” We both laughed over that and I stood to grab my phone. “Because nothing starts off a great relationship better than hiring an investigator to conduct a background check. I swear some people have too much money.” I shook my head at the thought, but Jon’s face turned contemplative.


  “No, let’s not judge our clients. We don’t know their past experiences or their reasons. Everyone has secrets. Everyone has a past. There are some really bad people in the world. I’ve seen that evil first hand. If we can help someone avoid pain by doing a little investigating, and make some money while we do it, I say that’s a damn fine way to make a living.”


  Jon was right. Who was I to judge? I took my phone into my room and set up an appointment to meet with Stacey.
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  The next morning we met Stacey Mills-Sandoval at a quaint hipster coffee shop and I continually reminded myself over and over of Jon’s words. Don’t judge, don’t judge. I was totally judging.


  Stacey was the sole heiress to the Mills-Sandoval fortune and commercial real estate empire. The twenty-one-year-old spent much of her time pursuing a career in modeling. She was attractive on first impression, but after listening to her go on and on for the past twenty minutes, I noticed her nose was a little too big for her face, her smile too forced, hair dyed slightly too blond, and her breasts most noticeably too large and most definitely cosmetically enhanced. I actually felt sorry for her, because that had to hurt. It had to be really uncomfortable carrying those girls around day in and day out on her tiny, petite frame.


  Stacey was a spoiled little rich girl who had grown into a spoiled little adult. See, me, judging.


  “So, like, my thing is that I need to find a soulmate. I mean, my beauty isn’t going to last forever and I want to look damn good in my wedding photos, if you know what I mean?” She paused to look down at her cell phone and send off a text before continuing. “Sorry, so like, I have no time for little boys. My thing is I want a man, one who keeps himself in shape and has aspirations. Life goals, you know what I mean?” She eyed Jon a little too eagerly for my taste and then checked her pinging phone once more. This conversation had been going nowhere for entirely too long.


  “Stacey, we’re interested in the job and would like to take you on as a client. Why don’t you tell us exactly who we will be investigating and what information you want us to find, and I’m sure we can get started on this right away.” I hoped this direction would help wrap things up.


  “Okay, so like, there’s this trainer at my gym and everyone is talking about him, his name is Tate Reynolds, but like, he’s really private so no one knows what he does when he’s not at the gym. He’s like the best trainer they have, and really professional so like, I can’t tell if he wants to get with me or not. My thing is, I need to find out if he’s single, if he’s straight, is he married? Does he have a kid? I mean, I don’t do kids, and my thing is, I need a man who hasn’t knocked up his past girlfriend, you know what I mean?” Oh dear god, please shoot me now. Jon saved me from trying to reply nicely to her.


  “Got it. Sexual preference, relationship status, look into all past relationships, current living situation, extracurricular activities and find out if he’s sired any children. We can do that.” I was glad for his summary until he added, “Anything else?”


  “So like, my thing is, I need to know that he doesn’t need my money. Like, I can’t date anyone poor or in debt, because I’d never know if they wanted me for me, you know what I mean? Also, like, I have an image to uphold with my family being pillars in the community. It just looks bad for me to be gallivanting around with some charity case, you know what I mean?” Stacey glanced down to continue her important job of texting. I made a face at Jon to show my complete irritation. A grin spread across his face.


  “Okay, Miss Mills-Sandoval, I think that’s all we need for now. We have your contact information and will have our lawyers send over our contract, all standard. Please have your lawyers review before you sign if that makes you more comfortable. As soon as we receive the contract and the transfer of our retainer, we will get started and keep you posted of progress throughout the investigation.” Stacey’s eyes snapped up at Jon’s mention of lawyers and a giant grin lit her heavily made up face.


  “Oh yes, I’m impressed. Kate mentioned you were the best. I should have known she wasn’t lying. You know, if you do well by me, I know lots of important people who would also be in need of your services. Kate is just the greatest. She didn’t mention how she found you though. How do you know her?”


  “We like to keep things professional, and can’t discuss our personal life or any past clients. We wouldn’t be great PIs if we did.” He flashed Stacey another charming grin and she returned his smile. I was relieved; I had no desire to spend any more time with this woman. As if he could read my mind, Jon stood and I followed his lead. “We’ll be in touch.” We both shook her hand and hurried out the door and to my car.


  I closed the driver’s door, buckled up and turned the ignition key. My head was pounding with a headache from having to listen to that woman’s mindless, self-centered chatter. I turned to check my mirrors before backing out of the space when Jon piped in, “So like, my thing is, I need a fucking drink even though I’m not an alcoholic and it’s not even ten in the morning, like, you know what I mean?”


  We both burst out laughing and continued to make Stacey comments the entire way home. One thing was sure; Stacey Mills-Sandoval was not going to be a boring client. I just hoped we wouldn’t want to kill ourselves before we finished the job.
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  “OKAY, WHAT’S THE GAME PLAN?” I had just opened my front door to reveal my partner in crime for the day, or partner in undercover, if you will. I’m sure my mouth was still hanging open as I tried to take in Kate’s gym outfit. Bright, neon pink, skin tight leggings paired with matching lipstick, headband, and sports bra. Her slim waist and rock hard abs on full display with a confidence only Kate could carry. Her hair was blown out and she looked flawless. I was only confused at how she was going to work out and maintain the look.


  “What? You don’t like my outfit? I think I look smoking.” Kate smiled as she pulled down her black shades to further assess my clothing choices. “Oh my God, Evie. What in the hell are you wearing?”


  I had thrown on black yoga pants, which had admittedly never been worn to a yoga class, along with a faded gray t-shirt from our Alma Matter, the University of Colorado. I wasn’t wearing any makeup and had pulled my hair back into its usual low ponytail. “We’re supposed to be doing re-con on this Tate guy, not causing a spectacle, Kate! How are we supposed to sneak around and ask questions when every eye in the gym is going to be focused on you?”


  “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it that way.” She contemplated. “I guess I can cause a distraction. Allow you to sneak around unnoticed. Well, no one is going to notice you wearing that getup, so you are all set, Evie.” I gave her a stern look as she continued, “I can’t go to a gym if I have to dress like that. If I’m lucky I could meet my next playmate and I need to be prepared. Hopefully he’ll be covered in muscles and tattoos.” She smiled at me as I shook my head in frustration.


  “Fine. Wear what you want, but please behave yourself.” I turned to lock the door and followed her out to the car. “Jonathan is already at the gym. He said it would look suspicious if we all came together and he wanted to get a good lift in—his words not mine—before the gym got busy.”


  We buckled up and started the short drive to Lift Me Up, the newest trendy gym located in the recently renovated downtown district. I never kept up on the shops and businesses in this area, but with Kate’s job she made it a point to know all the latest and greatest hot spots. She filled me in on how this place had only opened two months ago and already it was the go-to gym in the area for singles in their twenties and thirties. They only hired the most good looking, fit, and talented trainers and offered all sorts of group classes, from Pilates and yoga to spin and kickboxing. So far their marketing plan seemed to be working. The trainer we were looking into was scheduled to teach a spin class this Saturday morning.


  We pulled into the parking lot and I gripped the wheel. My nervous energy hit me in the gut like a ton of bricks. I was going to puke. Noticing my distress, Kate placed her hand on my arm. “It’s going to be fine, Evie. Just walk in and treat this like any other job. Be your determined, professional, take charge self. You’ve got this.” I smiled at her words of encouragement as she continued. “And worst case scenario, you trip, fall flat on your face, and we all laugh about it later!” I laughed. “Oh thank you so much, Kate. That’s a comforting thought.”


  “I do what I can. Oh, oh! I know what will be fun. Let’s come up with code words!” She was practically jumping up and down in her seat. Kate had watched too many bad cop dramas. Her attempt to calm my nerves was working though. I grinned at her enthusiasm.


  “Okay, we can have code words. What are you thinking?”


  “Hmmm . . . well, let’s say you need me to cause a scene. You say flamingo.”


  “Flamingo?”


  “Yeah, well, animal names are hard to forget. Besides I’m wearing my pink outfit today,” she stated, as if that explanation made complete and perfect sense. Kate always knew how to lighten things up when I was anxious. It was one of the reasons I loved her.


  “Okay, flamingo it is. But let’s say I need to get out of a situation, like you know how awkward I can be when meeting someone new, and I need your help ASAP. We need a code for that.” My nerves were coming back in full force. Just breathe. I closed my eyes, taking slow deep breaths in and out of my mouth.


  “Yeah, okay. Let’s see. We need a phrase that you wouldn’t normally say. One that wouldn’t come up casually since this would be a full retreat situation. How about you say ‘shrimp on the barbie’ in your horrible Australian accent if that happens? People are probably going to think you’re crazy at that point anyway.”


  We were still giggling as we exited my car and walked through the doors of Lift Me Up. As I surveyed our surroundings, I was immediately impressed. The décor was urban and industrial, displaying metal beams and high ceilings with exposed duct work. However, it was really clean, and the shades of green and blue used on the walls along with hardwood flooring entertained a Zen-like feeling. The large, open entryway we walked into had a front workspace counter. Behind the counter were glass windows stretching from floor to ceiling and exposed the free weights, resistance machines, and treadmill sections of the gym. To the right and left were doors leading to what looked to be at least four studio classrooms.


  An attractive young woman with a nose ring, big almond shaped eyes, and gorgeous long, jet black hair looked up and smiled at us from behind the counter. “Good morning, welcome to Lift Me Up. My name is Carrie. What can I help you with?” We walked to the counter.


  “Hi, my friend and I have heard great things about this place and were wondering if we could try a class today?”


  “We’ve heard amazing things about the spin class.” Kate added with a wink, causing Carrie to grin.


  “Oh yes, so you’ve heard about our prized trainer already? Well, just to warn you, he’s not just a hot bod. He’s one of the best trainers I’ve ever worked with, so be ready to not be able to walk tomorrow and to shed at least a gallon of sweat.” She reached under the desk and pulled out two forms before placing the papers in front of us. “Please just fill these out and I’d be happy to show you around the facility and go over membership options while you wait. The spin class doesn’t start for another thirty minutes, so we have plenty of time.” She stepped away to answer the ringing phone.


  Kate and I focused on filling out the insurance waiver and emergency contact forms over the next few minutes. As we finished, I noticed an older gentleman wearing a gym polo greet Carrie. “Good morning, Nick,” she replied and then introduced us as she took our completed forms. “Evelyn and Kate, this is Nick Bradshaw. He is the brilliant mind and owner of this fine establishment.” She turned to Nick, “Kate and Evelyn heard about our classes and are here to try the spin class this morning.”


  Nick smiled in a most charming way, generous laugh lines framing his eyes and mouth. “Why don’t you show these beautiful ladies around then, and I’ll keep things running up here?” Carrie nodded and motioned for us to follow her.


  While walking through the building Carrie was outgoing and friendly, asking each of us about our fitness goals and favorite types of exercise. When we passed through the free weight section I noticed Jonathan right away. He was completely focused on his repetitions, moving back and forth quickly between sets of bicep curls and pull ups. He had his ear buds in and a ball cap pulled down low on his head, shading his eyes from plain view. He wore a fitted T-shirt and a pair of sweats hung low on his hips. Each time he went to hang for the pull ups, a few inches of his trim waistline peeked through.


  I was slightly embarrassed to be admiring my best friend this way but couldn’t seem to peel my eyes away. He was a sight to behold, and when I looked around I took note that I was not the only pair of eyes drawn to him. Even our tour guide, Carrie, seemed to have a hard time focusing on her task at hand.


  “Hey there, hot stuff!” Kate couldn’t seem to resist calling out as we walked by, earning us a quick smile and wink from Jon.


  “Oh, wow! He’s got a great smile,” Carrie whispered reverently.


  “I think he’s got more than just a nice smile; he’s got a nice everything!” Kate teased. I had to grin as Carrie looked at us with embarrassment and quickly apologized. “Excuse me. That was completely unprofessional. I’m so sorry. We make it a point not to ogle guests.”


  “We won’t hold it against you.” I smiled warmly at Carrie as we made our way back to the front where all the studios were located. Each studio had windows that faced the exterior of the building, allowing full view to anyone walking down the street. I’m sure it was a way to obtain free advertising, but it seemed like a stupid set up to me. I could do without the window view. I hated people watching me workout. I already knew I was horribly uncoordinated and slightly out of shape. I didn’t think others should be subjected to watching me. I guess I was just a private person, and working out was something I preferred to do within the privacy of my own home.


  When we arrived back at the studios, the front room had completely filled with guests in the short time we were gone. The space was packed with people chatting loudly amongst their individual circles of friends. The crowd gathered consisted of ninety percent good looking women in all different shapes, sizes, and ages. The remaining ten percent were attractive, athletic men, and if I was a betting woman I would wager the majority were homosexual. I looked down at my dopey workout clothes and wondered if I should have taken a lead from Kate. In my hope to go unnoticed, I actually stood out the most in this crowd. Carrie shook our hands and excused herself to head back to the front desk. Kate noticed one of her clients from across the crowd and went over to say hello, leaving me in the middle of the crowd, feeling more than a little self-conscious and out of my element.


  The area was packed tightly and I could no longer see Kate from where I stood. When the full volume around me hushed and turned to whispers, I looked around to see what had quieted the crowd. The change in atmosphere was palpable. A man wearing oversized black sweatpants paired with a pale blue fitted long sleeve shirt strutted through the crowd and towards the studio door.


  The first thing I noticed about him was his eyes. They appeared soft and kind, a beautiful shade of green framed by dark lashes that would make any girl jealous. The softness in his eyes stood out in sharp contrast to the hard lines of his toned muscles which were visible even through his shirt.


  He was tall, I would guess at least six feet, with broad shoulders and short brown hair that wasn’t styled and stood in all directions. He had scruffy facial hair like he hadn’t shaved in a few days, and two dimples that appeared each time he smiled. Which it seemed he did often. He greeted several people with that smile as he strolled in my direction. So, this must be the elusive Tate Reynolds. Well, I could certainly see what the fuss was all about. If you googled ‘perfect male body,’ I had no doubt this man would be in the top search results.


  As he passed by his eyes locked with mine for a split second and I swear I felt my insides turn to goo. Ugh, I would not be one of these ridiculous gym groupies. I chastised myself for getting caught up in his beautiful looks and started following the shuffle of people as we filtered through the now open spin studio door.


  I wasn’t pushy enough, though, so by the time I entered there were very few bikes left. I looked around in a panic and saw Kate had taken up a bike near the back of the room with no available seats left near her. She gave an apologetic shrug and called out a very loud “ka-caw, ka-caw!” with a smile which I realized was her attempt at a bird noise and reminder of our code word. Did flamingos even ka-caw? I grinned and shook my head at her.


  Looking around, I realized the only open bike was located in the front row. I hurried over, worried that if I procrastinated much longer I may not be able to take the class. Tate had one arm stretched across his bike and was greeting what seemed to be the class regulars, when he noticed me making my way to the open bike. He smiled. “Morning. Is this your first time?”


  I returned his smile. “I’m that obvious?” I grimaced as I lowered by gaze to my frumpy clothes. What the heck was I thinking? I would need to pay better attention to flamingo Kate and her clothing suggestions the next time. Although I would never admit that to her for fear she would take my trust and run with it, having me wear short dresses and heels at her earliest opportunity. I climbed onto the bike as Tate walked closer.


  “No, it’s just that I haven’t seen you in here before. And usually the newbies try and hide in the back of my class. I’m Tate, what’s your name?” He reached out to shake my hand and I returned the gesture, causing a shiver of anticipation to run down my arm. “I’m Evelyn, but you can call me Evie. I’d like to apologize in advance for how horribly I’m going to be at this.” I pointed to the bike and he laughed.


  He had a deep booming laugh that drew attention and I blushed in embarrassment. Good going, Evie. Way to make everyone notice you. That is, if they hadn’t already. I dreaded being the center of attention, but it seemed I made myself so as everyone had quieted to see what amused Tate. He walked around my bike and adjusted the handles and seat.


  “There. How does that feel?”


  “Good. I think.”


  “Well, don’t worry about it. Everyone starts somewhere, and you’re in good hands.” He nodded towards the man to my right. “If you have any questions once we get going, James here is a pro and I’m sure he would love to help you out.” Tate walked away and I exchanged a shy smile with my neighbor. James looked as if he were the long lost brother of Lance Armstrong. He was about my height and super lean, with muscle definition popping out on his calves as he pedaled at a leisurely rate.


  Tate walked over to the sound system, pushed a few buttons and popped on a head-set. The music started pounding and Tate greeted us all. “Good morning class. I hope you came here ready to work. Let’s get warmed up.”


  After ten minutes of pedaling and following Tate’s instruction I realized this was not the sport of choice for me. I was sweating profusely and having a difficult time catching my breath. Meanwhile James appeared that biking the Tour de France was something he did in his sleep. Now, I’m not overly coordinated or good at athletics, but one thing I am is highly competitive. Every time James turned his resistance up a notch I felt the need to do the same. He pedaled faster, and so did I. I’m not sure why, but there was something inside me that just couldn’t let someone else have the win, at least not without a fight. I had to prove I was more than what met the eyes. I was focusing on breathing and winning an imaginary race with James when I overheard two women behind me start having a rather loud conversation. One was telling her friend about a recent trip to the zoo with her three year old.


  Tate had everyone alternating between standing and sitting in thirty second bursts when I realized the direction of the conversation behind me was taking an unexpected turn. Loud mouth was huffing, “—and it was so adorable. She just loves all the birds. We had to stop and repeat the names of each one. I’d say macaw, she’d say macaw. I’d say eagle, she’d say eagle—”


  I looked forward as Tate told us all to kick it up a notch. He jumped off his bike and dropped his baggy sweat pants to reveal a pair of gray basketball shorts. There was nothing vulgar or inappropriate about the move. The man was obviously trying to keep cool while working up a sweat. However it did not go unnoticed. More than half the class erupted in a chorus of moans. Next to me James breathed a loud, “Sweet baby Jesus.”


  The woman behind me continued on with her story, “—and then the funniest thing happened when we got to the flamingos!” I heard a giant crash somewhere behind me. Tate jumped off his bike and ran to the back of the room. I closed my eyes in trepidation; there was a great probability that crash had to do with my best friend and the untimely conversation going on behind me.


  I turned and saw that Kate had somehow managed to fall from her bike and was clutching one leg in pain. Tate directed us all to continue pedaling as he managed to pick Kate up from the ground so she could lean on him. They walked towards the exit, her hobbling on her good leg with her bad leg balanced in the air, her arm wrapped tightly around Tate’s waist. She was whimpering in pain and I started to feel horrible. When they finally reached the door Kate turned her head to look back at me and winked.


  Tate ran back in a few minutes later and apologized for the interruption. He seemed determined to make us all pay for the momentary reprieve from his coaching, and when the sixty minute torture session was finally over I could hardly walk myself out of the gym. Well, that could have gone better. I wasn’t sure what we accomplished today other than make a complete mess of Tate’s spin class and possible permanent injury to my best friend. I hoped Jonathan had a better report for his efforts.


  As I shuffled out to my car, I noticed Kate sitting on its hood, looking down at her phone. “Kate, are you okay?” I yelled over to her, my concern for her injury pulling me out of my thoughts. She beamed at me and yelled back, “Flamingo!” Kate jumped down from my car and did a little dance to show she was fully well. I guess my bestie had a hidden talent for acting. I shook my head at her silly dance and had to laugh.
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  “EVIE, RIGHT?”


  Tate approached me as I waited in the gym lobby for my first private training session.


  “Yep, that’s me.” Tate smiled and I was instantly irritated at my attraction to the man. After Saturday’s disaster of an attempt at recon work, Jon and I had met to discuss our plan of attack in getting the information we needed for Stacey. Tate Reynolds had no social media accounts that we could find, so we had to resort to an in-person investigation.


  He was completely gorgeous. Dressed in black athletic shorts, paired with the gym’s blue logo t-shirt and classic black on black Nikes shouldn’t make a person look so good. I could see why Stacey could picture herself on his arm, leading the next generation of the Mills-Sandoval bloodline. They would make beautiful babies.


  “Did you enjoy my spin class the other day? I wanted to check in with you at the end of class but you must have left right away and I didn’t get a chance.” He motioned for me to follow and we walked together toward the machines and free weights.


  Jon was continuing to spend time in the gym making connections with regulars as well as staff members to gleam as much information on Tate as he could. His latest and greatest plan, however, was signing me up for ten sessions of personal training with the notorious Tate Reynolds. Something I was not enthusiastic about and pretty much dreading. Jon thought it would be an excellent way for me to make a connection with Tate and hopefully get a feel for what he was about. I guess I should take it as a compliment that Jon trusted my intuition, but all I was thinking of was how much this was going to hurt. It had been two days since the spin class and I could finally sit down on the toilet without wanting to cry.


  It was mid-morning on a Monday so the place seemed dead after the crowds I had witnessed on Saturday. “To be honest I don’t think spin is my thing, but it was a really interesting experience.” I tried not to grimace at the memory.


  Take looked concerned and shook his head. “I still don’t know how that girl was able to fall off her bike like that. I’ve been teaching for years and never had something quite like that happen. I haven’t seen her since and I just hope she’s okay. She seemed to have twisted her ankle really badly. I still can’t figure how she did that.” His brows knit in concern. I fought the urge to laugh. Just thinking about Kate and our code word fail had me inwardly chuckling.


  Tate smiled politely as we approached one of the treadmills. “Go ahead and hop up here and we’ll get you warmed up.” He started pushing buttons and I focused on not falling off as the tread started to turn. “Spin is certainly not for everyone, but what’s important is that you aren’t giving up on your fitness journey, and are willing to try something else. I’m glad you signed up for the full ten-session PT package. It gives us enough time to realize some results.” He upped the speed and incline.


  I nodded and huffed out a “yup.” I probably needed to care more about my fitness. This warm-up had me wondering how long I’d be on this stupid machine and how much he was going to up the speed. Spin, not my thing. Running, not my thing. I had to smile as Tate turned up the speed once more. Maybe Jonathan signing me up for PT had nothing to do with our client and he was only trying to tell me how out of shape I was!


  “So, Evie, what are your fitness goals? What do you hope to achieve?” Tate asked as he stood to the side of the machine. My shortness of breath and struggle were obvious; he added in a calm but stern tone, “Two more minutes. You can do anything for two minutes. Don’t forget to breathe.” It probably wouldn’t be acceptable to tell him I was only interested in finding out his entire dating history and eligibility to date a spoiled heiress. No, that wouldn’t get me what I needed, so I decided to be as honest as I could.


  “I want to get—” I struggled to suck in air. “—in better shape,” I added roughly as I focused on breathing deeply. Why was this so difficult? I looked down to notice Tate tapping the incline all the way up to twenty. Twenty? I didn’t know the incline went higher than ten. The machine tilted so steeply I felt I was jogging Mt. Everest. I worried I might actually fall off and gripped the sides with both hands.


  “No hands,” He commanded, making me drop them back to my sides. My lungs felt as if they were on fire as the timer hit the five minute mark. Tate slapped the stop button and the machine lowered its way back to a normal horizontal angle.


  “There, all warmed up now,” he added with a big grin and I glared at him. I think he was acquiring joy in my misery. He laughed and asked me to follow him over to the free weights.


  “Besides being in better shape, do you have any specific goals?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, most women I train have more quantitative goals. For example, wanting to lose X number of pounds, or so many inches from their waistline, or being able to perform unassisted pull ups. Do you have any goals like that? It’s okay if you don’t.”


  I felt a little defensive as I replied, “No, I don’t. Unlike some of your clients I actually like the way I look. I’ve always been curvy and it’s something I’ve embraced and love about myself. I’m not trying to change the way I look, and I couldn’t care less what someone else thinks about me. I’m not here to impress. Now what I would like is to get through a class or one of your little warm ups without feeling as though I’m about to die. Other than that, I’m happy with the way I am.” I accentuated my point by crossing my arms over my chest and fixing a glare on him that dared him to argue.


  He met my reply with a booming laugh. “Damn, I knew I liked you, Evie.” I relaxed my posture and met his laughter with a slight smile.


  “Okay, let’s get this torture session over with.” I huffed. He laughed again and put his arm around my shoulders, leading me over to where we would begin.


  “Come on, Evie, I’m not that bad. At least you get to look at this charming face while we pump some iron.” I rolled my eyes at his teasing arrogance.


  “Someone sure likes to look in a mirror. Please spare me the ‘I’m a hot trainer and I know it dialogue.’ We both know you are beautiful to look at. Moving on now.”


  My eyes widened in fear as I realized I had said that last part out loud. My normal politeness filter must have been lost somewhere on that treadmill run. I was pleased to note that Tate glanced away and wouldn’t meet my eyes. When he wouldn’t meet my eyes I wondered if he was embarrassed by my rant.


  Well, good. The old Evie would have apologized for her rudeness, but I wasn’t going to. Tate seemed to recover quickly, though. He moved closer and started me on a series of arm exercises with what seemed to be the tiniest dumbbells on the rack.


  “I hope you aren’t giving me these tiny weights because I’m a girl and you think I look weak.” I continued working as he counted my repetitions out loud. “I’m a lot tougher than you think.” He smiled at me and took the weights from my hands.


  “Oh, I have no doubt. The reason I gave you these tiny weights as you so nicely called them, is that we’re going to work on form and building muscle mind connection first, and then increase weight. The worst thing you can do is lift with bad form just because you want to go heavy or look tough. That leads straight to injury.” He turned to put them back on the rack.


  “Don’t worry though, I’ll have these guns growing in no time and we’ll up the weight each week.” He squeezed my bicep and I grinned sarcastically.


  “Oh goodie, something fun to look forward to.” Tate grinned and teased playfully, “Don’t challenge me, Evie. You’ll regret it. I never back down.”


  Something in those words excited me. It was most likely my overly competitive spirit coming out to play. “Bring it on, Mr. Reynolds,” I replied, and tried to focus on my task at hand as he set me up for the bench press.


  “How long have you worked as a trainer?” I asked between sets.


  “Since we opened, but I’ve worked as a trainer for most of my adult life.” Well that was vague. He stood behind the bench steadying the bar as I struggled to push it up and then bring it back down.


  He drove me throughout the rest of my allotted time, establishing a quiet rhythm. I found it difficult to speak, let alone form any decent questions while working out. I followed his direction and was pleased to find Tate was an excellent trainer. He was kind with his words of encouragement, which elicited a desire to push myself harder. He also was a stickler for form, dissecting and directing as I practiced different lifts.


  “It seems really dead in here compared to this weekend.”


  “Yeah, our busiest times are in the mornings and evenings, and weekends of course. The middle of the day is actually the best time to come in if you want the place to yourself.” He paused to adjust my hand placement on the barbell. “You are actually my last client of the morning. After you, I leave for a few hours and come back in the evening to teach two classes and work with other clients.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I hope I’m not keeping you from something. I could come in earlier next time if that helps you out.”


  “Don’t apologize, Evie. You’re my client and I wouldn’t schedule the time if I couldn’t commit. So what is it that you do for a living? Not many people your age have time available mid-day to be at the gym unless they are stay at home moms or insanely wealthy.” I paused to consider his question. This was where things got dicey. I hate lying with a passion; however, my new career path seemingly required it. I had to be as honest as I could allow.


  “I have a lot free time because I’m between jobs right now. I actually was let go a few weeks ago due to some company restructuring, and I just finished up my MBA so I’ve been applying to different jobs and playing the waiting game. I’m the kind of person who doesn’t do well with lots of downtime.”


  “I can understand that. I can’t even remember a time when I’ve been without a job. I can imagine it’s not easy to be side-lined when you like to be busy.” He motioned for me to stop my reps and started re-racking the weights we had used.


  “So, Evie, does that mean you would be free after this to join me for lunch?” He met my surprised expression with a grin that showed his dimples. Oh crap. What do I do here? I had been so comfortable and interested in our conversation that I hadn’t realized I might be sending signals that I was interested in more than just a PT session. I had been asking him many personal questions that he probably thought I was interested in more. On the other hand, what better way to dig deep into his background than getting him to open up and talk to me? Already, our conversation moved so smoothly I was sure I could gain valuable information by spending more time together. Jonathan would probably kill me if he found out I passed up on an opportunity like this only because I was too scared.


  Tate’s grin faded into a confused expression at my lack of response. Someone as good looking as him probably wasn’t used to being turned down. Good, this would be a good lesson in humility for him. “Okay, I’ll go to lunch with you.” I answered, and his face lit up before I continued. “But just to be clear, we are going to lunch as friends. Nothing more. You okay with that?”


  His booming laugh returned, and I had to smile back at him. “Damn Evie, you sure know how to bring a man down.”


  He gave a look of mock hurt as I replied, “I have a sneaking suspicion I’m nothing like most women you know.” I followed him as he led the way to grab a mat for what I prayed would be a cool down or stretch and the end of what I would now refer to as torture sessions.


  Tate chuckled and shook his head in amusement, “Oh, you’re nothing like anyone I’ve met before, that’s for damn sure.”


  We finished with a short abdominal set and then on to blessed stretching. He made me promise to finish stretching and then meet him in the front lobby in fifteen minutes while he finished up a few things. I was glad for the time alone. I mentally prepared myself with a list of questions and hoped this new detour in the plan would work to my benefit. I stood after stretching and hoped we could get this job wrapped up before my ten sessions were complete.


  I took some time in the locker room to wash my face, re-wrap my hair into a ponytail, and throw a hoodie over my sweaty shirt. That was as good as it was going to get for the time being. I hadn’t planned on changing or showering and with my overall lack of enthusiasm for all sport related activities, my gym bag didn’t hold many essentials.


  I walked back through the lobby to find Tate chatting with Carrie at the front desk. He saw me approaching and waved a good-bye to her, met me in time to open the door, and held it for me to pass through. We walked outside into the beautiful, sunny daylight and I pulled my sunglasses out of my purse and slid them over my eyes. Tate turned to me. “So, any food allergies, preferences, dislikes, or anything I should know about?”


  I decided to tease him a little. “Well, I don’t eat anything but salads in public and I’m a vegan.” He tried unsuccessfully to not balk at my answer. I laughed and his look changed to one of relief. “Anything really, just no sushi. I’m not a big fan, and always leave those places starving.” He grinned.


  “Good, I like a girl who knows how to eat. There’s this food truck a few blocks down that serves the best hotdogs. Short Leash, and before you knock it, they are not your average dog. They come up with all these amazing combos and toppings.” I smiled at his enthusiasm. “Sounds good, I’m game. Should I meet you there?”


  “Nah, why don’t we ride together? Parking can be bad this time of day. We can take my car.” He started walking and I had to work to keep up. His legs were much longer than mine and my muscles were tightening up on me already. We walked to a pristine white Dodge Charger and I whistled in appreciation.


  “Nice ride.” He grinned and popped the trunk. His biceps bunched as he peeled his work shirt over his head, revealing rock hard oblique muscles and a strong, built chest. His chest and upper arms were covered in intricate tattoos that had me wishing I could get closer to inspect their designs. After a minute or two I noticed Tate was no longer moving and my eyes flashed up to meet his smirking face.


  Busted. I was caught openly checking him out. I looked away and my cheeks heated in embarrassment. He chuckled and pulled on a clean T-shirt from a duffel bag before opening the passenger door. I ducked my head and sat, still mortified that I was caught staring at his magnificent body.


  When we pulled into a parking space just a few minutes later, Tate told me, “Stay put,” and proceeded to jog around the front of the car in order to open my door again. It seemed Tate Reynolds was quite the gentleman. It was nice to see some men still had good manners.


  We both ordered the Devil Dog, an all-beef dog covered in peppers, chilies, onions, and jalapeños with a side of fried pickles to share. I attempted to pay my fair share, but Tate refused, insisting it was his treat. I found us an open space at one of the small standing tables the truck had set up in front of the open lot in which they were parked. Tate brought our drinks over and then returned to the truck to retrieve our food. A few minutes later I was thoroughly enjoying my meal when I noticed Tate staring at me. I took another bite of my dog and met his gaze across the small table.


  “Oh please, dear Evie. Please stop. You’re killing me here.” He complained with a groan. “What?” I looked up, confused at his obvious discomfort.


  “Please stop eating the hotdog that way.” He stared at my lips as if they held all of life’s secrets. Oh, for goodness’ sakes. It was an intense experience having all of this man’s attention focused solely on me. He looked as if he would eat me up. The tension between us began to build and I felt it pulling me in like a magnet. Then, like a bucket of ice water poured over my head, those feelings were doused when I remembered Stacey Mills-Sandoval and my true purpose for spending time with Tate.


  “What way? Like this?” I attempted to break the mood and took an extra-large bite in the most unattractive of ways, laughing as I proceeded to get cheese and chili sauce all over my lips. He groaned into his hands in frustration. I laughed again and took a napkin to clean my face. “What? How else would you have me eat a hot dog?” I raised my brows and added cheekily, “Knife and fork?”


  “I guess we’re even now. You like my body, I like your mouth.”


  I shook my head. “I’ll have you know I was just surprised at all the ink you have hiding under your shirt there, mister.” I paused to ponder and added, “I don’t know why; I just didn’t expect it.”


  “Yeah, I guess I do have a lot of ink. I’ve added to it little by little over the years, and it’s so much a part of who I am that I don’t even notice. I’ve always kept it to places I can cover, though. Some of the clubs I’ve worked for required I cover any visible tattoos so that’s what I’ve done.”


  I nodded in agreement. “Well, it is beautiful artwork.” He chuckled.


  “I was going for bad ass or hot as hell, but I guess I’ll take beautiful as a compliment, coming from you.” He stopped to throw away the trash from our table in a nearby can. “Do you have any tattoos, Evie?”


  I shook my head. “No, I’ve always admired tattoos. I mean, I think it takes a good level of commitment and trust to be able to let someone else permanently mark your skin. I love the way it looks, but honestly I’m too chicken shit to make that kind of decision.”


  He smiled and met my gaze. “I think ink would look amazing against your skin.” I flushed at his words and took a big gulp from my drink in a futile attempt to cool my heated skin.


  Tate seemed to consider his words before continuing, “I’ve never really thought about it that way, though. I would say that it takes a lot for me to trust someone outside of my inner circle, but walk me into a tattoo shop and I’m good letting an artist I just met do his or her thing!” He grinned as I finished the last fried pickle.


  “That was delicious and now I’m stuffed. Thank you for the meal, Tate.” The food really was amazing; I mentally added this food truck to my list of favorite lunch eateries. We moved to walk towards the car. Tate stopped.


  “Do you want to walk around a bit before we head back? There’s this really cool park about a half a mile from here.” He looked hopeful. “I’m having a good time with you, Evie. I’m not ready to say good bye yet.” I smiled and nodded at his sincerity. I had to agree that I was enjoying our time as well, which caused a swirl of conflicting emotions. I pushed those down and mentally told myself to focus on the task on hand. I followed Tate’s lead as we made our way through the neighborhood and towards the park.


  “So, who gets the honor of being a part of your inner circle?” I asked as we walked side by side.


  “Well, not too many people. I’m a very private person and I guess you could say I have major trust issues.” He laughed, but I sensed his underlying discomfort at my questions. He certainly wasn’t going to make this easy on me. I tried a different angle.


  “That’s good, though. I’m sure you are a fiercely loyal friend. That’s kind of how it is with my sister and me. We’re only a few years apart and really close. She’s one of my best friends and I’d do anything for her. It’s nice to have that relationship, to know someone is always there when you need them and vice versa. I’m lucky to have a few good friends like that as well. They are practically family because we’ve known each other for so much of our lives.” I thought of Jon and Kate.


  He seemed to relax once I turned the conversation in another direction. We walked upon the park he had mentioned, I had to admit it really was a beautiful space. The park was tucked away from the busy street in a cozy downtown neighborhood. It wasn’t too large, but boasted a small pond with walking paths and garden beds full of flowers in full bloom. Off to one side was an open grassy field and small playground. We started our way towards the pond. It was a typical Arizona spring day, sunny with a cool breeze shifting though the air.


  “I’m glad you have people around who you can count on, Evie. It’s important to have that kind of support. I actually have a sister who lives not too far from here. That’s what brought me to take the position at Lift Me Up. I wanted to be closer to her. I was living in California before this, and I wanted to be there when she needed someone. Ya’ know?” He paused and motioned for me to take a seat on a shaded bench that faced the pond. A mother and her small child fed the ducks off in the distance. We sat in peaceful silence, taking in the beauty of the day surrounding us.


  “So, Evie, besides your sister and good friends, do you have a special person in your life?”


  “What? Like do I have a boyfriend?”


  “Yeah, do you have a boyfriend? You seem like the kind of woman who would have a boyfriend . . . that and you turned me down for a real date.”


  I met his questioning stare and tried to look offended. “I don’t have a boyfriend, thank you very much. Is it so hard to believe I just don’t want to date you? And I’m not a lesbian, if that’s what you’re going to ask next.”


  His booming laugh made me smile. “That is actually not what I was going to ask. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. I meant you seem to be the type of woman who attracts a good man and doesn’t let him go. I guess I’m surprised that you’re single.” He noticed my look of irritation and quickly amended, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, either!”


  I shook my head and laughed at his feeble recovery. “I know there is nothing wrong with that and I’m not looking for approval. I’m actually happily single, thank you very much. How about you? You have a girlfriend?”


  “No, no girlfriend for me.”


  “Are you gay?” I added cheekily, and he laughed again. “No. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” We grinned at each other.


  “From what I’ve seen at the gym, you have quite the fan club. I’m sure you have no trouble finding dates.” I casually mentioned this, meeting his gaze with raised eyebrows that dared him to argue.


  “I’m sure I could find a pretty woman who would be up for extracurricular activities, if that’s what you’re implying, Evie, but I find that to be an empty experience I’d rather avoid. “ He paused as if to consider his next words. “When I’m with a woman I want to be one hundred percent sure that I’m the only thought in her mind. That and the pleasure I bring her, and I want to know she feels the same about me. I want to learn everything she likes, everything she hates, what makes her cry, and what makes her smile. Now that—” He paused at the view before us as a look that could almost be taken for sadness crossed his handsome face. “That is something worth having. I’m not going to waste my time or energy on anything less.”


  Well, damn. This beautiful, strong man before me had me at a loss for words. There was more to Tate than I originally thought. He was funny, thoughtful, and a little secretive. Sure, that last part had me frustrated, but I was up for the challenge. The only troubling part was that I found myself more interested in discovering his secrets, not to hand over to our client, but to feed my building personal desire to know more about this man. I was being pulled into a sticky situation. The problem was that I had no yearning to stop.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  AFTER SPENDING MOST OF MY afternoon with Tate, I had just enough time to run home to take a quick shower and change clothes before meeting up with Jon. He and I had arranged to meet at five for a dinner of pizza and wings at Joe’s Pizzeria, a tiny family owned restaurant not too far from my apartment. Joe and his daughter Abby ran the hole in the wall joint, which didn’t boast much for ambiance, but served the best New York style pizza in the metro area. They did a lot of take-out and delivery sales, and like every other time I’d chosen dine-in over carry-out, there were no more than three families in the restaurant. It would be the perfect place to meet because Jonathan and I could talk freely about our investigation without being overheard or distracted.


  I smiled as I thought back to my day with Tate. He was surprisingly enjoyable company. I knew from the beginning he would be charming, which he was, but that wasn’t why I appreciated his companionship so much. I think I had unconsciously assumed he would be shallow and self-absorbed like I found Stacey to be. That was no longer the case. I couldn’t place exactly what it was about him that had me so intrigued. But I liked how he made me laugh and how he challenged me in conversation. Tate wasn’t exactly an open book, and I had a feeling this full background check was going to take longer than we previously anticipated. I hoped Jonathan would be proud of the progress I made today.


  I waved at Abby behind the counter taking an order on the phone line, and snagged an empty booth in the back. Jon had sent me a text that he would be late so I passed the time texting Kate and my sister, Melissa. I watched a video of my niece, Claire, giggling infectiously and looked up to see Jon striding purposefully towards our table. He sported a look of excitement and took the space across from me to sit down.


  “Hey, QT. Sorry to make you wait, but I have some amazing news which will hopefully earn your forgiveness for having to hang out in this dive longer than necessary.” He grinned as I scowled in defense. “Hey! This place isn’t a dive!” I paused to look around and consider his assessment. “Okay, it’s not the Ritz of pizza joints, but I love the food here and Joe is always nice to me. Plus, he gives me free breadsticks.”


  “Yeah, not the Ritz; more like a Motel 8. And Joe only gives you breadsticks because you flirt with him.”


  I glared at Jon. “I do not flirt. Especially not with Joe the pizza guy.” Of course Joe took that moment to approach our table, which didn’t help my argument.


  “Evie, my most beautiful customer! What can I get for you tonight? And don’t worry; I’ll bring out a basket of breadsticks, on the house, while you wait for the food. Even though you hurt my feelings bringing another man in here? I thought we had something special!” The timing of Joe’s friendly, booming voice was seamless and Jon couldn’t help but continue to laugh.


  Joe was middle aged, about as tall as me, with a round belly, and broad smile. He had a large nose and salt and pepper hair. He had a joyful energy and we always exchanged a playful banter. I had been coming to Joe’s for at least five years, and while some would be embarrassed to be on a first name basis with the owner, I liked the personal touch; it always made me feel special.


  “We’ll take a large meat lover’s with a side of wings, medium, and a pitcher of beer. Thanks Joe.”


  “You got it, Evie.” Joe walked back to the front counter and I returned my attention to Jonathan’s smug grinning face.


  “What? Just because he knows my name doesn’t mean I’m a flirt. I happen to have a memorable and likable personality.”


  “That you do. And I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact you come in here at least once a week?”


  “Hmm . . . I may love pizza a tad more than what is socially acceptable. What can I say? Pizza has always been there for me and never lets me down. We always seem to come back together, even when I try to cut things off.”


  Abby came by to deliver a basket of breadsticks and our beer. “Thanks Abby.” She smiled at me and blushed when Jon added a thank you before scuttling back behind the counter.


  “Okay, you ready to hear my good news?” Jon’s eyes were lit with excitement. I nodded. “Of course.” He poured us both a glass of beer as I devoured a breadstick.


  “Well, it seems Stacey Mills-Sandoval is already singing our praises and she has some connections. We received two calls today from prospective clients.” He shook his head. “It’s crazy to me because we have only been on her case a few days.” I took the glass he offered me and drank. “I’d never personally recommend a service until I’d seen the end result.”


  He seemed blown away but I wasn’t surprised Stacey had been spreading our name in her circles. She seemed like the type who liked to flaunt and impress. I was sure she was talking us up as the elite firm who specialized in relationships that we claimed to be.


  “Have you talked to the new clients yet?” I asked.


  “Just briefly when they called. I booked us initial meetings with both clients tomorrow morning. I hope that works with your schedule.”


  “Yeah, since I’m still unemployed I should be free.”


  “You know, QT, if this goes right you won’t need to find another job. I mean it. We could have a successful business in this line of work, which I personally think is pretty fucking awesome.”


  I smiled at his enthusiasm. I guess I still didn’t believe we could make a real go of this. I needed to focus on our clients and do my best to make sure they were happy customers. Jon had shown more excitement towards our new-found business than I had, and I wanted this to be a success for him. It couldn’t have been easy leaving a successful career in the military to come home and start over. I was suddenly hit with empathy for his situation.


  “You doing okay, Jon?” I smiled softly and reached my hand to cover his across the table. He met my eyes and I saw something spark there for a brief moment, but I wasn’t sure what it meant. The moment was broken at a loud banging and sudden movement near the front door. We both looked up as the door opened and in came Kate, clumsily making her way through the restaurant on a pair of crutches. I gasped.


  “Oh my goodness, Kate! What happened?” Her right foot was wrapped in a brace. Jon shared my concern as she made her way to us with a giant smile on her face, bumping into several tables and chairs along the way.


  “Hey guys, I’m here to crash your party!” Kate smiled, acting like it was completely normal for her to be walking around on crutches. “What happened to your foot, Kate?” I pointed to her leg.


  “Scoot,” she told Jon, and fell into the booth next to him, propping her crutches against the seat. She was dressed impeccably, her usual Kate self, with a knee length black pencil skirt and silky red sleeveless top. Her lips and nails were painted apple red to match, and her blond hair was down. She looked lovely and didn’t seem the least distressed about her apparent injury.


  “Oh, this silly old thing?” She glanced down at her leg. “I’m just getting in some last minute practice. I don’t want to break character later.” She smiled like that explained everything. Jon’s eyebrows knit with confusion.


  “Break character? What, are you in a play or something?”


  Kate laughed. “No, I’m a horrible actress! This is for my date.” Oh god, this was going nowhere.


  “What date, Kate? Did you hurt your foot?” I hoped my direct questions would get us some real answers. Kate grinned and leaned forward with her forearms on the table. “Oh, Evie, he is so unbelievably hot. So, you know when Tate helped me out of class on Saturday after my little distraction? Well, he took me to one of the offices where Towel Boy brought me ice for my foot. Towel Boy was so dreamy and so attentive and I just couldn’t let the moment go to waste. I asked him out before he helped me out to the parking lot.” She looked away wistfully and let out an exaggerated sigh. “We’re meeting in an hour for drinks. Also, his hands are gigantic.” She winked at Jon and he rolled his eyes, his disgust apparent.


  “So you’re pretending to be injured?” Jon clarified.


  “Yeah, well, I can’t walk around on our date tonight like I never hurt my foot. I mean that would be weird.” I laughed at the absurdity of her reasoning. “I decided I should practice with the crutches today at work, and when everyone assumed I hurt my ankle, I just went with it. They were all being so nice, offering to bring me coffee and lunch. My boss even let me leave early. It’s just a slight sprain, by the way.” Jon shook his head at her antics but I couldn’t help but giggle. There was never a dull moment with my best friend in the room.


  “So, you’re just going to lie to this guy to get in his pants?” Jon demanded.


  “What? It’s okay when guys do that, but when a girl does we call her a slut?” Kate glared back at Jonathan.


  “I didn’t say that. I just think you’re better than that, Kate. Besides, what do you even know about this guy? He could be a bad dude, or have an STD. Have you thought about that?”


  “Ha! That’s real rich coming from you Jonathan. I’m sure you were a pious saint, spending all those years in the Army. What, are you going to act like my father now? Run a background check on every guy I date? News flash, it’s been eight years since you’ve been back. I’m a big girl now. I can take care of myself.”


  “Kate. Jon. Play nice.” I tried to interject but they ignored me.


  “Maybe I will run a background check on him. What’s Towel Boy’s name, or do you even know his name?” Kate’s eyes lit with anger.


  “His name is not important and I may have forgotten it. What’s important is that I can spend my time however I wish, with whom ever I desire, without having to go through an approval process with you!” She was steaming mad now and Jonathan seemed to realize she was about to explode.


  “Look, I just want to make sure you are safe okay? It would kill me if something happened to you.” Kate’s posture softened a little. She moved to stand.


  “I’m fine. I don’t need you to worry about me. I can take care of myself.” She punctuated that last part and grabbed her crutches, but one snagged on a chair leg sending her flailing towards the floor. Jon managed to move fast enough to catch Kate just before she hit the ground.


  “Yep, looks like you’ve got things completely under control.” He chuckled as he righted her. She gave him one last glare before straightening her spine and awkwardly making her way out of the restaurant. I just smiled, but once Kate was safely out the door, Jon and I couldn’t help but laugh together.


  “She certainly has changed since high school.” Jon shook his head. “I don’t remember her going on a single date. Now it seems like she goes through them like skittles.”


  I laughed at his analogy. “Skittles? As in she wants to taste every flavor in the rainbow?” He chuckled at me. “No, but that would probably work too. I remember in high school she loved Skittles. You two would buy this enormous bag and they’d be gone before I’d had more than a handful.”


  Abby came by with our pizza and wings and placed them in the center of the table. “Enjoy!” she said before heading back to answer more phone orders. “I had completely forgotten about that. Yeah, she loved Skittles and used to make me get them every time we had movie night.” I grabbed a slice of pizza before adding, “I can’t believe you still remember that.”


  Jon already had a stack of discarded chicken bones on his plate. “I remember a lot of things, Evie.” He wiped his hands before going for a slice of pizza. I took a sip of beer.


  “I know you’re probably quick to make judgements about Kate and her new found love of men, but you don’t know what she’s been through. She overcame a really bad breakup in college. It’s not my story to tell, but it kind of turned her off to the whole serious relationship thing. Just try to be nice, okay? She’s still the same kind-hearted friend you knew when we were younger.” He took in my expression and nodded in agreement.


  “Oh, I have some other good news! I can’t believe I forgot to tell you.” Jon started to say with renewed enthusiasm. “My buddy, Brock—you know, the one who works in private investigation back in D.C.? He said they recently upgraded a lot of their equipment so he overnighted us a box of spy wear we can use. Brock says it’s old by industry standards, but it’s better than nothing, and the cost was in our budget.”


  “How much is he charging us?” I asked with skepticism. I couldn’t imagine shelling out money on this business when we barely had any clients.


  “Nothing.” He beamed and I was sure my face mirrored his.


  “That’s excellent news! So, what kind of equipment is it? Something cool like pens with hidden microphones or a teddy bear with a hidden camera in its eyeballs?”


  “Not quite that high tech, just a camera that works well at long distances, a few bug listening devices and video cameras, that kind of thing. It may not be the latest on the market, but it will get the job done. By the way, I think I’m going to take the next few days to start tailing Tate Reynolds. I have two theories about him from the time I’ve spent asking around at the gym. One is that he’s a really boring, really nice guy. The other is that he’s hiding something. And based on my experience in the world, he’s most likely the second.”


  I took a big gulp of my beer and tried to figure out why Jon’s assessment of Tate bothered me so much. He could be right, but why was I suddenly hoping Tate was just a really good guy. It wouldn’t matter since we were doing this research to report back to Stacey.


  Jon finished another slice of pizza and then leaned back in the booth with satisfaction. “This may be a dive, but this is really great pizza, Evie. Good call.”


  “I told you it was the best.”


  “Oh, I forgot to ask. How did your PT session with Tate go today? Learn anything useful?”


  “I don’t know if I learned anything useful besides how to squat with proper form, and even that is questionable.” He laughed and I continued. “We did start to build friendly conversation, but he seems to be pretty closed off about his private life. It was hard to ask him questions without being obvious.”


  “You were always a horrible liar, Evie.” Jon grinned. “One of the things I love best about you.” I finished eating and we talked a little longer before heading back home.


  Why didn’t I tell Jon about spending the afternoon with Tate? He would have been happy to see that I was making progress on this case, I was sure of it. However, divulging the details of our day together seemed like a betrayal of the honest and real time Tate and I had shared. I pushed down my uneasy feelings and decided it wouldn’t hurt to keep this from Jon for now. It really didn’t matter because I didn’t have any useful information to report. I kept telling myself these things as I drove home. By the time I pulled into our complex I had pacified my conscience and persuaded myself I was doing the right thing.
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  THE NEXT MORNING I DRESSED early, selecting a simple green blouse, black leggings and my favorite black leather boots. I pulled my hair back into a simple low bun and threw on some mascara and lip glass to complete my look. I packed my gym bag in case I didn’t have time to come back to the apartment between our client meetings and my next personal training session with Tate.


  I walked into the kitchen to find Jon leaning against the kitchen counter, sipping what looked to be one of his disgusting protein concoctions. He was fully engrossed in whatever he was reading on his phone screen. He looked entirely too good, wearing a pair of pressed khaki pants and a button down black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to show off his strong forearms. His hair was still wet from his earlier shower. He looked as if he were pulled right from a Ralph Lauren advertisement.


  “Good morning.” I greeted him and moved to grab a water bottle from the fridge before we had to leave. Jon looked up from his phone. “Good morning, QT. You look nice today.” He grinned at me and then added, “Ready to gain some more clients?” I let out an exaggerated sigh.


  “As ready as I’ll ever be. I just hope they won’t be as annoying as Stacey Mills-Sandoval. So what’s the plan?”


  “Our first meeting is at eight o’clock at Cartel Coffee Lab over by the university; Miss Veronica Ortega is a grad student there. I don’t know exactly what she wants from us, though. She only said she needed the upmost discretion, which I promised wouldn’t be a problem.


  “Our next meeting is in the North Valley at ten with a Mr. Blackman. He is a recently divorced single father of two teenage daughters. He told me he had two different projects he needed our assistance with, so that should be interesting.”


  “I’m going to drive separately so I can make my PT session at eleven, or I can cancel if you think it’ll cut things too close.”


  “No, if we get held up with Mr. Blackman, just leave when you need to. I don’t want to lose any momentum we can gain on the Tate Reynolds investigation. I plan on tailing him today and tomorrow after he leaves work.”


  “He said he works most mornings and then goes back for the evening rush.” I remembered what Tate told me about his work schedule and hoped the information helped.


  “Okay, so let’s plan to meet back here for dinner so we can strategize a plan for our new clients. We better get going, QT. Morning traffic is a bitch.” We left our apartment and headed out to meet our next clients. It was exciting that our business was already growing. I didn’t feel we had actually earned it, but with Jon as my partner, it seemed we could take on the world.
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  Cartel Coffee Lab had a great metro hipster vibe going on inside. It boasted the best fair trade organic and local grown coffee in the metro area. I ordered Jon and I coffee and he found us a table in the back corner, away from the rush of students shuffling in for their morning fix before tackling a day of lectures and homework. We waited a few minutes before Veronica Ortega walked in and found us. I’m sure we both stuck out in this crowd, being both too old and too mainstream compared to our surroundings.


  Veronica was exceptionally beautiful, short and thin, her Latina heritage showing through her gorgeous brown eyes, dark hair and caramel skin tone. She wore a simple bright orange maxi dress with strappy sandals that accentuated her flawless skin and figure. Her hair was styled in loose long curls and she wore big hoop earnings that complimented the unique gold bangles adorning each arm.


  Veronica greeted us with a nervous handshake and took a seat. Jon made introductions and I smiled reassuringly at her. Her tight smile and slight shaking of hands made me wonder if she was apprehensive about our meeting.


  “What can we help you with Miss Ortega?” Jon asked, and she paused with a look of uneasiness.


  “Don’t worry. Nothing you say will shock us, Veronica,” I added. This seemed to help her relax.


  “I want to hire you to look into my fiancé.” At that I noticed the giant rock upon her left ring finger. “I feel horrible having to do this, but I have my suspicions that he has not always been faithful. You see, we have been together for five years now and I truly love him. He has a selfish nature, which I have always tolerated, because it is just part of who he is. I know he loves me, but I need to know with one hundred percent certainty that I can trust him.” She glanced down at her ring finger and shook her head. “You must think I’m a horrible person.”


  “Not at all Miss Ortega, if your gut tells you there is a possibility of his unfaithfulness, I say trust it. We’ll do all we can to assure you of his intentions. It’ll be done in the most understated manner so nothing comes back to your name.”


  “And if nothing comes back, you can be free to move forward with your engagement in the fullest of confidence,” I added to Jon’s statement, and Veronica looked relieved.


  “Thank you both. You really don’t know what this means to me. My father cheated on my mother for most of their marriage. She always took it and looked the other way, but I never understood how she could stand by someone who treated her so horribly. It’s hard for me to comprehend, but she loved him and was willing to let those other women have a piece of him as long as he always came back to her.” She shook her head before continuing.


  “I knew that was something I never wanted for my own life. I’m sure I’m just overacting because Anthony keeps asking to set a date for the wedding, but I want to be sure. I think if I married him and found myself repeating history all over again, it would break me.”


  I nodded in sympathy and Jon answered. “Well, I’m sure you are much stronger than you think, Miss Ortega. I know you wanted extra discretion, so I prepared our contract and disclaimer documents ahead of time. Included is a questionnaire so we have the information we need to get started. You can take these with you and either email or fax them back to us. As soon as we receive those and the retainer, we will begin investigating right away.”


  Veronica took the folder from Jonathan and began looking things over. Jon and I had spent some time last night putting together a welcome packet, if you will, for potential clients. I was really impressed with how everything came out. It made me feel less sleazy and more professional about prying into people’s private lives. She finished reading through the paperwork and looked up.


  “I’m probably being paranoid, but I’d like to fill these forms out here and give them to you now. I don’t want to chance a digital paper trail that will lead back to me. Do you have time to wait?” I looked at Jon to answer. We had our next client meeting across town; it probably wasn’t professional to ask her to hurry the hell up and start signing.


  “We have another meeting to get to, but I’m sure Evelyn wouldn’t mind waiting here while you complete the forms. I can head to our meeting now and she can meet me there.” He turned to me. “Does that work okay?” I nodded.


  “Of course, I’d be happy to wait. Veronica, can I get you a coffee or some tea? I’m going to get another coffee while you start these.”


  She shook her head, offered a polite, “No, thank you,” and began the task at hand. The forms were fairly basic, but the background sheet on the person being investigated was very detailed to help us try every angle possible. Jon and I stood, and he walked with me on my way back in line.


  “Text me when you leave, okay? I’ll head out and start our meeting with Blackman.” I agreed and he was out the door quickly.


  As I stood in line I pondered all that Veronica had shared about her family and the fears of her fiancé’s infidelity. I couldn’t imagine growing up in that kind of environment. Her obvious disdain for her father’s actions made sense to me, but her own mother’s quiet acceptance must have hurt even more.


  My parents had been for married thirty-two years and not once had either stepped out on their marriage, that I knew of. The constant love they had shown each other set the bar high for my sister’s and my own expectations in a partner. The dedication, love, and laughter they showed over the years were something I wanted in my own future relationship. Anything less was unacceptable.


  I wondered if Veronica’s suspicions of her fiancé came from insecurities deeply rooted by her parents, or if they were justified. I hoped not the former, and we could well assure her of his fidelity so she could move forward with her life without doubts getting in the way.


  When I got back to the table, Veronica had most of the forms filled out. Twenty minutes later, I was in my car with the completed forms and a PayPal notification in my inbox alerting me of the transferred retainer. I put the address Jon sent me into my phone’s GPS and flew down the freeway singing along to my favorite tunes. I glanced at my phone when I heard a text notification.


  Jon: Second meeting done. Just go to PT. I’ll meet you back home tonight to discuss.


  Well, okay then. I had to cut across four lanes of traffic to get off the freeway and start making my way towards the gym. I drove past three separate car accidents, so what should have taken twenty minutes took over an hour. I rushed into Lift Me Up to find Tate chatting with Carrie at the front desk, saying something that had her giggling in amusement.


  My irritation at being stuck in traffic must have filtered into my attitude because seeing Tate and Carrie together pissed me off. I didn’t try to hide my annoyance as I approached them both. Carrie looked up and smiled. “Hi, Evelyn. How are you doing?” My eyes flickered over to Tate’s still grinning face. “I’ve been better,” I ground out. Tate responded to my rudeness by stating the obvious.


  “You’re late.” I rolled my eyes.


  “I’m not late. Our session starts at eleven and it will be eleven in exactly—” I paused to look at my cell, “—two minutes.” I gave him a forced smile and he tried to hide his frustration at my answer.


  “Well, you don’t look ready to workout dressed like that. As your trainer, I need you to respect my time the way I respect yours. I’m here ready to go while you obviously are not.” My jaw dropped open. Really? He was going to make an example out of me right now in front of Carrie? It wasn’t even my fault I was late. Usually, I was impeccably on time, if not early. I glanced at Carrie and noticed she was trying to ignore our conversation by looking down at the calendar in front of her.


  “Look, it’s not my fault okay? I hit a bunch of traffic on my way here and I should have been here at least a half an hour ago.” I should have just apologized and made my way into the locker rooms, but there was something about his face and tone that just wound me up.


  “Look, I don’t want to hear your excuses. Don’t let it happen again, okay?” I had to bite back a smart retort. I internally repeated the mantra my mother always told me as a child, “Don’t say anything, unless you have something nice to say.”


  “So, are you going to stand here all day or are we going to do this?” he asked in a commanding voice. I glared at him.


  “Oh, we’re doing this.” I turned and stomped towards the locker rooms to change into my athletic clothes. He was going to regret talking to me like a child. I was a grown ass adult and didn’t appreciate being treated like a petulant girl. I was still fuming inside when I walked through to meet him near the treadmills. Tate Reynolds was going to regret the day he messed with Evelyn Harper.


  The training session that followed became a silent battle of wills between Tate and me. I was mad he insinuated that I showed up late with complete disregard to our session. As if I was purposefully trying to get out of doing work. I was not an inconsiderate person, and the least he could have done was given me the benefit of the doubt. But no, he quickly jumped to the conclusion that I was just a self-centered person. Furthermore, he spoke to me as if I couldn’t follow directions. Well, I was going to prove that wasn’t the case.


  The following hour passed in quiet defiance on my part. Tate offered direction with little emotion and I completed those exercises with one hundred percent effort. Even when I struggled and wanted nothing more than to take a quick breather, I fought through the pain, knowing that letting him see my weakness would only prove him right about my character. It honestly felt as though he pushed me even harder today, willing me to break, and ask to quit. Well, nice try, buddy. When put to the test I was one of the most competitive people out there. Gone were the friendly banter and shared smiles of yesterday’s session.


  At the end of the hour, Tate offered me a quiet, “Solid work today, Evie.” I just nodded and marched straight to the locker room to retrieve my bag. I would stretch at home today. I had no desire to hang around this place a moment longer than necessary. I was halfway to my car when I heard Tate yell after me.


  “Evie, wait up!” I stopped, closed my eyes and took a deep cleansing breath before I turned around to face him. Tate jogged over to where I stood in the parking lot and stopped a few feet in front of me. He placed his hands nervously in his pockets, rocked back and forth on his feet, looking at the ground before lifting his eyes to meet mine. I looked at him expectantly. He called my name; I wasn’t going to break the ice here.


  “You did great work today, Evie.”


  “Is that what you came out here to tell me?”


  “Yes. Well, no. I mean, yes, you did do an excellent job today. I also wanted to say I’m sorry.” He took me off guard with his apology. “Look, I had a great time with you yesterday and when you showed up late today it just bothered me. I’m sorry I jumped down your throat about it. I was an asshole, and I hope you don’t hold it against me.”


  “Thank you Tate, I appreciate that. I’ll see you in a few days at our next session, okay?” I moved to leave.


  “Wait. Evie, do you maybe want to get lunch again today?” I considered accepting his invitation. For the sake of the investigation I was tempted to take him up on his offer, but personally I needed some time away. I appreciated his apology, but I was fuming mad just a few minutes ago and now suffering what felt like emotional whiplash.


  “I don’t think so, Tate.” I said, and sighed. As much fun as it would be to forget what happened and move on, I didn’t think I was capable just yet.


  He looked a little disappointed but then added with a smile, “Maybe next time then?” I returned his smile with a genuine one of my own.


  “Yeah, that sounds good. You have a good day, Tate. And thank you for the apology. It means a lot to me.” I turned to walk the rest of the way to my car. “I’ll text you?” He yelled to me with a grin. I opened my car door to slide in.


  “You don’t have my number.”


  “Sure, I do. It’s in the computer system here.” He pointed to the gym and I just shook my head at him.


  “Isn’t that some kind of a violation in gym-member confidentiality code?”


  I threw my bag onto my passenger seat. He just grinned wider before laughing and heading back inside. I could already feel my muscles revolting in protest of the workout they underwent. I sat carefully on my seat, trying to move the least amount possible. The soreness that had already started was about to spread throughout my entire body.


  Maybe that hadn’t been the best way to get back at Tate. It felt really good to show him I could take whatever he handed my way, but now I was sure I would regret it. Thank God my next session wasn’t until Friday.
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  I KNEW LEAVING EVIE WITH Veronica Ortega was the best alternative since one of us needed to be on time for our meeting with Blackman. Evie still seemed a little unsure of herself when it came to private investigating, but she was doing a better job than she gave herself credit for. Besides, Miss Ortega was probably one of the most low-maintenance clients we would ever meet. Evie would be able to handle her just fine, and it would be a decent step in building her confidence. Next time I’d make sure to schedule client meetings further apart.


  I climbed into my Ford F-150 SuperCrew truck, the only splurge purchase I had allowed myself upon release from the Army. The lifted truck was only a few years old, the exterior clean and painted black. It was awesome. I could have easily purchased something more practical or a little older¸ but I deserved one indulgence for my time served and the money I saved over the years. I cranked up my stereo and hoped most of the morning rush had dissipated as I followed my directions to the meeting with Blackman.


  When I spoke with Harold Blackman yesterday he mentioned it would be best for us to meet at his store. I pulled into a row of boutique shops at fifteen minutes before ten and found myself double and triple checking the address in front of me. I don’t know what I expected, but it was not the high end lingerie shop I was parked across from. A sign reading Jolene’s Intimate Apparel in large script lettering hung above the storefront. I exited my truck, setting the alarm with a double click to the remote, thankful it was still early and no one would see me entering this place.


  I walked in, a tinkling bell chiming to alert the staff of a customer’s arrival, and looked around. The store was small and intimate, the displays showcasing the variety of lovely, classy, and downright naughty options of undergarments. I found myself curiously studying a particularly confusing ensemble. I mean, seriously, how a woman was supposed to get that on solo was a conundrum. She would need an entire prep team with all those ties and hooks. This particular piece was a little wild and fun and my mind immediately wondered what Kate would look like wearing it. I could see her in something like this; it was totally her style.


  I was still daydreaming and staring at the lingerie when I was approached by a short, sophisticated looking older woman. She was wearing a stylish burgundy pant suit and looked like a modern day Mrs. Poppins. “Would you like me to box that up for you?” she asked with a polite smile. My face burned. It was embarrassing to be caught ogling a mannequin. “Oh, no thank you. I’m actually here to meet Mr. Blackman. Is he here by any chance?”


  Her smiled widened. “Why yes. He said he was expecting a few visitors today. Please follow me right this way.” I followed the saleswoman through a curtain draped door and past three open changing rooms to a door marked ‘Staff Only.’ She gave three quick knocks and a loud, deep “Come in” was heard through the door. She turned to smile at me. “Go right on in. He’s expecting you and I need to get back out front.” She politely excused herself and brushed past me.


  I opened the door to find a large storage space filled with an overabundance of boxed merchandise. There was a large workroom table in the middle of the room and two smaller desks off to the sides, each holding a computer and phone. One desk was cluttered in a disorganized mess, note paper and mail strewn about, the keyboard barely visible. The other desk was pristine and spotless, so clean it appeared as if no one worked at that space. I was puzzled that I still hadn’t seen the man behind the loud greeting.


  “Hello, you must be Mr. Beltran.” The deep voice sounded again and I looked around once more in confusion. My eyes found the man’s face peeking over a row of boxes stacked about four feet high. I smiled and moved towards him.


  “Yes, I’m Jonathan Beltran. My partner Evelyn Harper isn’t able to join us today.”


  Harold Blackman walked around the boxes to shake my outstretched hand and I was surprised to take in his appearance. For having such a deep voice I wasn’t expecting a man who was barely five feet tall. At six-two I felt like a giant standing across from him.


  Blackman was thin with dark hair and dark eyes hiding behind a pair of thick framed glasses. He looked to be in his late forties and wouldn’t be considered very good looking by the opposite sex if I had to guess. He was clean shaven and wore a relaxed expression on his face., but there was an uncomfortable and awkward feeling in the way he moved.


  “I’m Harold Blackman. Thank you for agreeing to meet me here and for being available to meet so quickly.” He motioned for us to sit at the large worktable. I appreciated the gesture. Seated made it easier for us to speak eye to eye.


  “Sure thing, it was no problem. I have to admit I wasn’t expecting a lingerie store after we spoke yesterday. How long have you owned this place?” Call it nosy, but I was curious how this tiny, unattractive man had come to own a store specializing in women’s undergarments.


  Blackman grinned at me. “Well, it was my ex-wife’s dream to open this place. We opened ten years ago when our girls were still little. It was hard work but we managed to grow into a relatively successful small business. We opened an online storefront a few years ago to try and expand to a larger market of women, and that has actually turned out to be the most profitable segment of the business.” He paused to grin wider. “So when I caught my wife cheating, I made sure I took one hundred percent of the business in the divorce.”


  I tried to school my features but I was a little taken aback by the delight Blackman expressed in retelling his situation. If it was possible, he smiled even wider as he added, “You know this place is named after her?” I nodded once again and decided to move our conversation back to the purpose for my visit. It was apparent he took great pleasure in taking away his ex-wife’s dream, which was a little too vindictive for my taste.


  “On the phone you mentioned you had two areas for investigation? Why don’t you tell me a little about that?” Harold Blackman’s expression turned serious.


  “I hear you specialize in relationship background investigations, but I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me with something outside of that realm. First, let me explain that when my wife and I decided to separate last year after her infidelity, our divorce became a very ugly situation. Not that anyone enjoys going through the process of a divorce, but ours was particularly nasty.


  “I demanded I get the store, which she relinquished after taking our family home and the vacation condo in Mexico. But most of our fighting had to do with our girls. I have two daughters, my sixteen year old, Violet, and my thirteen year old, Elena. To say the entire experience has put a strain on my relationship with my daughters is the understatement of the year.” He paused, taking a deep breath.


  “At first, we tried shared custody of the girls. I realize they need their mother, but it was hard for me to share them with her. She’s a selfish bitch. But the fact they are teenagers doesn’t help. I’m just a man and they are becoming little women; they need feminine guidance. I mean, it’s not as though I can give advice on boys or makeup or tampons, you know?” I tried to hold back a smile as I nodded my reply and waited for him to continue.


  “Well, we had regained some semblance of a routine when Jolene decided to run off with her latest boy toy to live in Mexico. Now I have the girls full time. I admit I’m not perfect at raising girls or being a single parent, but I think it is best that they aren’t subjected to anymore of their mother’s escapades.” I had to agree. As much as I understood there were two sides to every story, it didn’t sound like mom was willing to put her children before her own wants.


  “Since Jolene left for Mexico, Violet has become distant and closed off. She won’t talk to me and is increasingly mean and rude to her younger sister. Her best friends don’t come over to the house anymore. She won’t tell me why or what’s bothering her. She’s always been quiet and reserved but she’s downright secretive now, and I have no clue what she’s up to half of the time. I understand these actions are normal behaviors for most teenagers, but my instincts tell me this is more than your average teenage rebellion.” He looked at me with imploring eyes.


  “I would like to hire you and your partner to find out what’s going on with her. Maybe she is being bullied at school or in some sort of trouble and she thinks she can’t come to me? I’m at a complete loss for what to do here. I want to trust her but I can’t seem to shake this horrible feeling. Do you think you can help me?” He asked me with such heartfelt emotion I could clearly see that whatever distain he held for his wife had not transferred to his feelings for his girls.


  “I can assure you we will do our best to find out if there is anything going on with your daughter.” He looked relieved at my answer.


  “I can’t begin to tell you what this means to me. My friends think I’m overreacting, but I know my girls and something isn’t right.”


  “You said there was a second matter?” I questioned and Blackman’s somber expression changed to one of delight.


  “Yes. There is a woman. I have much affection for her and would like to begin a courtship. However, given my history, I do not trust my own lust filled eyes to select a woman who is worthy of my love. She delights and tempts my senses every single day, yet we never speak.”


  He gazed off wistfully. Okay. This man was just strange. In all my years I had never heard any man talk about a woman with such effusive language. All my sympathy for his situation floated out the door as he continued to enthuse about his potential girlfriend as though she were an antique toy to be acquired. I tried to remain professional.


  “What exactly would you like me to look into?” He smiled a broken smile.


  “Her ability to stay faithful to a lover, of course.”


  I agreed we could help Blackman in both matters and left him with the relevant paperwork before heading outside to my truck. I encouraged him to share as much information as possible regarding both matters, because something told me this guy had more baggage than an airliner cargo hold. He promised to email the completed forms within the next twenty-four hours so we could get started immediately. I sent Evie a quick text before getting in my truck. I hoped she wasn’t close, because her driving out here would be a complete waste of time.


  As I opened my door I noticed a petite Asian woman glaring at me through the storefront window adjacent to Blackman’s. I slipped my shades down over my eyes and she disappeared from the window. That was kind of strange. The store looked to be one that sold old, refurbished furniture and unique art and household decorations. Or maybe new items that just appeared to be old. The sign above read, Restoration Decor & More. I wondered briefly who the woman was and then shook off a strange feeling before starting my truck.


  I looked at the clock and decided to stop back by Evie’s apartment and grab some of the spy wear my buddy Brock had sent us. The box had been waiting at the door last night when we got home from dinner, and I couldn’t contain my excitement at having a few new gadgets. When it comes to boys and their toys I guess we never really grow up.


  I had plenty of time so I decided to change into more comfortable street clothes, going with basketball shorts, T-shirt, worn Nikes and a ball cap. Before heading out I made sure none of my clothes had identifying logos or labels on them so I could blend into the crowd. I grabbed a pair of military grade binoculars and the telephoto lens camera. This was my first stake out as a civilian and I brimmed with excitement.


  After driving to the gym I found a good street parking spot where I had a view of the main and employee exits as well as the majority of the parking lot. With my shades on and hat pulled low, I settled in to wait for Tate to leave from his morning shift.


  I had asked around the gym while working out there this weekend and found Tate’s co-workers seemed to respect and genuinely like him. No one seemed to have a relationship with him outside of work so I wasn’t able to get any personal information. He could just be a simple guy with a limited social life, but his friendly demeanor with gym clients told me that wasn’t the case. I was sure he had a story, and I was determined to find out what it was.


  I saw Evie exit the building. Uh oh, I knew that walk anywhere. She was angry as hell. I zoomed in with my binoculars to be sure. Yep, QT was pissed off. I had to chuckle because normally she was a pretty easy going person. However, she had this feisty side and once she was angry she was quite the little fireball.


  I wondered what had crawled up her ass. She was probably still mad that I signed her up for personal training sessions. She hated working out. It wasn’t nice, but I found it oddly satisfying that she was stuck putting in time lifting weights when she hated it so much. I didn’t like the idea of Reynolds having one on one time with QT, but I had to put my personal feelings aside for this case.


  Evie was special to me and I was fiercely protective of her. When we were younger she was like the sister I never had. As we grew older I began to hope there would be a time when she would look to me as more than just a friend. She was incredibly beautiful, funnier than most people knew, and smart as hell. One of the things I found most attractive about her was that she had no clue how beautiful she really was. She had an organic, classic beauty that drew all eyes to her when she entered a room.


  After deciding to not re-enlist for another term I had hoped maybe we could find a way to kindle a romantic relationship, but so far I couldn’t tell if Evie was interested in the same. To be honest, I was too chicken shit to mess with the good thing we had going. Our easy friendship was something I valued most. I would never fuck that up, even if it meant she ended up with some other guy. I would always do whatever Evie needed, because she was just that damn important.


  Evie was sure to get further into Reynolds’ personal life than I was. That was the reason I set up the PT sessions. He would probably hit on her, but I could trust her to keep her relationship with Reynolds strictly professional. It was just the kind of character and work ethic she had.


  A few minutes after she exited the gym, Reynolds came running out of the building, looking around and yelling something that had Evie stopping in her tracks. I watched the brief encounter as the angry energy visually deflated out of Evie’s body language. I wish I knew what they were saying, because after a short conversation Evie drove off with a smile on her face and Reynolds headed back into the gym with more pep in his step than I liked to see. Ass. He probably made a move on her.


  I continued to wait outside the gym until Reynolds exited the employee entrance fifteen minutes later. He got into his Dodge Charger and sped out of the parking lot. I held back a little and then pulled out, easily following his sporty ride off in the near distance.


  A short five mile drive had him pulling into the parking lot outside a preschool. I didn’t follow into the parking lot, but continued along the road, making a U-turn a half mile down the road and pulling into an empty spot street side. I waited a little longer before he exited the preschool, smiling and laughing as he held the hand of a small boy who looked to be age three or four. The kid looked to be a mini version of him. Bingo. I wasn’t going to jump to any conclusions, but it looked like Reynolds was a daddy.


  Well damn, things were getting interesting now.


  Reynolds opened the door and pulled the front seat forward so the boy could scurry into the back. He leaned in to buckle the boy safely into his seat and then straightened the seat to get in as well. I noted how un-family friendly his vehicle was. I always hated that, when a guy drove a vehicle perfect for hitting on chicks and he had a house full of kids at home. If I was ever a father I’d proudly turn my truck in for a mini-van full of crazy fun. I know that wasn’t the norm for my gender, but hell, a van full of kids and a woman who loved me was my ultimate dream come true.


  Reynolds pulled out of the lot and I once again followed at a distance. They ended up in a neighborhood not far from the gym and I was extra careful not to follow too closely when they pulled into a carport driveway. The neighborhood was quiet and not many cars or people were out and about on the street at this time of day. The homes here were small but the yards were maintained nicely. It was an older neighborhood, mostly brick or stucco one story homes, painted in a variety of colors that gave off a fresh, friendly vibe. It was quaint but cheery, a place I could imagine young families living.


  I drove around and found a good stakeout point, where I could see Tate’s home clearly without my truck being parked directly across the street. It was more difficult to find a space in this setting, in broad daylight. I didn’t want to cause concern or draw attention to myself so I decided to keep an eye on things without the camera for now. If I saw any movement from the house I would be a little more daring.


  A few hours of waiting with no movement at all had me itching for some action. I found myself wondering who the boy was. A few hours later a school bus came around the corner and stopped directly in my line of view. Well, that sucked. I couldn’t really move without causing attention to myself. And nothing draws attention like a large, muscular unknown man hanging out at a bus stop. I was sure to have two or three soccer moms calling the cops on my ass if I tried changing lookout positions now.


  I impatiently waited as a stream of elementary aged children exited the bus and went in their prospective directions. A few mothers came out of their homes and walked down to the driveway ends to wait for their children to return from the day, while most children walked along without a parent to greet them. When the last child had exited and crossed the street safely, the bus pulled away and drove past my truck. My line of sight was finally open.


  To my surprise, Reynolds was outside in the yard with the small boy. An identical, only older looking, boy ran over to them both. He greeted Reynolds with a giant hug. Reynolds picked the boy up and threw him into the air, causing both children to laugh hysterically. This day was getting more and more interesting by the moment.


  Reynolds was possibly the father of two young boys. Of all the possibilities, this was a surprise. I was expecting something more along the lines of discovering he was a player or a manwhore. Dad of the year, not so much. The boys’ features favored Reynolds so strongly that I’d bet money they were his offspring.


  The little crowd made their way back into the brown stucco home, and it was back to the waiting game for me. I was starving and bored. I had years of experience with guard or surveillance duty, both equally tedious jobs, especially when performed across the globe under some pretty damn uncomfortable weather situations. However, in those times I always had a brother in arms to pass the time with, making it a little more entertaining. This was just plain boring.


  I pulled a protein bar from the gym bag on my back seat and munched while I waited. Reynolds returned to work most evenings so I expected him to leave the house soon. I was extremely curious to see who would come home to take care of the boys, or if he would be dropping them somewhere before his shift. I didn’t have to wonder much longer.


  A few minutes before five o’clock an older gray Toyota Camry pulled into the carport alongside the Charger. I pulled out my camera to get a closer view as a strikingly brown haired beauty exited the vehicle dressed in pink scrubs. Her face was stunning and even through a pair of scrubs I could tell she had a nice body.


  The boys ran out of the front door to greet her, and she squatted to give each boy a big hug and kiss. Reynolds followed at a more casual pace and as the woman stood she leaned in to hug him. He leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek and she smiled up at him with adoration. They had a brief conversation as the boys ran around in the yard, before hugging again. Reynolds pulled out his keys and yelled to the boys. They both took a quick reprieve from their game of tag to run over and hug him. The woman said something and the boys ran into the house. She smiled and waved as Reynolds backed out of the driveway.


  Well, damn. Reynolds was the father of two children. And looked to be in a committed relationship with a beautiful woman. The way she interacted with the boys made it seem she was most likely their mother. Also, it appeared she and Reynolds were a couple. I wondered if they were engaged or even married. I felt a sense of pride knowing I had actually done some good detective work today.


  I needed to head back to the apartment to fill Evie in on the news. It looked like she might not have to complete those ten sessions of PT after all! I knew she would be thankful for that. We would also need to update Stacey Mills-Sandoval of our progress. Stacey may not be happy with our findings, but at least she would see we had done a thorough job. I was sure we would continue to gain business from her and all her acquaintances, which was just fine by me. Beltran & Harper Investigators was off to a hell of a great start. Harper & Beltran. Whatever.
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  OH. MY. GOD. I WAS crying. Hot tears streamed down my face as I attempted to stretch out my hamstrings. I fell to the ground of my living room floor in utter defeat. I was so stupid. I was not made for the kind of workout Tate put me through today. “Please someone, just put me out of my misery,” I moaned from the ground. Laughter sounded behind me but I was in too much pain to even acknowledge Jon’s return to our apartment.


  “What’s going on, QT? You seem to be having some problems.” He chuckled and made his way over to where I successfully turned and flopped myself on my back.


  “I fucking hate you,” I ground out through my teeth.


  “Woah, woah! No need to take your frustration out on me. I’m here to help you. A little sore from today’s PT?” I winced in pain as I tried to reach for my right knee to pull it into my chest¸ but then failed horribly. I looked like a turtle stuck on its shell, legs flailing in the air.


  “This is all your fault. You made me do it.” I tried to glare at Jon, but at seeing the laughter he was desperately trying to hold back, my frown turned into a smirk.


  “Are you laughing at me?” I yelled out in mock outrage.


  “I’m trying not to, but damn, I wish you could see how funny you look right now.” He watched as I tried to roll over and pull myself up off the ground. Unfortunately, I found myself stuck again in a position halfway between sitting and standing. I winced in pain. Jon came over and pulled me the rest of the way up.


  “Let’s feed you and get started on our casework, okay?” I had to laugh with him, it was so ridiculous. My leg muscles were so tight I was walking like a peg-legged pirate. He took my arm and helped me onto the kitchen barstool.


  “How did it go with Ortega this morning? Did you get everything we needed?” Jon busied himself around the kitchen, pulling out a carton of eggs and fresh veggies from the fridge. He chopped the veggies while we talked.


  “Yeah, she finished up all the paperwork at the coffee shop. That was great coffee, by the way. I actually want to work that case tonight. I have this little system I use on guys before I date them. Of course, it didn’t work with Tate Reynolds because he’s not on any social media that we know of, but Veronica’s fiancé sure is. I’m excited to work this one because I feel like I actually know what to do.”


  Jon paused his chopping to smile at me. “You are doing a better job than you think. I know you feel out of your league here, but you have to give yourself credit. You have great instincts when it comes to people, and you observe what most overlook. Add that to my amazing skills and we can’t lose on these cases.” He winked jokingly and I had to laugh back.


  “How did the meeting go with Mr. Blackman?”


  “Oh, what a weirdo. I’m actually glad you didn’t have to be subjected to him. He would have given you the creeps. He seems to have a warped view of women, given his history of his ex-wife cheating on him. We can go over his case after dinner. I still need to check to see if he sent in the documents and paid a deposit before we waste any time with him.”


  A knock came from the front door and we both turned our attention in that direction. It swung open seconds later, revealing Kate dressed in a long, bright green and white chevron skirt paired with a simple black tank that showed off her cleavage and thin waist. She wore an incredible statement necklace with several big turquoise stones framed in antiqued silver. She looked completely put together and gorgeous. Her usual look. As Kate waltzed into our kitchen I thought I heard Jon mutter under his breath, “Remind me again why she has a key?”


  “Hey, beautiful! Hey, meathead!” Kate sang as she came over to give me a side hug before sitting on the stool next to me.


  “I see you’ve dropped the crutches? You over Pool Boy so quickly?” Jon said smartly as he cracked eggs into the sizzling skillet. Jon made the best food. I swear, since he moved in I was never hungry and I had probably lost a few pounds because he always prepared such healthy dishes.


  “He was a towel boy, not a pool boy. Not that it makes much difference. I’ve moved on from him. Bigger and better fish in the sea.” She winked at Jon. I laughed out loud but he scowled.


  “Love ’em and leave ’em? I didn’t take you for a one night stand kind of girl Kate. You should be more careful; STDs aren’t very attractive qualities in a woman.”


  Kate looked ready to spit out something mean but I interrupted. “Okay, that’s enough children. Let’s please play nice tonight. I can’t handle any fighting from you two right now.” That seemed to work because Kate relaxed and smiled at me.


  “Yes, and I didn’t come here to argue. I came here with a surprise. A peace offering, if you will.” She smiled at Jon, “Let’s call a truce, at least until we can’t stand it anymore, for the sake of our dear friend, Evie.”


  He smirked at her theatrics. “Okay, I think I can manage that.” He flipped the veggie omelet from the skillet onto a plate and slid it across the counter to me.


  “This looks amazing, thank you.” I began digging in.


  “You staying for dinner?”


  “If you’re cooking for me? Yes.” Kate was beaming as she pulled a small package from her bag. It was wrapped in plain brown paper and was about half the size of a shoe box. Kate placed it on the counter and sang out, “Surprise! It’s for you both to celebrate your new business venture.”


  She was bouncing up and down in the chair next to me. “Come on, open it!” Kate absolutely adored thoughtful gifts, both giving and receiving them, and I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm.


  “Thank you Kate, but you didn’t have to do anything.” She eyed the package expectantly, “Well don’t thank me until you open it!” I pushed my plate to the side and opened the paper, revealing a plain white box. I opened the lid to a long row of sleek black business cards. I pulled one out, and it read:


  Harper and Beltran Investigators


  Pi services specializing in all matters of the heart


  info@harperbeltran.com


  “Oh my goodness, Kate. I love them! Thank you so much!” I tried to jump out of my chair to hug her, but immediately regretted the move when I almost fell on my butt. Thankfully, I was able to catch myself because of the close proximity of the counter. I groaned in pain as I straightened to a standing position and gave Kate a big hug.


  “You are the best.” She pulled back to smile, and looked me up and down. “I’m glad you like them! I even had our tech guy set up the email and a simple web page for you. But what happened to you, my dear? You looked ready to pass out just from standing up?” Jon chuckled from the kitchen.


  “I had a little run in with some weights today. Like, I tried to pick them up so many times that my body is on strike from all the movement.” I carefully sat back down in my chair. Jon leaned over the counter and slid a plate to Kate.


  “Oh wow, this looks delish. Thanks Jon.”


  I handed the business card over to Jon and he looked it over. “Why does it say Pi?” he asked with his brows knitted.


  “It doesn’t say pie silly. It says, P-I. As in private investigation. Jeez, I would think you knew the term. You really should brush up on these things if you’re going to work in this industry.” Kate yammered on between shoveling bites of food in her mouth. Jon rolled his eyes and let out a loud breath of air.


  “I know what that term means, but the way it’s printed on these cards, capital P followed by the lower case I, makes it look like the number. The mathematical constant. The ratio of a circle’s circumference to its diameter.”


  He looked at Kate with raised brows and she paused eating to study his face. He continued, “The Greek letter . . . 3.14159 I don’t know, the number goes on forever.” At that Kate’s eyes popped wide open in recognition. She stretched over the counter and snatched the card from his hand.


  “Shit, shit, shit! Damn it. I’m so sorry you guys, I meant for this to be special but I totally fucked these up!” Kate had a particularly bad potty mouth that seemed to worsen when she was upset. I finished my food and reached my hand over to pat her arm reassuringly. “They aren’t that bad, I didn’t even notice the mistake until Jon pointed it out.”


  She shot me a frown. “But now that you know it’s there, that’s all you’re going think about when you see them. Ugh, I’m really sorry you guys.” Jon just laughed and pushed her plate in front of her again.


  “Eat before it gets cold. And I think it’s kind of funny. Don’t worry about it Kate, it was a sweet gesture.” Jon’s reply seemed to put her at ease and she went back to eating. Jon pulled his own omelet off the skillet, poured some hot sauce on top and then started chowing down with a look of total bliss on his face. The man loved to eat.


  My phone pinged from somewhere near my purse, alerting me of a message and I groaned at the thought of having to move to retrieve it. It pinged again and Kate’s lips quirked up in amusement. “Want me to get your phone for you?” I groaned again and hung my head in shame.


  “Yes please.” She laughed and bounced over to retrieve it. The perkiness in her steps mocking my sore muscles. I had assumed it was a text from my sister so I was surprised to see I had a message from an unknown number. I unlocked my screen.


  Unknown Number: Hey Evie, I told you I’d text you.


  Unknown Number: I just realized how creepy that came out. This is Tate.


  Unknown Number: Tate Reynolds. Your trainer. Super handsome and wanna be friend of yours.


  I smiled at his awkwardness and attempt to be silly. I’d better put him out of his misery; who knows what he’d send next. I programed his number into my cell.


  Evie: My legs no longer bend because of you. I’m not sure we can be friends.


  Tate: I thought someone was being a badass today. I’m sorry. Is it really that bad?


  Evie: I’m going to need a motorized wheelchair.


  Tate: Ha! Make sure you take some Advil and stretch tonight.


  Evie: Oh, so now you’re giving out medical advice. Aren’t you the talented one?


  I looked up from my phone to find Kate and Jonathan watching me. Kate’s face brimmed with joyful curiosity while Jon seemed a little annoyed. “What? Did you guys say something? Sorry, I’ll put it away.” I slid the phone out of my reach so I wouldn’t be tempted to look at it again.


  Jon looked across the counter and with a stern voice asked, “Who are you texting?” Kate grinned and leaned in conspiratorially.


  “Yes, Evie, who you texting and why do you have that big grin on your face?” she sing-songed.


  I was taken aback at their questioning and found myself not wanting to answer, which was silly, since my contact with Tate was strictly for business purposes. They had me cornered though, because I couldn’t lie to save my life. These two knew me better than anyone else so I finally admitted, “Tate Reynolds.”


  Kate reacted to the news with ecstatic joy, “Oh, yes! I knew it! I knew it! He is so hot and he totally noticed you the day we met him. Damn, girl, I didn’t think you had it in you!” Jon’s brow furrowed in anger.


  “What the hell, Evie? You’re supposed to train with him, not get his number. What do you think you’re doing? This could completely fuck up our first case. What are you thinking?” He was almost shouting at me.


  Kate replied before I could, “You don’t get to yell at our girl here, Mr. Army. I don’t care who the hell you are, so please talk to her with respect, or I’ll come over and rip your eyes out with my nails.” This was going very badly.


  “Enough!” I yelled to silence my friends and acquire their full attention before continuing in a calm voice. “I’m texting him because he wants to be friends.” Jon let out an audible huff, making his disbelief known as I continued. “We hung out after my first session yesterday, and before you get any ideas I made it perfectly clear that a friendship was the only thing I was interested in. I thought it would be an opportunity to learn more about his personal life.” As Jon rolled his eyes I turned my attention completely towards him and added, “Which is exactly what you asked me to do.” I took a deep breath of my own. “You both know me. I follow the rules. I’m keeping this relationship professional. It’s not like he’s my type, anyway.”


  Jon looked relieved at my reply and added in a serious tone. “Good. I’m sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusion about your intentions. I know you, Evie, and I trust your judgement. This guy is definitely not your type. Did he tell you he has two kids? Or that he has a wife, or maybe she’s a girlfriend?” I could not contain my shock or disappointment at Jon’s words. It shouldn’t matter to me, but I felt deceived.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I told you I was going to start tailing Reynolds so we could get a move on this case. I followed him today to a neighborhood near the gym. He spent the afternoon with two boys that look just like him. He was very affectionate towards the children, just like a father would be, and then a woman came home before Reynolds headed back in to work. They kissed and she treated the kids as though they were hers.”


  Kate looked about as shocked as I felt. I tried to school my features and asked Jon, “So what does this mean? Are we done with the case?” He paused before speaking.


  “I don’t think so. I mean, I would assume he has a relationship with this woman and the children are theirs, but we don’t have confirmation. There could be another explanation for what I saw, though I doubt it.” He pinned me with a somber expression. “As much as I hate to say it, I think you need to ask Reynolds out.”


  “What? No! You just said you wanted me to keep things professional.” I was completely confused by Jon’s request.


  “I think it’s the only way to find out who this woman is to him. So far you’re our best bet at getting closer to Reynolds. Besides, he’s contacted you on your personal phone. Text him now and see if he wants to hang out tomorrow,” Jon instructed as if it was the most normal response in the world.


  I didn’t want to text Tate. The lines between genuinely enjoying his company and using our time as a way to learn more about him for the case were starting to blur. My heart suddenly felt heavy and I was saddened at my need to be deceitful with Tate. I took a deep breath and looked up at Jon who was watching me closely.


  “You can do this, QT. You won’t have to be his friend much longer. We just need to confirm those are his children or that he has a girlfriend and we’ll be done with the Stacey Mills-Sandoval job. Hell, not having to deal with her is motivation enough.” He smiled at me and I pushed my emotions down. He was right. I could do this. Suck it up and get it over with and I would be done with Tate for good. Now, if only that thought brought relief instead of sadness. I grabbed my phone and quickly sent the text before I lost my nerve.


  Evie: Do you maybe want to hang out tomorrow?


  He replied right away.


  Tate: Yeah, that’d be great. I actually have the day off. You have anything in mind?


  Evie: No, nothing in mind. Just nothing requiring picking up heavy shit or moving fast.


  Tate: So, no to paintball then?


  Evie: NO!


  Tate: Lol, okay then. I have something in mind.


  Evie: You want to tell me what it is?


  Tate: Not really. Text me your address and I’ll pick you up at 8?


  Evie: I’m surprised you didn’t steal that off my gym membership too.


  Tate: Lol no that would be taking things too far. I promise I’m not a stalker.


  Evie: Lol okay. See you tomorrow.


  Evie: Wait, what should I wear?


  Tate: Something comfortable. See you tomorrow!


  I lifted my eyes from my phone to find Jon and Kate finishing up the dinner dishes and cleaning up the kitchen. I sent Tate our address as Jon put the last dish away. He grabbed the Advil from the cupboard. “Here, take two of these and let’s move this party to the couch. Did you get it set up?” I nodded and gulped down my pills.


  “All set. He’s picking me up at eight o’clock.” Kate grinned.


  “Oh, a late night date. You sure you didn’t set up a booty call?” She was joking but her words brought a scowl back to Jon’s face.


  “Eight in the morning, not at night, you naughty girl. Get your head out of the gutter.” She chuckled and helped me walk over to the couch to sit. I was already starting to feel a little better.


  Jon came over and handed me a shaker filled with some kind of brown liquid that smelled really gross. I scrunched up my nose. “What’s this?” His lips turned up at the edges. “It’s a protein shake. It’s got BCAAs in it too.” I sniffed at it and felt the blood drain from my face.


  “BC whattas?” He nodded to the cup.


  “BCAA’s. Branched-chain amino acid. It helps with recovery.” I must have not looked convinced. He added in a frustrated voice, “Just suck it up and drink. It’s chocolate flavored.”


  “Next time lead with that.” I tried the drink cautiously with a small sip and was pleasantly surprised. It wasn’t half bad. I continued to sip the drink as we settled into work. Jon pulled out my laptop and handed it to me.


  “Okay, we have our next move with Reynolds all set. Let’s get started on the Ortega case.” Jon grabbed the file folder with all of Veronica’s completed paperwork and started reading over it. “His name is Anthony Scott; he goes by Tony Scott. Oh great. Never trust a guy with two first names,” Jon muttered as he continued reading. Kate laughed.


  “What do you mean?” Jon looked up.


  “I mean, if a guy has a last name that can also be a first name—Tony Scott, Jason Hunter, Wilson Wilson—he can’t be trusted. I’ve never met a guy with two first names that isn’t a d-bag.” Kate and I giggled at Jon’s reasoning.


  “That’s so scientific of you, Jon.” I couldn’t help but tease. Kate agreed with me.


  “Yeah, I’m not sure that’s a reliable way to judge someone’s character.”


  “Well, it might not be right, but I’ve never met a guy with two first names that I liked. Prove me wrong and I’ll reevaluate my position.”


  “Jon, I’m pretty sure you don’t trust most people you meet, regardless of their last name.” I answered.


  “You’re probably correct about that,” he conceded and returned his attention to the case file. I opened the internet browser, simultaneously sliding my finger across the screen of my phone to unlock its screen.


  “Watch and learn, suckers.” I smiled mischievously as I pulled up my fake Facebook profile on the laptop and Instagram account on the phone. Kate leaned over to see what I was doing and started laughing.


  “Oh god, you’re going to scandalize Jon with your evil system.” Jon looked up from the file to study what I was doing with curiosity.


  “What does she mean, QT?”


  “Well, I have this rather sneaky system for weeding out losers. It’s why I never date, as most guys don’t pass the test.” I searched and easily found Veronica’s fiancé, Anthony Scott, on Facebook, thanks to her detailed paperwork. He was a realtor at Eagle View Realty and his profile listed his place of work. I clicked friend request and sent him a private message:


  Hey there, love the pics, u r hot. Wanna chat? I’m on Instagram Hotandspicy666


  I talked Jon through my process. “So, first you can see I set up this fake Facebook profile. I post things here every five to seven days so it looks legit. I friend request everyone I can so I look pretty popular. Most are a bunch of freaks just trying to up their friend count. I mean, who accepts a friend request from someone they don’t even know? Anyway, I share things like the sexy articles from Men’s Health and I post lots of selfies.” I showed him my pictures and he laughed.


  “Evie, that’s not even you. Who is that person?”


  “Oh she’s a friend from college. She’s a fitness model and told me I could borrow any of her pics from Tumblr. Don’t worry, I have permission.” He shook his head.


  “Damn, Evie, that’s so deceitful of you. I don’t even know you right now.” I grinned.


  “Oh, you know me. I’ll do anything to get out of a blind date. That’s really the catalyst behind the ingenuity of this system.”


  Within two minutes I had a new message and request to follow on my fake Instagram account. Now, that one I had blocked. I only used it for my system and made sure to post weekly “progress pictures.” Photos that showed all kinds of ass and cleavage and hardly any face. If anyone cared to look closely enough, they would notice these pictures weren’t even of the same person. I just pulled random pictures off Google each week. If Anthony Scott was capable of cheating on his fiancé, this was a surefire way to catch him.


  Jon and Kate watched on as I opened the request pending approval.


  Tony858: Hi how r u?


  Hotandspicy666: Good, how r u big guy?


  Tony858: Good. U r hot. What’s ur name?


  Nice, he couldn’t even take the time to sound intelligent. I had a feeling Veronica’s instincts about her fiancé were correct. I wasn’t the least bit sorry about nailing his ass. She was a beautiful and intelligent woman, and she deserved better.


  Hotandspicy666: I’m Candy. I like your pics. Ur a hot realtor.


  Tony858: Thx. Send me a pic?


  Jon shook his head in disgust. “What a loser. Please tell me all men aren’t like this?” I looked over to Jon.


  “More than you’d imagine.” He responded with irritation in his voice.


  “That just pisses me off. Gives our gender a bad rap.”


  Kate nodded, “Yeah, but only Evie here goes through the effort to find these things out before a date. What does that say about our gender?” I smiled at them both.


  “Now for the closer.”


  Hotandspicy666 sent Tony 858 a pic showing lots of breast with a little nipple peeking over her lacey bra.


  Hotandspicy666: Do u like?


  Tony858: U r beautiful.


  Tony858: I’d like to suck those big titties in my mouth.


  Hotandspicy666: Oh yeah. Send me a pic?


  Tony858 sent Hotandspicy666 a picture of what most likely wasn’t his real penis due to the enormous size. The three of us couldn’t help but start laughing.


  Kate snorted, “Yeah right big guy. You wish.”


  Hotandspicy666: U r nice and big. I want 2 suck that in my mouth.


  Tony858: Where do you live? Want 2 meet up?


  Boo-ya. First case solved and complete. I felt satisfaction in keeping Veronica from making a huge mistake by being tied to this jerk for the rest of her life. I was also a little sad in having to deliver such bad news to her. I went to close out of the conversation but Jon grabbed my phone.


  “May I?” he asked and I nodded.


  Hotandspicy666: Phoenix, AZ how bout u?


  Tony858: Same. I need to c u.


  Hotandspicy666: 1804 W. Roosevelt—10 2night? I’ll wear red. Meet at the bar?


  Tony858: Can’t wait.


  Hotandspicy666: Send me a pic of ur face so I can find u?


  Tony858 responded by sending a picture from his Facebook account. It was one in which he was wearing an Eagle View Realty polo shirt. Jon took screen shots of the entire conversation before closing out the app on my phone. “Email those to me?” He asked and he pulled out his own phone. “I’ll set a meeting with Ortega for tomorrow morning, if that’s okay with you? You’ll be with Tate.”


  I considered his words. “I guess that’s fine. I mean, I don’t really need to be there, but I feel like a woman’s presence would be helpful in delivering the news. No offense Jon, but the whole ex-military vibe you carry around with you can be kind of intimidating, and I think she’s going to take this news pretty hard. I would if I were in her shoes.”


  “I’ll go!” Kate volunteered a little too enthusiastically. “I don’t have to be into work until ten tomorrow. That way you can still keep your date with Tate and I can make sure Jon doesn’t make your client cry.”


  “That’s actually a good idea. You okay with that, Jon?”


  “Yeah, I guess that will be fine.”


  “Hey, what address did you give Anthony Scott? And why would you ask him to meet you? We aren’t supposed to get that involved. Veronica only wanted to know if he was unfaithful, not confront him on the matter.” I was concerned, but a pleased smile played across Jon’s face.


  “Oh, I’m just fucking with him for being such an asshole. We aren’t going to meet him tonight, but he’s going to get quite the surprise when he ends up waiting for Candy in a popular transvestite bar.” We all burst out laughing.


  “I hope he gets hit on by some really attractive men tonight.”


  “Yeah, me too, but for all we know the sick bastard is probably into that kind of thing as well.”


  The three of us stayed up talking for another hour or so until the day’s activities came crashing down on me. My eyelids started to feel heavy and I was unsuccessfully holding back my yawns. Kate noticed and decided to head home for the night. Jon walked her to her car so they could make a plan for the morning. I grabbed my phone and stumbled my way into bed. Before I plugged it in to charge for the night, I checked my messages to find one waiting for me. I smiled to see Tate had sent me one last text message.


  Tate: Can’t wait for tomorrow. Goodnight beautiful.


  Those simple words shouldn’t have warmed my heart the way they did. I fell asleep with thoughts of Tate running through my mind and a smile on my face.
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  “OH MY GOD, I LOVE this song! Turn it up!”


  I was in hell. Okay, maybe not hell, but having Kate tag along for my meeting with Veronica Ortega this morning was beginning to seem more a hardship than helpful. Kate bounced up and down in the passenger seat of my truck, singing along loudly with the girl on the radio, something about living for applause. This was not my idea of music. Give me loud rocking guitars and angry lyrics and I’m a happy man. Sometimes, when no one was around I’d enjoy a little country, not that I’d ever admit that, though.


  I tried to focus on the traffic but it was really distracting having a good-looking woman next to me constantly shimmying around to the music. My current attraction to Kate just annoyed the hell out of me. I mean, the way she jumped from man to man was disgusting. She was nothing like the sweet girl I crushed on in high school. Of course, back then I was too young and stupid to do anything about that crush. I was what you would call a late bloomer. With two girls as my best friends I fantasized about QT and Kate a lot back then. Both individually and together, because hell, I was like every other horny high school boy and they had all the established girl parts.


  However, now that I was a grown man I found I wanted more than a quick fuck to pacify my needs. I dreamed of finding a woman who would be a true partner in life, sharing more than just my bed. I hoped that maybe one day that woman would be Evie. And though she rarely showed any signs of returning my emerging feelings, I still held to that hope.


  Meanwhile, Kate just pissed me off because she was Kate. She was outrageous half of the time and infuriating the other half. And although my head knew she was a horrible idea, my dick didn’t always get that message.


  I met Kate this morning in front of the studio where she worked to pick her up. I had contacted Veronica Ortega last night to arrange another meeting as soon as possible and she suggested we meet back up at Cartel Coffee Lab this morning. I couldn’t believe how quickly and effectively QT had busted Veronica’s fiancé. What would have taken me weeks had been completed within the span of an hour. I was insanely proud of Evie and I was glad we had busted the dumbass. If he was so quick to get with someone who messaged him on the internet, I could only imagine the number of indiscretions he had during his relationship with Veronica.


  I was probably a little too excited to give our proof to Veronica. I was glad she would be dumping his ass, and he earned it. She was a talented, smart woman, and she deserved so much better than a liar and a cheat. It was a good idea to have Kate with me to soften the news. At least, I hoped so. Kate could be unpredictable and usually said whatever she thought. As we pulled into the parking lot at Cartel I cut the engine and turned to face her.


  “Kate, I need you to follow my lead. This isn’t one of your usual meetings where you can just talk about whatever you’re feeling. Veronica is going to be very upset about this news and she needs a sympathetic feminine presence to keep her under control. You get what I’m saying?” I tried to explain the best I could but her face twisted in outrage while I spoke.


  “What? You think just because she’s a woman she’s going to be all boo-hoo crying on my shoulder? And you’re basically telling me you brought me here to shut up and just look sympathetic? Hell no! Do you even understand how difficult it is to be stereotyped by your gender? I know you weren’t born in the 1950s Jon so why are you acting like such a chauvinistic pig? Women in today’s world are tough because we have to go through the same shit men do. We don’t need people like you walking around treating us like a princess up on a pedestal.”


  I was at a complete loss for words. She was hot when she was all worked up like this! Had it been any other time I would have egged her on to a verbal sparring. Since I had come back to town it didn’t take much to get us to argue, so I shouldn’t have been surprised we were at it again. However, this was not the place or time, and Ortega was probably waiting for us inside. I needed to fix this and quickly. I just didn’t know how, exactly.


  “I’m sorry. I’m just excited we solved our first case and I’m so glad her mother fucker of a fiancé is getting busted. I’m nervous to tell Miss Ortega because I’m not sure I can hold back my joy. I need you to help level me out. That’s all I meant by that. Truce?”


  Kate eyed me with a wary expression so I added, “And for the record, I think women are amazing. I served with some of the toughest, smartest, and kick ass women out there. No gender issues here, I promise.” She smiled at that.


  “Okay, Jon, I’m sorry I jumped down your throat. It’s a sore subject with me, I guess. Now, let’s go spread some horrible news!”


  Kate opened the truck door and hopped down from the high seat with renewed enthusiasm. I tried to hold back any smartass retorts. She was like a bouncing ball of emotions, and most times I couldn’t keep up.


  I walked into Cartel and looked around the small shop, spotting Veronica immediately. She was dressed just as fashionably as the day before but wore a troubled look on her face. I wove my way to her table and Kate followed behind me. Veronica stood to greet us. I quickly made introductions before we all sat down together. I didn’t know how to sugar coat the news, so I decided to be as direct and to the point as possible.


  “Miss Ortega, we were able to complete our investigation in a rather quick manner. I’m sorry to tell you this, but your fiancé is exactly what you suspected him to be. A cheater.” Veronica’s face went completely blank for about thirty seconds before it turned to one of anger. “Please tell me what you found,” she said in an eerily calm voice. I recounted the details and watched her face closely as she soaked in the information.


  “May I please see the conversation?” she asked after I told her we had taken screen shots of everything. As she scrolled through, her face showed the same disgust we felt in busting Anthony Scott. Veronica handed the phone back to me and took a deep breath. Closing her eyes, she pulled in air through her nose and slowly blew it out her mouth.


  “Ese hijo de puta trampa! That lying son of a bitch! Last night he left the house saying he had a client emergency that had to be taken care of immediately. Instead, he was rushing out to meet some whore? He was probably chatting with her while I was in the next room studying! If he thinks he can treat me with such disrespect and get away with it, he has another thing coming. Yo nunca quiero volver a verlo de puta!” She was getting louder by the minute and I was worried something had cracked inside the sweet woman I met the day before. The calm, cultured Veronica Ortega was nowhere to be found. In her place was a feisty, strong, independent Latina. I was impressed.


  Kate commiserated with her. “Men are such pigs.” She glanced over at me briefly before continuing. “Present company excluded of course. He thinks he can treat you like that? Hell no, sister. You are way out of his league. I hope he got hit on by a transvestite last night.” Veronica nodded emphatically to everything Kate said, but was taken off guard by her last words.


  “Wait. What?” she questioned Kate, obviously confused. I explained. “The address we had your fiancé meet our fictional ‘Candy’ is a very popular hangout with the local transvestite community. In fact, I hear with some of the regulars it’s almost impossible to tell whether they’re male.” I had to grin and that news seemed to lighten the mood. Veronica had a faint smile on her face.


  “I can’t even begin to thank you for what you have done for me. I had myself convinced I was being paranoid and letting my childhood taint what Tony and I shared. Now I know I should never have questioned my gut feeling. I knew something was not right. Thank you again.”


  I smiled and stood, both Veronica and Kate standing as well, and I reached out to shake hands. “Thank you for your business, Miss Ortega. It was a complete pleasure exposing your fiancé for the person he truly is. Hopefully, you will not need our services again, but if you’re pleased with our work please feel free to share our information with any friends or family.” Before I had time to step away from the table Kate was shoving a small stack of our gifted business cards into Veronica’s hands.


  “Yes, good luck with everything, I hope you really make him pay before you kick him to the curb. Here are our business cards. Feel free to pass them around.” I winced as Veronica stopped to read the cards before placing them into her bag.


  “You know, next time you print business cards you should really change the abbreviation and just go with the full wording, private investigators. It looks like the mathematical term the way it’s written here.” I tried not to laugh out loud as Kate’s smile faltered briefly.


  Kate and I made our way back out to the truck. I unlocked the cab with my remote, and we each climbed in to buckle up. As I started the ignition, Kate couldn’t contain her excitement. “Wow, that was amazing! Doesn’t it feel great to have such a badass job, exposing liars and cheats to the world for the greater good and all that?” I had to laugh at her enthusiasm.


  “It does feel really good, actually. I like having a job with clear goals and purpose. I mean, as much fun as it is breaking up bar fights and wrestling drunk assholes who act like they are a bunch of tough guys, I think I prefer this gig.”


  She studied my expression. “How is that going, by the way? You been working many nights at the bar?” I shrugged.


  “A few. I mean, I’d be happy to quit that job, but we’re just starting out with this PI thing. What if it doesn’t take off? I need the extra income, and I’m able to balance both. For now, anyway.”


  As we made our way towards Kate’s studio she asked me another question, “So I’m surprised you’re okay with Evie off on her own today. I’m impressed you trust Tate enough to not tail them all day like some crazy stalker boyfriend!” She laughed but I remained silent. I didn’t trust myself to remain calm if I spoke. She studied me and I focused more intently on the road.


  “Oh my god! You’re going to stalk them. How do you know where they are? Did you inject some kind of tracking device under Evie’s skin when she was sleeping?” She laughed and I tried to join in, but my laughter sounded wrong, even to my own ears. I didn’t want to admit what I had done, but Kate would never shut up until I gave her something.


  “I may or may not have installed an application on QT’s phone that allows me to track her without her knowledge.”


  Kate gasped. “Oh my god, that’s so creepy! You didn’t really? Did you?” At my continued silence, Kate exclaimed. “You did! Oh wow, Jon, she’s gonna be pissed when she finds out you did that.”


  I cleared my throat, “She’s not going to find out because we aren’t going to tell her.” Kate just laughed.


  “Ha! Nice try, buddy, but I’m not on your team here. Hoes before bros and all that. Evie is my best friend. I’m not keeping this from her.”


  “I’m pretty sure you’ve got that saying reversed. Anyway, I need you to do me a solid and not tell her. At least until we break this case. I don’t trust this Reynolds guy, and I need to know where QT is so I can keep her safe.”


  She studied me for a moment. “What’s in it for me?”


  “Keeping your best friend from being murdered by a possible serial killer isn’t enough for you?”


  “I don’t think Tate’s a serial killer and neither do you. I don’t keep things from Evie, but I’ll make an exception if you let me in on some top secret PI work—something that will really help you break open this case. Like search his home or something crazy like that.”


  Although I knew she was probably joking, and that it probably wasn’t the best of ideas, once Kate mentioned searching Tate’s home that was all I could think about. We could really get some inside knowledge if we snuck over there. If I placed a few of the listening devices inside the home, I could hopefully wrap this case up and get Reynolds out of our lives for good.


  “You know what, Kate? I can’t believe I’m going to say this right now, but that is a great idea. Let’s do it. Let’s go break into Tate Reynolds’ house.” Kate bounced up and down in her seat, clapping like a mad woman, a gleeful expression on her face.


  “Yay! You won’t regret this; we’re going to be awesome at breaking and entering!”


  I just shook my head at her. I hoped this idea would pay off, because it probably wasn’t the smartest idea. I checked my phone to see where QT was at the moment and was relieved to find Reynolds had picked her up and was now traveling in the opposite direction of his home. We were cleared for takeoff.
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  Kate and I pulled down the street and spotted Reynolds’ residence. There were no vehicles parked outside or in the drive, so I figured we were clear. Just to be sure, we parked a street over and walked. We looked like a couple out for a casual stroll on a beautiful sunny morning. For once, Kate let up with the mindless chatter and for that I was thankful. The house came into view and we strode up the drive.


  The street seemed dead this time of day, but I could never be too sure. Near the back of the carport was a gate that opened easily to the backyard. There was no lock so we didn’t even have to jump the fence. Once in the backyard we had more cover. I tried the back door in hopes it was unlocked, but as I suspected, it was secured. Kate and I looked around and I quickly spotted a small high bathroom window that was slightly ajar. I reached up to open the small opening and it moved wide open with no problem.


  I looked to Kate and nodded to the window. “There’s no way that I fit in that opening. If I give you a boost, do you think you can crawl through and come unlock the back door for me?” She rolled her eyes at me.


  “I’m a yoga queen. Of course I can handle that. Just don’t let my legs go until I’m mostly in. I don’t want to get stuck.” I was surprised at her confidence and willingness to get a little dirty.


  “Okay, in ya go . . .” I opened my hands to make a foothold and she gracefully used it to pull herself up. She reached for the opening and pulled herself in and right on through like a pro. Going hands and head first through the window made me a little nervous, but she didn’t make a sound. She probably landed in one of her yoga handstand poses. I was impressed.


  Kate’s smiling face popped out the back doorway a few seconds later. “Come on in, big boy!” There she was; silly Kate was back to play. As I entered I handed her my phone. The app that showed Evie’s GPS coordinates was open and a blinking icon showed her current estimated location.


  “Here, you keep an eye on this while we search around. They aren’t too far from here, but don’t seem to be heading in this direction. Let me know if that changes. Now let’s check this place out.” Kate grinned and nodded enthusiastically.


  “What should we check out first?”


  I walked through the house and she followed behind. “Look for anything that stands out. Let’s start in the bedrooms; that should tell us something.” She giggled.


  “Oh yeah, like what kind of vibrators or other kinky stuff Tate is into!” I shook my head. Always back to sex with this one.


  “Focus, Kate, I need you to focus. We need to make this quick.”


  We made our way to the hallway and started with the first door, linen closet. Next door, boys’ room; there were two beds and several toys strewn about the room. A pile of dirty laundry but not much else; the room actually seemed a little sparse for being shared by two boys. I wondered how long they had lived here. The next door was open and showed the bathroom Kate had entered. I walked inside and closed the small bathroom window.


  “Shouldn’t we have like gloves or something? You know, so we don’t leave finger prints and DNA all over the place?”


  “Why would we be worried about that? This isn’t a crime scene. Do you expect someone will be dusting for fingerprints after we leave?”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right. They just always have gloves on in the movies.”


  “Well, this isn’t a movie or some bad cop drama, Kate.”


  She scowled and I moved to the next room, this one obviously decorated by a woman. The queen size bed was covered in a white lace and lavender bedspread, and lots of throw pillows adorned the headboard. There was one bedside table. A small antique lamp, a stack of library books, glass of water, and cell phone charger were the only items on it. I moved to examine the closet and Kate moved to the bedside table.


  “Oh my god, I love these books. This story is the best, about this dreamy cowboy who falls in love with the rancher’s daughter. Very scandalous. And holy mother, there are some incredible sex scenes in this one.” She continued to ramble while I noticed the closet lacked any male clothing. In fact, it was filled mostly with scrubs, several in the same pink shade I saw the woman from yesterday wearing. Strange, where were Reynolds’ things? I heard Kate gasp reverently behind me.


  “Holy mother of pearl, this is quite the collection! It’s like the Holy Grail in here. Damn, Tate must suck at giving orgasms.” I turned to find Kate staring wide eyed into the night table’s open drawer. I came up behind her and looked over her shoulder to see about a dozen different vibrators. Wow. I didn’t even know that many different models existed. I raised my eyebrows. Kate giggled and shut the drawer.


  As we exited the room I faintly heard the slam of a car door in the distance. Oh, shit. “Kate, the tracking device! My phone!”


  Her eyes bugged and she exclaimed, “Oh, shit!” while pulling my phone from her back pocket. Sure enough, the blinking cursor sat right upon our location. We heard the sound of the front doorknob twisting open. I grabbed Kate and quickly detoured into the bathroom, pulling her inside the small bathtub and sliding the shower curtain closed in front of us. We could hear the muted sounds of voices talking.


  Kate was shaking so I pulled her flush against me, wrapping her in one arm and bringing one finger to my lips for the universal sign to keep quiet. She met my steady gaze with a fearful one of her own, but locked eyes with me anyway. I felt her trembling. I hated seeing my spunky, bold Kate scared like this. I didn’t want to get caught, either, but at this point there was nothing we could do but hole up and hope we weren’t discovered.


  I took my free hand to gently cup her face, rubbing my thumb up and down her cheek in what I hoped was a soothing manner. The air around us started to thicken and Kate’s breathing quickened. My entire body was on full alert, noticing just how perfect her curves fit against me. I stilled my hands and Kate’s eyes fluttered closed. My heart raced. It had nothing to do with the fact we were hiding in Reynolds’ bathroom shower, but everything to do with the woman plastered to me. My mind started imagining all the things I wanted to do in this shower with Kate, but the moment was broken when a male voice came from the hallway.


  “Thanks for letting me stop back by here. I can’t believe I forgot the ice chest; I never forget my food. I love food! I’m just going to use the restroom real quick and we’ll get out of here.” Reynolds’ voice got louder as he came closer down the hall.


  “No problem. I’m just excited to find out where you’re taking me next!” Evie’s voice carried through the open bathroom door. The sound of a door shutting further down the hallway had us sighing in relief. A few moments later we heard Tate’s steps down the hallway and a “You ready to go?” before the front door opened and closed and was locked. The moment I heard Reynolds’ car start up, I released Kate from my arms and we clambered out of the shower.


  “We should go,” I directed without looking back at Kate. I hastily made my way towards the back door. In a state of rare behavior Kate didn’t argue and followed me out of the house quickly and quietly. With the excitement of breaking and entering gone, it was a silent trek back to the car.


  I started my truck and I looked over at Kate. “I should get you to work now. Look, about what happened back there . . .” I paused and she cut me off quickly with a tense smile. “We tell no one what happened, just like we promised. You let me play private eye and I won’t tell Evie you creep on her locations. A deal’s a deal.”


  She dismissed any further conversation by straightening to look out the front window, a stiff posture to her frame. Well, okay then. I didn’t know what to do with the feeling of disappointment that passed through me so I directed my attention to driving her to work and cranked my angry metal music as loud as it would go.
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  I WOKE EARLY, ANXIOUS AND nervous to spend the day with Tate. He was secretive about where he was taking me and what we would be doing today. I hated surprises because I hated being unprepared. I was studying my closet, trying to decide what to wear when I received a text from Tate.


  Tate: I’ll be there closer to 8:30. Sorry, I’m running late.


  I flicked my eyes to the top of my screen where the clock showed it was only seven o’clock now.


  Evelyn: You plan ahead for being late awfully early!


  Tate: I got called in to teach this morning. I’ve got one more class, then I’ll be over.


  Evelyn: No worries. I’ll be ready when you get here.


  Tate: Good! I hope you’re hungry. Breakfast is our first stop.


  I went back to perusing my closet. I selected a worn, comfortable pair of faded blue jeans and gray Chucks. For my shirt I picked a deep blue V-neck tee. The words ‘peace, love, & happiness’ were written in gray script lettering across the front. I loved this shirt because the relaxed fit was so comfortable and it made the blue in my eyes appear even bluer. I decided to go out of my comfort zone and left my straight brown locks loose and untamed from the usual hair tie. I didn’t bother with much makeup either, just applied a little blush and some nude lip gloss.


  It took me longer than usual to get ready because my muscles were still really sore. I heard the front door shut a little after seven-thirty, probably Jon on his way to meet with Kate and Veronica. I hoped that meeting would go okay. I felt badly about not being there to deliver the news, but Jon was adamant about keeping my date with Tate.


  I made my way out to my living room to watch TV to pass the time. I scrolled through the channels mindlessly, ending up on some do it yourself home network show. My thoughts continued to wander back to Tate. Who were the children and woman Jon saw him with yesterday? If the children were his, my time with Tate would be over because Stacey already made her position clear on that.


  If Tate had a girlfriend we would also be done with the case. I had a gut feeling Jon was wrong about his assessment of Tate. Call me crazy, but from my little time spent with Tate he just didn’t seem the type to hide a family. He seemed the kind of guy who would shout it from the rooftops—the dad who had the corny school picture keychain of his kids, and who would casually talk about his kid in almost every conversation. The kind of man who never took his wedding band off.


  Frustrated that my thoughts were constantly wandering back to all things Tate Reynolds, I pulled my laptop off the coffee table and onto my folded legs to check my email. Nothing but advertising in my personal account so I logged in to our investigation shared account and was startled to find several emails.


  There were five emails alone from Stacey Mills-Sandoval, all expressing her pressing need to be updated more frequently on the status of our investigation. I had to chuckle to myself as I noticed some of the emails were time stamped only hours apart. Obsessive much? Jon and I would have to update her more regularly.


  I knew from my experience as a personal assistant that high maintenance clients who weren’t contacted only became more aggressive and persistent. I replied to her most recent message, sending a vague short reply letting Stacey know our investigation was progressing well and we hoped to have more definitive answers to her within a week. I ensured her we would be in contact as soon as we had conclusive answers to her questions.


  The next email I pulled up was from Harold Blackman. I opened it to find an attachment with all of the new client information forms filled out for his case. The file was at least twenty pages long. I was impressed in his thoroughness; this guy really went to town when it came to the fill in the blank answers. Since Jon and I still hadn’t had a chance to discuss their meeting yesterday, I decided to brush up by reading the file. I was deeply engrossed when there was a loud knock at the door. I looked at the clock and quickly closed the screen. This would be an interesting case to work, but for now I needed to focus on figuring out as much as I could about Tate.


  I popped up from the couch and yelled, “Just a minute!” grabbing my bag and keys as I walked to the door. I peeked through the peephole to find Tate looking fine as ever in a pair of tight jeans and a green T-shirt straining over his muscles. His tattoos were peeking out of the sleeves. His hair was wet and going in every other direction, and I felt the insane desire to run my hands through those wayward locks to style it. Down girl. I gave myself a little mental pep talk, steeling myself against his good looks, and swung the door open. “Hi, Tate.” I greeted him with a smile that matched his own. I loved seeing his dimples pop when he smiled like that. Okay, Evie, focus on the investigation. This would be a long day.


  “You ready? I thought we would get some breakfast before our big day. There’s a place not too far from here that makes the best breakfast burritos. Sound good to you?”


  I came out of the door and turned to lock up. “Yeah, that sounds great. I’m really hungry too. Correction, I’m always hungry.” I laughed.


  “A woman after my own heart.”


  We walked to the curb where his car was parked, and like the last time we were together he opened and shut my door for me. We chatted comfortably while he drove. “I’m sorry I was late this morning. One of our group instructors called in sick and Nick asked if I could sub a few classes. I hope that was okay. Being late is a major pet peeve of mine, which you already felt the wrath of, so I feel really bad!”


  “Yeah, you should feel really bad after all the shit you gave me yesterday.”


  He frowned, “Yeah, I realize the irony there. I’m sorry again. That wasn’t fair to you.”


  “It’s fine, Tate. You already apologized. Let’s just move on.”


  “Okay, sounds good. I would have been on time but after teaching both a Zumba and Booty Burn class I figured you would appreciate me taking the time to shower!”


  At that, we pulled up to Fernandos, which looked to be a hole in the wall restaurant located just off the 101. I had probably driven past this place a thousand times and never noticed it. Tate cut the ignition, then quickly jumped out of the car and ran over to open my door for me. “So, I hope you don’t judge a book by its cover.” He smiled and continued, “This place might not look like much, but the food is out of this world.”


  I grinned. “Oh, I don’t. There is a pizza place I frequent that has the same look. Everyone doubts me until I take them there!”


  Tate opened the glass door leading inside the small restaurant, holding it open for me. “Maybe one day you can take me.”


  The inside of the place was nothing spectacular. There were five booths that made up the only dining space, constructed of orange Formica that looked to be only a slight step up from the tables of elementary lunch rooms. The counter separated the open kitchen from the small dining space, and above that the menu was listed on a printed sign, each item number with a short description and picture. The smells wafting through the restaurant had my mouth watering in anticipation.


  An elderly, round Hispanic woman shuffled to the cash register. When her eyes landed on Tate she smiled warmly. “Tate! Hola guapo! How are you this morning?” Tate smiled at her words. “I’m good. You look lovely as always, Maria. I brought my friend to try your incredible food today.” Maria watched us both with curiosity. “Amiga, yes, but this one is too pretty! You should ask her to be your wife, no? You need to get married soon before you turn to an old man without a familia.”


  Tate chuckled and I couldn’t help but smile as well. It seemed these two had a familiar banter established. I studied the menu and when Tate asked me what sounded good, I ordered the number twelve. I tried to pay for my food, but Tate insisted he buy my meal again, reasoning that he invited me so it was his treat. I rolled my eyes in frustration but Maria looked pleased with Tate’s choice in the matter.


  I followed Tate’s lead and we took an empty booth by the window, giving us a perfect view of the freeway entrance. How romantic! I smiled to myself, glad that so far our day was off to friendly conversation and relaxed company. I decided to be bold and ask Tate what I had been dying to know since the night before.


  “So, Maria seems to think you need a wife and kids. You don’t have either, do you?” Tate burst out laughing and his eyes crinkled in amusement.


  “I thought we already covered our relationship status the other day, Evie.” He took a drink from his water glass. “No. No wife, no kids, no girlfriend.” He winked at me and I breathed a sigh of relief.


  “So, is that something you want someday? A wife, kids, a familia?” I asked with a grin and Tate studied me closely—a little too intently—which made me squirm in my seat. I didn’t break eye contact, though. Something about the way he challenged me caused me to not want to back down. As though we were both trying to gain dominance in the relationship.


  He must have found what he was looking for because he leaned forward in the booth and answered. “Yeah, I would love to find my soulmate one day. If we’re blessed with children, that would be spectacular too. But I don’t need a wife and kids to make me complete. If she’s not the one or I never find her, I won’t settle for less just to have a family.” The intensity of his answer had me scrambling for a way to lighten the mood.


  I was saved as Maria shuffled over with two paper lined baskets filled with our food. “Thank you,” I smiled to her and turned my attention to the giant breakfast burrito in front of me. “Oh wow. This is huge, I’m not sure I can finish it all. How am I even supposed to fit this in my mouth?”


  “That’s what she said,” Tate added with a chuckle. I laughed and looked at him in mock irritation.


  “Why do guys always say that? You just can’t let anything be said without making it sexual.”


  He laughed between bites of food. “I’m sorry. I really can’t help myself. I know it’s juvenile, but I laugh all the same.” I smiled and took a big bite of my burrito. I groaned in delight.


  “Oh my god, this is amazing. Best burrito I’ve ever had. So good!” I moaned and continued eating.


  Tate finished his food in record time and I was awestruck to see he finished the entire thing. I tried my best but still had half remaining when I tapped out. “That was incredible. Thank you for breakfast.” Tate beamed.


  “You’re very welcome. You finished?” I nodded yes, and he cleared the table. I stood slowly and stretched before following him out the door.


  “Adios, Maria! Gracias!” Tate yelled out before we shut the door. When we were buckled up inside the car Tate turned to face me. “Okay, so you said you were up for anything, right?” I nodded yes, and he grinned. “Good. We just have to stop by my place really quick. I packed up an ice chest with everything we need, but in my rush to get to work this morning I forgot it.” He turned the key to start the Charger and began driving.


  I was trying to be patient, but I hated not knowing what came next.


  “So, can I ask what it is you have planned for us today?” I tried my most charming voice. Tate glanced over and his lips curving in amusement.


  “Do you not like surprises, Miss Harper?” I huffed and crossed my arms defensively over my chest.


  “Not particularly . . .” I muttered. I hated how easily he read me. I’d need to work on keeping my poker face in check today.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe. Where we’re going has been known to scare many a woman away, but I have a sneaking suspicion you’ll be just fine.”


  “Oh, you don’t scare me, Mr. Reynolds. I can hold my own just fine.”


  He laughed. “Yeah, I know you can.” We listened to the radio as Tate drove to his home.


  We pulled into the drive and I was impressed. The small home was quaint but well cared for. I loved the neighborhood. It was one of the older historic areas in the city, located close to Old Town and a focus for restoration and revitalization.


  “I’ll just be a minute, but you can come in if you want.” Tate cut the engine and I moved to get out of my seat, opening my door. Tate frowned at me from around the car. “I could have gotten that for you, Evie.” I smiled and teased.


  “I can open my own door, Tate.” He walked to the front door, and I followed.


  “Yes, I know you can get the door. It’s just something I like to do. My mom was always a stickler for good manners and I guess most of them have stuck. I’m sure she would be proud.” We walked inside and I noted the homey, comfortable feel inside. It was nice but sparsely decorated.


  “I’m sure she would be very proud. You’re a good guy as far as I can tell,” I added absently as I walked around, studying the photos and knick-knacks displayed on a set of bookshelves. Tate disappeared around the corner for a moment. He returned with a travel size ice chest bag and set it down near the front door.


  He disappeared again, this time down the hall, yelling over his shoulder as he walked, “Thanks for letting me stop back by here. I can’t believe I forgot the ice chest; I never forget my food. I love food! I’m just going to use the restroom real quick and we’ll get out of here.” I smiled as I came across an old framed photo of him as a child, his arm wrapped around a girl, both smiling wide at the person holding the camera.


  “No problem. I’m just excited to find out where you’re taking me next!” I moved on to find other photos of the two. This must be his sister, and they were obviously close. There was a more recent looking photo of the woman with two smiling boys balanced on her lap. They looked very much like Tate and it hit me that these must be the boys Jon saw him with yesterday.


  Tate came back down the hall. “You ready to go?” I nodded to the photos as we exited the front door.


  “Those photographs, is that your sister in them?” I asked for confirmation. He smiled, the ice chest slung over his shoulder as we walked to the car.


  “Yeah, that’s Carly.” Tate opened my door for me once more and popped the trunk, placing the packed food inside. When he was back in the driver’s seat I continued my questioning.


  “Who are those boys in that photo of Carly? They look so much like you did as a child.”


  “Yeah, they really do, don’t they?” Tate seemed thoughtful and then smirked at me. “You sure are nosy today, Evie. You want to ask me again if I have any kids?”


  I could tell he was teasing, so I responded in the same manner. “Well, now I do. You sure are being evasive with your answers. My guess would be that they are your nephews, but now I’m not so sure.”


  “Yeah, they’re my nephews Ezra and Elijah, but we call him Eli. They are great kids.” I could tell he held them in admiration by the tone in his voice.


  “I’m sure they are. Maybe one day I can meet them,” I added, and Tate’s grin widened.


  “Yeah? Well, that’s good to hear, Evie.” Tate turned the music up as we headed towards the city limits.
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  Vitamins scoop, veggies scoop, soy scoop, rice scoop, weigh, and next bag. Repeat. I stood in this large warehouse as music streamed loudly over the speakers and teams of children and adults worked together. When Tate asked me if I was up for anything today, I can honestly say I had no inkling we would end up volunteering to pack meals for the hungry with a bus full of second graders. I looked to my right and smiled as Tate’s nephew Ezra carefully measured the correct amount of veggies before dumping them into the funnel. I added a large scoop of granulated soy and Tate grinned at me as he added the final cup of rice. Another bag switch and we repeated the assembly line.


  I was amazed at the organization and efficiency of the non-profit Happy Helping Hands which used volunteers to package and send nutritious meal packs to underprivileged school aged children overseas. They had taken sixty students along with several teachers and parent volunteers and put us to work in groups. We were on the blue team and assigned to work with Tate’s nephew Ezra, three of his classmates, and Miss Brown, who was Ezra’s teacher. We were totally in the coolest group.


  Ezra looked just like a mini Tate with his sparkling green eyes, dark lashes, and brown hair that was slightly shorter and actually styled unlike his uncle’s. He was a chatty, friendly kid, talking to me and asking questions with confidence. I didn’t have much experience with children his age so I was glad he was comfortable around me. He cracked me up because he was quite the rule follower, quick to point out if one of us wasn’t doing our job exactly right.


  We sang along to a top forty hits radio mix while we worked as a team. Ezra was more meticulous than I’d expect an average second grade boy to be.


  “Good job, buddy. You are doing awesome.”


  Tate offered his nephew a compliment and Ezra beamed at the praise. My heart melted at their interaction. Nothing like a strong, beautiful man who was sweet and affectionate towards children. Swoon meter activate. I held back the audible sigh that threatened to escape my lips.


  “Hi Tate! Glad to see you and Ezra today!” A group leader walked by, patting Tate on the back before continuing to the clean up call for team red. Some kids were trigger happy with scoopers and had missed the funnel several times, splattering the floor with rice.


  “Do you volunteer at Ezra’s school?”


  “No, actually this is my first time. Why?”


  “Oh, I just wondered. That guy seemed to know you.” Tate glanced up as a woman with a clipboard passed by.


  “Hello Tate! How’s it going?” She grinned as Tate offered her a nod and continued on her way.


  “Okay, Mr. Popular, what gives? Why does everyone here know you by name?” He chuckled before answering in a soft tone that only I could hear above the loud music and chatter of students.


  “I bring the boys here every couple of weeks. They haven’t had the easiest life. I know it’s hard to not have their dad in the picture. I think it’s important for them to have a chance to give back and realize there’s always someone out in the world who has it harder.”


  Yeah, I couldn’t be held responsible for the swooning sigh that finally broke from my lips. Not only did Tate spend his spare time helping others, but he did so with the intent to help his nephews grow into empathetic young men. I was astonished at the layers to this man. Each one revealing something new and unexpected. I couldn’t wait to learn more.


  “Miss Brown! Miss Brown! Look at the good job we are doing!” One of the students waved from the green team.


  “Great work, Isabella! I like your enthusiasm!”


  Miss Brown gave the child a thumbs up before going back to her role of sealing and boxing up the food bags assembled by our team. She was attentive to each of her students and spoke sincere words of encouragement at their constant interruptions. I don’t remember any of my teachers from elementary school being so youthful or attractive, but she was both.


  Her big brown doe eyes framed by long lashes repeatedly made their way to Tate. It irritated me at how conspicuously she ran her eyes up and down his muscular frame. On one hand I wanted to high five her and commemorate the amazing genetic wonder that was Tate Reynolds. But the bedroom eyes she continued to send his way had a streak of jealously running through my normally tame thoughts.


  When Tate glanced up and grinned her way, flashing those dimples, I’d had quite enough. We were supposed to be hanging out, and although it wasn’t a date, per se, he shouldn’t be flirting back. Okay, maybe it wasn’t a date in any way, but Miss Brown did not know that.


  I sang along to the pop music blaring from the sound system for a few lines. I bumped my hip against Tate’s and leaned in close to whisper.


  “Looks like teacher’s hot for uncle.”


  Tate’s eyes widened with alarm and he almost missed the funnel with his cup of rice. He snuck a glance over to Miss Brown and she gave him a sultry smile. She slowly ran her tongue over her top and bottom lips, wetting them in an almost explicit way.


  I coughed into my shoulder allowing my hair to cover the smile tugging at my face. Tate leaned over close, bumping my hip with his own, before he murmured in my ear.


  “I think you are right. Don’t you dare leave me alone with that woman. She scares me.”


  I bit back my smile as we focused back on the task at hand. Tate sent me his soft smiles for the remainder of our volunteer shift and a cloud of joy settled around me. Good. I was glad the temptress hadn’t gained his attention with her bag of tricks. Cheap tricks, at that. She was supposed to be working, not hitting on relatives of students. I rationalized that was my reason for feeling happiness in Tate’s continued attention.


  We said our goodbyes as teachers loaded students back onto the bus to return to school. Ezra stuck his face against one of the windows and waved furiously until I acknowledged him with a wave of my own. A warm, fuzzy feeling encircled me from this boy’s sweet gesture.


  When we were back in the Charger and headed towards the freeway, Tate’s gaze shifted away from the road to mine. “Okay, Evie, you don’t seem like you had a horrible time, but I have to make sure that’s the case.”


  “Yeah, that was actually a lot of fun. I liked getting to meet your nephew; he’s a good kid.”


  “That he is, and I want you to meet Eli too. We’ll pick him up from daycare in a few hours. That is, if it’s okay with you?”


  “Yeah, I’d really like that. Thanks for trusting me enough to meet your family. They are obviously really important to you.”


  He gazed at the road ahead. “Yeah. My sister Carly, she’s only been divorced for a year now. She’s a great mom and an even better nurse. She’s the reason I moved here. I’m the only family she has besides our parents, but they live up in Oregon and have no desire to leave their life there.


  “I liked living in California, but nothing was really holding me there. When it became clear that Carly’s ex wasn’t going to provide any help either raising the boys or financially, I decided to move here and help her. I found the job at Lift Me Up, bought the house, and the rest is history.


  “We’ve found a really good rhythm sharing responsibilities. She was struggling trying to balance work, daycare, and making rent on a really shitty apartment. I honestly don’t know how single moms do it. I have the utmost respect for my sister.”


  He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Anyway, that’s enough about me and my family. I don’t want to completely bore you today, Are you ready for our next surprise?”


  “I’m hoping it has something to do with the food you packed! It’s going to sound horrible after we just packed meals for starving children, but I’m so hungry right now.” On cue, my stomach growled loudly. Nice. Real attractive Evie.


  “That’s my girl!” Tate laughed and my heart warmed.


  Tate pulled the car off the freeway and towards a desert park reserve. We entered through the gated drive and followed the winding switchback road to the top of a mountain. He parked next to the trailhead, shutting off the engine and coming around to open my door. “Now, I know you said no exercise, but I swear it’s a really short hike, and the view is completely worth it.” He opened the trunk and retrieved the ice chest and a folded blanket. I looked warily at the trailhead. I did feel better than yesterday but my muscles weren’t up for anything too strenuous.


  “Come on. I’ve got the food. It’s your prize for coming with me.” Tate grinned and started walking up the trail. I was standing at the trailhead with what was surely a dumbfounded look on my face, stunned that he would use food as the motivation to make me follow him. Tate turned around, started walking backwards and shouted to me, “Come on, Evie! Trust me, it’ll be fun. I promise!” and gave me one of his giant smiles with the dimples. Damn, this man with the sexy dimples and the constant need to challenge me.


  I jogged to catch up with him and we hiked in companionable silence. After a short climb we reached the top of the mountain ridge and the view was breathtaking. I could see the entire city, and this beautiful spring weather had a multitude of desert flowers in bloom.


  Tate found a small clearing and laid out the blanket. He sat and patted the open space next to him, signaling for me to join him. He unloaded a spread of plastic containers filled with chicken, salad, fruit, cheese, and veggies, and handed me a bottle of water.


  “Cheers!” He tapped his water bottle to mine and handed me a fork. “Dig in. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I packed a little of everything.” I grabbed a container and opened it.


  “Everything looks great. Thanks, Tate. This spot is breathtaking. Do you come here often?” He nodded between bites.


  “Yeah, I stumbled upon it once when I came up here to run sprints. It’s a great little thinking spot. Although, I have to warn you, it’s also a known make out spot for teenagers.” I raised my eyebrows and he laughed. “A couple of times I’ve run into teens trying to get lucky up here. I don’t think they appreciated my intrusion.” I laughed back.


  “Yeah, I’m sure.”


  The sun shone brightly and a cool breeze wafted through the air. It was really a lovely day, and I felt so comfortable sitting there with Tate. We had shared many smiles and laughs throughout the day and as I gazed down at the city I began to ponder how far removed I felt from my life in that moment.


  I was supposed to be focused on investigating Tate, yet besides discovering he lived with his sister and her children, I hadn’t done any real work today. I had been too caught up in simply enjoying my time with him. When I was with Tate I didn’t think about anything else and that troubled me. I had always been such a career-minded person. Give me a task and I didn’t stop until it was complete. With this case I found myself hoping the investigation would take longer so I had more time with Tate, which was insane. I needed to get my head and heart aligned before I did anything stupid. Tate stood after packing up the remains of our lunch.


  “A penny for your thoughts? You seem to be thinking pretty hard there, Evie.”


  Irritated that he read me so well, I shot back a little too harshly, “What? I can’t have deep thoughts? Is that because you think I’m stupid or because I’m a woman?” He held up his hands in surrender.


  “Whoa! Neither. Don’t put words in my mouth. I just couldn’t help but ask what thoughts are causing that wrinkle on your forehead to appear. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” He reached a hand down to help me stand. It was a peace offering and I accepted. I helped him fold the blanket before answering.


  “Sorry to snap at you, I was just thinking about things I don’t want to think about.”


  “I can understand that. Come on, let’s head back down and go pick up Eli from preschool. He has a way of making you forget all your troubles, and he will love you.” Tate reached a hand out to me and although I shouldn’t have, I took it. We walked hand in hand down the trail in silence with just the quiet sounds of the desert to be heard.
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  “ . . . eight, nine, ten. Ready or not, here I come!” Tate shouted from the kitchen. I giggled and Eli faced me with a serious expression and held his pointer finger over his lips, shushing me to be silent. I returned his solemn look and got my act together.


  We were both crouched low behind the living room couch, a throw blanket covering us in a most inconspicuous way. Eli was a ball of energy. We had picked him up from daycare, and after feeding him a healthy snack back at the house he insisted we all play hide and seek together. He befriended me right away, taking my hand and dictating that it was Uncle Tate’s turn to count and we would hide together.


  Tate muttered, “Stealing my girl already,” under his breath and dutifully went into the kitchen to count.


  “Hmm . . . where did they go? I can’t find them anywhere. Eli? Evie?” Tate’s voice echoed from down the hallway and Eli’s face lighted with elation.


  He whispered to me, “Uncle Tate is really bad at this game. We have to go easy on him, okay?”


  “Okay, sounds good, little man.” He leaned a little closer.


  “You’re really pretty. Are you Tate’s girlfriend? Are you going to marry him?” I had to smile at that and answered, “No, silly, we’re just friends.” Eli’s eyes twinkled in delight, “Will you be my girlfriend, then?” I laughed.


  “Rawr!” Tate surprised us both by yelling and flinging the blanket from our heads. Eli jumped and screamed in delight and I fell over in laughter. I had been so focused on Eli’s conversation that I hadn’t heard Tate come around the corner. I was a grown adult, but he totally scared me in a game of hide and seek!


  We played games a little while longer until Tate’s phone alarm alerted us it was time to meet Ezra at the bus stop. We walked outside and waited on the lawn for a few minutes before a big yellow school bus pulled onto the street. Ezra came running down the street and when he saw us, shouted, “Evie! You’re still here!” His eyes brimmed with excitement as he ran to give me a big hug before greeting Tate and his little brother the same way. I turned my attention to Tate, who was just shaking his head in laughter.


  “What?” I asked him curiously.


  He leaned in to mutter, “Typical boys. You’re here one day and you already bump me from my number one spot with Ezra! That, and Eli’s locking you in for his future wife.” He chuckled and shook his head again, “I’m gonna have to keep a close eye on those boys. They don’t waste any time trying to move in on my women.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not really yours, so I guess you don’t have to worry for now,” I teased and Tate grinned back.


  “No, you’re not mine.” Tate called the boys who were currently wrestling in the front lawn and we followed them back into the house.


  “Let me know when you need to get back home. I know this isn’t the most exciting life. Up next we have homework and dinner prep. Titillating stuff, I know.” Although he said this to me as a joke, there was an underlying question behind his comment. He obviously took his responsibility in raising his nephews seriously. They were important to him, and this was the life he had chosen. I respected him even more. I was having a great time today. Being around his nephews was really entertaining, and our time had been more relaxing and satisfying than I expected.


  “I think you have a great life, Tate, and I’ve had a blast. Actually, more fun than I expected. Must be Ezra and Eli; they are definitely stealing the show. You may need to up your game in the future, FYI.” I laughed as he pretended to be hurt by my comments.


  “You’re really bad for the ego, Evie. I must be a glutton for punishment for trying to be friends with you.”


  Ezra sat at the round kitchen table with his homework laid out around him, organized and ready to work. “Uncle Tate, can Evie help me with my homework today?” I looked to Tate and he nodded.


  “Only if she wants to. Evie may need to head home soon.” Both boys joined in a chorus of oh no’s, Eli begging me to please stay for dinner. I had to laugh at their persistence. They really were charming little boys. “I think I can stay a little longer, if that’s okay with your uncle.”


  “Oh yeah, turn them against me now! Of course, Evie can stay.” Tate busied himself in the kitchen with Eli, letting the young boy help with cleaning vegetables and even chopping a few things with his uncle’s close supervision. I helped Ezra with his homework, which basically consisted of sitting next to him while he chatted in between worksheets, proudly showing off his knowledge in each subject.


  The sounds of a vehicle pulling into the driveway had both boys up and racing out the front door. Tate reached out a hand, pulling me up from my seat at the table and we made our way to the front of the house. He hadn’t let go of my hand yet. It felt really good, and even though my mind screamed at me to pull away—because this was most definitely crossing a line—something inside me wasn’t ready to let go yet. I felt special and cared for and I savored the moment.


  Carly came through the front door with one boy holding tightly to each of her arms, pulling her inside eagerly. “See, Mama. Uncle Tate did bring a girl over!” Ezra shouted.


  Eli’s expression turned serious. “That’s Evie, but she’s not his girlfriend,” he added.


  Carly cast me a wide-eyed look and then smiled widely. “Hi! I’m Carly, Tate’s sister.” She moved to stretch a hand out to me, but the boys hung from her limbs like monkeys. She laughed, a soft, tinkling sound. “I’d shake your hand but my boys here don’t seem to be willing to let go.” She noticed Tate hands still locked with mine. She gave her brother a raised eyebrow but didn’t mention it.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Evie. I hope my boys haven’t been too much trouble today.” My lips spread in a warm smile.


  “It’s nice to meet you too, Carly, and no, your boys are delightful and have been nothing but sweet all day.” Carly’s long brown curls were pulled back from her face, but fell forward as she bent to set the boys on their feet. Her chocolate eyes warmed as they followed the boys’ movements. Their family resemblance was apparent in the shape of their eyes and nose, but not as strong as between Tate and his nephews.


  “Mama, can Evie stay for dinner? I want her to sit by me!” Eli bounced up and down and we all smiled at his enthusiasm.


  “Yes of course. Evie, will you please stay for dinner? I would love to get to know you better.” Her sincere invitation had me accepting.


  Not to be outdone, Ezra added, “I want to sit by her too!”


  “Okay, why don’t you and your brother start setting the table? I’m going to change out of these ugly things real quick.” She swiped a hand down her scrubs before disappearing down the hallway.


  Tate grinned at me and led us back into the kitchen, where he finally released my hand. I was taken aback by the feeling of loss as he let me go. I must be losing my mind. I don’t fall for men easily, and I don’t let people inside my bubble without knowing them for a long period of time, both physically and emotionally. Somehow, Tate had managed to poke through my protective shield in record time. I couldn’t help but crush a little as I watched him put the finishing touches on our meal.


  He dumped a package of spaghetti noodles into the boiling pot on the stove, and yelled over his shoulder, “Dinner in ten minutes, everyone!” I suddenly felt out of place in this domestic setting. The boys were busy setting the table and Tate was cooking. This seemed to be a daily family routine in their home and I didn’t know how to fit into that.


  Carly came into the kitchen in a pair of black leggings and an oversized gray T-shirt, her hair loosened. “Evie, please make yourself at home here. We aren’t very formal so if you need something, please help yourself.”


  She walked over to the stove and took a big inhale over the simmering pot of sauce, “Oh, heck yeah, you really outdid yourself today, little bro. This smells phenomenal!” She then whispered loudly enough that I could hear, “Really pulling out all the stops with this one, huh?”


  This one? My brain tried to make sense of her comment. Oh my god, how many others were there? I excused myself to use the restroom, finding it easily down the short hallway.


  I locked the door and studied my disappointed expression in the mirror. Why did that bother me so much, knowing that Tate had brought others here before me? Because I had started to think what we shared was special. Stupid, stupid, Evie. I knew better than to get involved on this level with Tate. Why had I dropped my armor and let him get to me that way?


  I recounted the day’s activities and realized he never even made a move to hit on me or kiss me. The intimacy I had started to feel towards him was all one sided—on my side. He was just being friendly. I wasn’t anything special to him, even though he made me feel that way all day. I washed my hands and gave myself a quick pep talk. It was clear Tate and his family were good-hearted people and I enjoyed their company, but my reason for being here was to investigate, nothing more. I needed to keep my mind clear and focused until this case was closed.


  I made my way back to the kitchen table to find Eli and Ezra grinning at me from their seats at the table, one open chair between them. “Evie! Come sit down in your spot!” Eli shouted and I made my way to them. Tate reached out, touching my arm with his hand.


  “What can I get you to drink, Evie? We have water, juice boxes and beer. Sorry we don’t have many choices.” My body shivered at his touch. “I’m good with water. Thanks, Tate.” He moved to get me a glass. The boys were still calling me from the table.


  Carly laughed as she brought the salad over and set it down. “They are just a little excited to have company. And it’s safe to say you’ve won my boys over,” she added with a wink. Tate brought over two glasses of water, one for him and one for me, before going back to the stovetop to retrieve the big bowl of pasta and sauce.


  The rest of dinner passed in a blur of laughter and chatter. I discovered Carly was a nurse for the oncology unit at the children’s hospital, and had worked there for over ten years. It was apparent from the way she spoke about her job that she loved the patients she worked with.


  The love Tate, Carly, and the boys held for each other was infectious and I found myself warmed just by being included in their family time. I found myself missing my own sister and her little family. I was glad I had plans to see them soon.


  Tate and I cleaned up from dinner while Carly gave the boys their baths. Before I knew it, it was time to say goodbye. I said goodnight to Eli and Ezra, crouching down to give them each a kiss on the cheek and big hug before heading out. Eli whined that he wanted me to stay and read him his stories, but Tate shook his head no.


  “Sorry, little man, you have had enough of Evie’s time today. Don’t worry, you’ll see her again soon. Say goodnight.”


  As I followed Tate out to his car, I felt sadness at that promise. What if I didn’t see him again? Once we were done with this case I would have no reason to spend time with Tate or with the boys. Honestly, as far as I could tell Tate was the perfect catch for Stacey—volunteering regularly in the community, solid career, kind and responsible, no kids of his own but great with children, funny, intelligent, and a great cook. Add to that the unforgettable fact he was gorgeous with his green eyes, dimple-ridden smile, strong muscles, washboard abs, and sexy tattoos. Yeah, he was the perfect package. I was just disappointed I couldn’t keep him for myself.


  I was lost in my thoughts when we arrived back in front of my apartment. It was just after nine and the day’s activities suddenly caught up with me. I let out a big yawn. Tate noticed.


  “I’m sorry I kept you away all day. I’m sure you had other things to do; you must be exhausted.” I turned in my seat to face him.


  “I’m a little tired, but honestly, I had a great time today. You must be beat, though; you were up teaching classes this morning before our day even started!”


  “Yeah, I’ll sleep well tonight and be back at it tomorrow, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I like being a trainer and I think I’m pretty damn good at it.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t get too big for your britches and leave us all to go work on some fancy reality show. You know the kind where they take a group of frumpy, middle-aged, thirsty women and transform them into better looking, thirsty, middle aged women.”


  At that he scrunched his face in confusion. “Thirsty? Like they need something to drink?”


  “No, like they say, act and think like a horny teenager. Like they want to drink you up like a tall glass of water after spending a week in the Sahara.”


  He burst out in laughter. “Evie, you crack me up.”


  Tate got out of the car and came around to open my door. He pulled me up and out of the car, and there we stood facing each other in the dark, the complex lights casting shadows across his face. I couldn’t read his expression in this low light, and when he started to lower his head closer to mine I panicked. What if Jon was watching us? Was Tate about to kiss me? Why did I want him to? I cried out a sputtered “Goodnight!” and darted around Tate, jogging back to my front door without a glance over my shoulder.


  I slammed my door shut behind me, and leaned against the wooden panel, my heart still racing and hammering in my chest. I took a few breaths before stealing a glance out my window, finding Tate still standing where I left him, staring at my front door.


  I couldn’t see his face from this distance, though I desperately wished to. Was he disappointed or just confused by my swift escape? Was he wishing I would come back outside? I considered opening the door again but wrung my hands together to keep from doing so. Tate watched my door for a few seconds longer before he shook his head and moved back to the driver’s side door.


  Oh good grief, smooth move, Evelyn Harper. God only knows what he thought about my strange behavior now.


  After his car pulled away I walked down the hallway and noticed that Jon’s door was open with the lights out. Good, I was glad he was still gone. I did not have the energy to recount the day with him. Besides, I was still twisted up inside about my own feelings. I needed to get some sleep. A good night’s rest always made my point of view look better in the morning. I anxiously hoped that would be the case as my head hit the pillow and I drifted to sleep.
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  WHAT A LONG FUCKING DAY. It was well past midnight and I was standing in Evie’s small kitchen, downing my post workout smoothie while reflecting on all that happened today. Breaking the news to Veronica Ortega hadn’t exactly gone as expected, but at least we wrapped that case up quickly and it was done.


  The little breaking and entering stint with Kate had me all twisted up. First off, that was too close for comfort. Had we gotten caught, Evie would have been livid and it would have put the entire investigation in jeopardy. Not that we were investigating anything important. I swear, working for Stacey Mills-Sandoval made me feel only about one notch higher than a personal dating service. But hey, I shouldn’t complain. She was a great paying client, and all the hours we were booking on this case were going to pay my rent.


  I couldn’t stop thinking about how Kate felt wrapped around me in the shower. She felt perfect in my arms. Our attraction towards each other in that moment rocked me to the core. I tried chalking those feelings up to the adrenaline rush of almost getting caught, but something about it felt real and honest. I shook my head for even going there. No, I could never be with someone like Kate. The way she bounced from guy to guy, the moment we shared in the shower probably meant nothing special to her. I was looking for more than just a good time, and it was clear she was not.


  After dropping Kate back off at the photography studio, I stopped to get a coffee at the first place I could find. I sat inside the little hole in the wall café and decided to check our client email. We had over ten messages from Miss Mills-Sandoval asking for more updates on the case. I was happy to note that Evie had responded earlier in the morning so I wouldn’t need to.


  Scrolling through, I found Blackman had gotten back to us with all the completed paperwork for his assignments. The love interest he wanted us to investigate was a neighboring shop owner. He knew next to nothing about this woman, by the way he had filled out the information form, and I wondered if the guy had even spoken more than two words to her.


  That case bored me, so I continued on to the information about his daughter. He was very detailed, naming all her social media accounts as well as her daily schedule. Violet and her younger sister Elena both attended an all-girls academy not too far from the shop and the luxury apartment where Blackman and his girls resided.


  Every day he saw them off when they left in the fire engine red BMW 320i Sedan he had recently gifted to Violet for her sixteenth birthday. The girls drove to school and spent their day there until four o’clock when classes ended. Blackman worked in the store most days until five or six o’clock when he would meet the girls back at the apartment for dinner. Lately, Violet was not home when Blackman returned, and when she strolled into the house sometime between eight and ten she refused to share where she had been.


  I shook my head in disbelief. Had my father given me a vehicle when I turned sixteen it would have come with a long list of rules. If I had broken any of them the keys would have been taken away at once. Blackman didn’t adhere to that kind of parenting style with his girls, that much was true. Well, either way I was curious what this entitled teen was up to for so many hours a week, and I had no doubt we could figure it out.


  I spent the next few hours using the coffee shop’s free wi-fi to scroll through the social media photos and profiles of Violet and her classmates. When my stomach growled loudly for food I decided to give up my search there. So far the only things I had learned were who still needed a prom date to the upcoming dance and that someone named Jess was looking for the loser who stole her iPod during biology class. Maybe I should leave the cyber stalking to Evie; I hadn’t found anything useful yet.


  I drove back home to make lunch and gather my spy gear. There was one thing I could do well, and that was find out where the hell Violet was spending all her time after school.


  I thought back to what I learned about Reynolds yesterday. The puzzle pieces didn’t fit after searching most of his home this morning. It was apparent he did not share a room with the woman I saw him with, which meant their relationship was different than I assumed. I ran through countless explanations, and decided to let it be for now. I was sure Evie would find out everything we needed on Tate after spending time with him today.


  I spent most of the afternoon following the Blackman girls. Thanks to their dad’s thorough descriptions and their sweet ride, I was able to easily spot their car in the school’s lot, even at a distance. Both girls came out of the school a few minutes after the final bell and I followed them to their apartment building. The youngest, Elena, got out of the car with a pout and marched her way inside the home without a backwards glance. Violet waited until her sister was safely inside before peeling out of the parking lot.


  I followed her for an hour. She stopped at a Starbucks, ordered a giant chocolate mess of a drink that somehow passed for coffee, and then was back on the road. We were heading east into an area of town that didn’t hold many homes, mostly industrial buildings and businesses. She pulled into one of these industrial building lots and parked. I noted a few of the fronts had their business names advertised; along this side of the large tinted glass building there was a yoga studio, furniture outlet, custom lighting warehouse, and dance studio.


  Violet stepped out of her vehicle, peeled her uniform blouse off, and threw it, leaving her in a long plaid skirt and white tank top. She grabbed her backpack from the back seat, hiking it over one shoulder, and surveyed the busy parking lot. Seeming satisfied, she crossed the pavement and walked into Dance Connection.


  I held my post, watching the front door for the next five hours as people of all ages trickled in and out for classes. At a quarter till ten Violet exited the front doors, walking alone to her car and dressed in the same outfit as before. I followed her as she drove home to her dad’s apartment.


  I was tired from sitting in my damn truck all day and frustrated that all I learned about Violet was that she liked to dance, so I decided to hit the gym on my way home. I actually liked the set up and atmosphere of Lift Me Up and they were open until midnight, so I stopped in for a quick lifting session. I happened to run into another dude about my age, Jerry Smith, in the weight area as well.


  We had spotted each other a few times this past week and he was a good guy. At six two, with red hair and short beard, the man’s fair complexion was freckled all over. He was an absolute beast in the gym and had a great physique to show for it, but I appreciated his humble nature most.


  A lot of guys walked around this place like they were God’s gift to humanity and spent more time taking selfies than actually lifting. Jerry was not like that and I could see us becoming friends. In talking I learned he was new to the area and had moved here to open his own dental practice. So far business was going well for him and being from the east coast he loved the sunny Arizona days. He was probably about my age and I was impressed at all he had accomplished in such a short time.


  Jerry was finishing up his workout when I arrived, so after talking a few minutes I was left to myself. With headphones on, I turned my focus to the heavy iron weights and pushed myself to failure with each set of repetitions. There was something therapeutic about the sounds the weights made, metal clanking against metal between sets. This was my happy place, and I felt better at being able to finish my day by getting a lift in.


  So, here I sat in Evie’s kitchen, tired as fuck and quite frankly feeling a little lonely. I wished that Evie was still up and we could talk about the day. As much as I liked having the freedom to do whatever the hell I wanted with my days, it was times like this that I missed the military life. No matter what time of day, there was always a brother to shoot the shit with or someone around willing to go to the gym or get a run in. Honestly, civilian life was more isolated than I expected it to be. I had a few great friends like Evie, but other than that I felt alone most times. I was doing my best to stay busy; that was the only way I would be able to deal with all the changes in my life.


  I finished off my drink and cleaned up the kitchen before hitting the shower. I prayed sleep would come quickly tonight. As I lay my head down I thanked the universe for the blessings of another day here on Earth and remembered my brothers who no longer held that luxury. Their faces and memories ran through my mind, a nightly ritual I had taken to after losing my first comrade in arms. Sometime later, I finally drifted to sleep.
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  I must have been more tired than usual because I slept well past my internal wake up time of six o’clock. I was surprised to see my cell phone read just after eight as I rolled out of bed and ran my hands over my face. QT was banging around in the kitchen and smiled to myself. I should get out there before she attempted something horrible. She was the sweetest person I knew, but she couldn’t cook worth shit. I didn’t know many people who could screw up scrambled eggs the way that woman could.


  I threw on a pair of worn jeans and a T-shirt. When I walked into the kitchen I was relieved to see she had settled for a bowl of cold cereal. I was still grinning when she looked up, shoveled a big bite into her mouth and croaked out a “What?” I chuckled and poured myself a cup of coffee.


  “What? Do I have something stuck on my face?”


  “Nah, your face just makes me happy. How did things go with Tate yesterday?”


  I moved around the kitchen, pulling out eggs, spinach, turkey sausage, and a skillet. We talked while I made breakfast.


  “It went really well, actually. I found out the woman you saw him with was his sister and the boys are his nephews. They all live together.”


  “That’s good work, QT. I fell to the wrong conclusion, so I’m glad you were able to sort things out.”


  “So . . .” Evie paused, catching my full attention before she continued. She looked concerned and hesitated a few seconds. “So, what exactly does that mean for me now? Do I keep a friendship going with Tate for the case? I guess I’m having a hard time not getting personally invested. Tate is becoming a good friend, and I’ve done nothing but deceive him.”


  I should have known this would be difficult for QT. She was the worst liar I knew; it just wasn’t in her nature to deceive people. She must really have a hard time with this case. I shouldn’t have put her in a position to get so close. I grabbed my food and joined her at the kitchen counter.


  “I’m sorry. I should have never asked you to do something you don’t want to for the sake of a case.”


  “No, its fine, and I want to pull my weight with each case we take on. I guess I’m just new at this so it will take some getting used to.”


  I adopted a serious tone. “Don’t worry, you’re doing great. Besides, we can’t both be awesome like I am.” She laughed.


  “I don’t know. I think I’m pretty fucking awesome.”


  “Yeah, okay, you can be awesome too.”


  “So what should I do about Tate?”


  I thought about her question before answering. “Well, I guess we need to decide if we’ve covered every angle. Do we have his dating history? Are we even sure he’s straight?”


  Evie laughed at that. “I’m pretty sure he’s straight.”


  “Why? Did he hit on you or something? Did he try to kiss you? Make a move?” I had trouble keeping the anger out of my tone. Evie just looked perplexed.


  “No. No, he didn’t. I thought maybe he would, but the more I think about it, I’m sure I misread the signals. I mean, he’s been the perfect gentleman. When we first hung out I asked and he said he wasn’t into guys, but now that you mention it I’m questioning my initial assessment.”


  “Okay, good. I’m sorry, QT, but any single guy who claims to be straight and doesn’t hit on you? I don’t know; I’d question their sexuality.” She blushed at my comment and I continued. “Why don’t you keep your friendship with him going a little longer to see if you can’t learn more? That is, if you’re okay with that.”


  She nodded and I stood to clean the kitchen while I filled her in on yesterday’s events.


  “So, I was hoping we could work together today on the Blackman case. I don’t really know where to start with his love interest, and all I found out about his daughter was that she’s learning to dance.”


  Evie left to get her laptop and returned to the kitchen counter. “Let’s see what magic I can work. I was reading through the case files yesterday morning and I can’t help but be curious about Harold Blackman. You said he was a weirdo, but he just seems like a concerned parent to me.” She pulled up the social media accounts I looked through, and talked while she searched.


  “Oh, he is a concerned parent, but you haven’t met the guy yet. He is a strange one, trust me. And how weird is it that he’s got a thing for the store owner next door and has us investigate her before they’ve even dated? By the way, he filled out the form already. It doesn’t seem that he knows much of anything about her.”


  Evie’s lips curved up in a smile. “Aww, I think it’s sweet that he’s crushing on the owner next door. What a great story, to be able to tell people you fell in love working next door to each other.”


  I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Evie had always been the romantic. As cynical as she had become towards men, she still loved a happy ending. Hell, her favorite movie growing up was Lady and the Tramp. “I don’t know, call me old fashioned, but if a man likes a woman he should talk to her, get to know her, and then ask her out. I mean, the man is almost fifty years old, for Christ’s sake.”


  “Hey, hey, you were the one who told me not to judge our clients. Besides, it seems he got burned pretty badly by his ex-wife, so it’s rational he would be a little gun shy.”


  “I can see your point there. So, how do you think we should go about his love interest investigation?”


  Evie scrunched her forehead in thought. Her face brightened with excitement before answering. “How about this? Let’s talk to the shop owner. We can get more information—her last name for instance—and go in asking about Harold Blackman and his girls. We go in as investigators, looking into Harold’s ability as a good parent. Heck, we can even say his ex-wife hired us. Hopefully, we get a good feel for her thoughts about Harold. Maybe we’ll even get a lead on Violet, who knows? What do you think?”


  “I think you surprise me with your level of scheming, QT. I think it’s fucking brilliant. Let’s head out now and then we’ll have time to tail Violet again after school. Can we take your car? I doubt she’s that perceptive, but my truck kinda stands out. I’d hate to get made by a teenager.”


  “Yeah, that works. Just let me brush my teeth and grab my bag.”


  I had a good feeling about today. I needed QT by my side; she brought the enthusiasm and spirit I was missing yesterday. I hit the head, grabbed our spy ware bag, and added a few more protein bars. Evie tossed me her keys and we took off with renewed energy.
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  “HELLO, CAN I HELP YOU find anything specific?”


  We had just walked into Restoration Decor & More and were browsing through the storefront when a small Asian woman approached us. She had jet black hair cut into a stylish medium length cut with layers framing her face. She wore a simple black dress that accentuated her delicate frame. Her dark eyes were calculating, though, as if she already knew we hadn’t stopped in the store to shop.


  Jon handed her a business card and introduced us. “Hello. My name is Jonathan Beltran and this is my partner, Evelyn Harper. Are you the shop owner?”


  “Yes, I’m Sunny Lee, and this is my store.”


  “We would like to ask you a few questions if you have some time.” She returned Jon’s friendly look with a suspicious one of her own. I smiled and tried to ease her apprehension.


  “We would really appreciate just a few minutes of your time. We have been contracted to look into the shop owner next door, Harold Blackman. I promise we will be brief.”


  She still looked skeptical but conceded, “Okay, but if a customer comes in I will need to attend to them.”


  “Of course.”


  “Why don’t we sit over here?” She motioned for us to sit at a large wooden table with distressed white legs and a dark brown stained top. We each took one of the six matching chairs, Jon and I on one side and Sunny across from us.


  Jon pulled a notepad and pencil from his back pocket. Nice move. I needed to get one of those. It made him appear much more official. Jon took the lead on questioning.


  “Okay, let’s start with the basics. How well do you know Harold Blackman?”


  “Well, we’ve had neighboring shops since I opened here almost three years ago. Besides waving to him or sometimes talking with his daughters, I don’t know him at all.”


  “You said you speak with the girls from time to time. Can you tell me more about that?”


  “Yes. Elena loves to come in and look at the latest stock items. Sometimes she spends the afternoon in her father’s store doing homework and comes over when she is finished. She is interested in interior decorating and has a good eye for it. I enjoy our little talks. She is such a sweet and kind girl, despite what she’s been through this past year.”


  “You are referring to the divorce?” Jon clarified.


  “Yes, if you can even call it that. More like a full out war since that whore of a woman decided to walk out on her marriage!” At my raised eyebrows she continued.


  “I’m sorry, but I have no tolerance for that type of behavior. You choose to make a commitment to someone, become a mother and bring children into the world, those are all promises made between your spouse and God. You cannot just walk away from it when life becomes difficult! What kind of person does that? Not a good one, I tell you.”


  Okay, then. I guess we knew her stance on infidelity. Sunny and Harold were a perfect match in that regard.


  “And you think Mrs. Blackman walked away from her marriage because it was difficult?” Jon prompted.


  Sunny thought for a moment before answering. “From what I have seen, which has been very little, mind you, Harold is not an easy person to get along with. He likes order and routine, and I think Jolene was a bit too artistic and free spirited to fit into that mold.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice, despite that we were the only three people in the store.


  “I used to hear them arguing behind the store. I wasn’t trying to be nosy, but they were very loud and my store is so quiet.” She paused briefly to make sure we understood. We both nodded, encouraging her on.


  “Jolene wanted to be more adventurous . . . in the bedroom. Things I cannot dream of, let alone speak of out loud, and Harold refused her. Countless times, if what I overheard was true. Jolene apparently took that as an invitation to satisfy her urges elsewhere.” She shook her head and made a sound of disgust.


  “A mother with two impressionable daughters has no excuse for that kind of behavior. I’m just glad she is out of the picture now. Elena seems much happier since her mother moved away. Elena and Violet witnessed more arguments between their parents than any child should have to. Their mother didn’t even try to hide her promiscuous sex life from her daughters. In fact, she boasted to them about it. Disgraceful.”


  “What about the older child, Violet? Do you ever speak with her?” I asked.


  Sunny shook her head sadly, “No. I pray she will not follow in her mother’s ways, but I fear that has already happened.”


  “What do you mean by that? Have you seen something or has Elena said anything?” Jon questioned.


  “It’s only my suspicion. That girl has too much freedom and no mother to look after her. I’ve seen the way she speaks to her father and sister, and I can only assume she will follow a path similar to her mother.”


  At that moment a bell chimed and an elderly couple walked inside the store.


  “If you’ll please excuse me, I must get back to work now.”


  “Yes. Thank you so much for your time, Miss Lee.” I stood and extended my hand to shake hers; Jon did the same.


  “If anything else comes to mind that you think would be helpful in our investigation, please give us a call.” Jon added.


  Sunny narrowed her eyes, pursing her lips in question. “What exactly are you investigating?”


  Jon answered, “We were contracted to look into the current safety and emotional environment of the girls. Our client has chosen not to be mentioned. Thank you again for your time.”


  We exited the building and walked to my parked car before speaking. Jon unlocked the doors and we both slid inside.


  “Well, that was basically a dead end.” Jon started my car and I nodded.


  “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem as though she hates Harold, so that’s a good sign, right?”


  “I guess, but I hate this matchmaker shit. It seems she doesn’t tolerate infidelity or skipping out on marriage, so maybe that will suffice.”


  My phone vibrated in my hands and I looked down to see I had a text.


  Tate: I’m missing my favorite client today.


  I smiled. As much as I enjoyed being free from PT, I had been pushing thoughts of Tate from my head all day. Jon’s comment earlier was really bothering me. I shouldn’t care if he was gay or straight, and with anyone else I couldn’t have cared less. So, why was the thought of him batting for the other team causing me disappointment?


  Evie: I didn’t know you trained Channing Tatum???


  Tate: Haha! See, no one else has made me smile all morning but you just did.


  Evie: But seriously, back to Channing. Hook a sister up?


  Tate: Now you’re just hurting my feelings.


  Jon watched me intently so I slid my phone back into my purse. It was tempting to spend the entire car ride texting Tate. “So what’s our next move, McGyver?”


  “Well, I say we grab lunch and decide our next move. I want to tail Violet again after school to see if I can figure out what the hell she’s up to. We probably need to interview Blackman again too. Together this time, to see if there are any leads we missed the first time.”


  “Okay, sounds good to me, but I need to be back before five. I’m going over to Melissa and Drew’s tonight to babysit. I’ve gotta get my baby fix in; it’s been over a week.” I smiled just thinking about my adorable niece. It seemed she was changing every week and I loved that I was able to be a part of it. I was nowhere ready to be a mom myself. Hell, I didn’t even have a job or a boyfriend so it was probably going to be a while, but I loved being Auntie Evie. It was especially satisfying to give her back at the end of the night and sleep comfortably in my own bed without interruption.


  “Okay, let’s grub then I’ll drop you back at the apartment.”
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  “Just go already. I’ve got this!”


  My sister had given me the rundown of Claire’s evening routine for the fourth time. She was a little overprotective. Not to say I couldn’t blame her. Claire was the most precious baby I had ever laid eyes on. Sure, I was biased, but even if I wasn’t her aunt, I’d still think she was beautiful.


  “Okay, babe, that’s enough. Evie has everything under control and we’re almost late for our reservation.” Drew came into the room, stepping behind my sister and wrapping his arms tightly around her slim waist. They were the cutest couple. He winked at me and then kissed her cheek sweetly, making Melissa blush. “Enough, you animals! Get a room already!” I joked and Melissa rolled her eyes.


  “Okay, okay, I’m ready.” Melissa leaned down to kiss Claire, who was playing contently with a plastic toy in my arms. “Be good for your Auntie, sweet girl.”


  Drew leaned down to kiss the top of Claire’s head and then mine before following Melissa out the door. “Stay out of trouble, you two!” he called out before closing and locking the door behind them.


  I spent the next two hours feeding, bathing, playing, and finally rocking my sweet niece. This was the moment I looked forward to most. She was cuddled up across my chest, her head over my shoulder and turned into my neck. One arm was wrapped tightly around my neck, the other tucked into the crook between my body and arm. I swayed the chair back and forth with my feet. Her breathing started to slow to a more rhythmic pace and I knew she was moments away from being out for the night. I cherished these sweet moments the most.


  In these quiet moments I knew someday I wanted this for myself. To be a mother and rock my own child to sleep each night would be the greatest blessing. An image of Tate holding a small child, tucked gently in his strong, muscular, tattooed arms flashed in my mind. Okay, wow, where did that come from? I thought back to the way he interacted with his nephews. He was gentle but authoritative. Kind and loving in his words and actions towards Eli and Ezra, yet they weren’t running the show.


  That he was good looking, funny, kind, and good with kids was . . . well, it was a complete turn on. I had never been one to feel a biological clock tick, but Tate had somehow caused my baby fever to spike. He was sexy as fuck, and I was suddenly uncomfortable having these thoughts with my sleeping niece propped on my shoulder. Not that she could hear or understand what I was thinking, but I suddenly felt too hot just thinking about him.


  I lay Claire in her crib and crept out of her room. I walked downstairs to the living room and then to the kitchen, cleaning up the few cluttered items I found along the way. I poured myself a glass of water and grabbed a box of crackers from the pantry. I pulled my phone from my purse and took a seat at the table, prepared to entertain myself until my sister and brother-in-law returned.


  I checked my text messages first. My most recent ones from Jonathan had me smiling as I scrolled through.


  Jon: Another night following twinkle toes. She’s back at the dance studio.


  Jon: I’m bored.


  Jon: QT! Send me something funny.


  Jon: I’m caught in my own personal hell. An episode of Dance Moms, the parking lot version.


  Jon: Just talked with Stacey, she’s been harassing my phone all day.


  Jon: I told her we’d have a full report by Monday.


  Jon: She’s a pain in the ass.


  Jon: Swan princess left the dance studio and went straight home to the apartment again. I set up a meeting with Blackman for tomorrow morning at nine. That work for you?


  The last text was sent only a few minutes ago, so I replied letting him know tomorrow morning worked. I was eager to meet Mr. Blackman after everything I had heard about him from Jon and especially after meeting his love interest, Sunny Lee. I don’t know why, but I hoped there could be a connection between the two. Sunny was a little hard around the edges but she obviously cared for his girls, and it seemed he could use a companion in life.


  I clicked over to see if I had any other unread messages. I was secretly hoping to hear from a certain personal trainer. I had a few from Tate.


  Tate: Looking forward to seeing my second favorite client tomorrow.


  Tate: Channing booked an early morning appointment, sorry.


  I smiled and shook my head. He was such a dork, but I loved it. Oh shit! I stared blankly at my phone as a stream of emotions flooded my mind all at once. I was falling for him. Crap, crap, crap! This was bad, very bad. What the hell was wrong with me, investigating for our first client and I fall for the one guy I’m not supposed to? A deep feeling of dread came over me. I wanted to throw up.


  At that exact moment my sister and Drew unlocked the kitchen door and came in from their evening out. They were talking softly, but stopped as soon as they caught sight of me.


  “Uh-oh. I know that look. Who kicked your puppy, little sis?” Melissa came over to the table and sat down across from me.


  “I don’t have a puppy, Mel,” I grumbled, and let my face fall into my hands.


  Drew just laughed. “Okay, that’s my cue. I’m heading upstairs for the night. Thanks Evie for babysitting.” He came behind my chair and gave me a quick hug. He moved behind Melissa’s chair, giving her a lingering hug and I could hear him whisper. “Thanks you for an amazing date night. I love you.” Drew gave her a soft kiss on the cheek before walking up stairs.


  “Okay, spill. What has my beautiful girl looking so troubled?”


  “I don’t even know where to start,” I said dejectedly.


  “Just talk, Evie. I’ll sit here all night if I need to.”


  I didn’t want to talk about anything, but she’d never let me leave until I gave in. This was one of the many reasons I loved her. It didn’t matter how old we were, she always looked out for me.


  “Okay, so you know how I’m investigating that trainer for one of our clients?”


  She nodded. “Tate, right?”


  “Yes, Tate. Well, I’ve had to spend a lot of time with him, getting to know him because he’s not big into social media and because he’s such a private person.”


  “Did something happen with him? It’s okay, Evie, I’m your sister. You can tell me anything and I promise I’ll still love you.”


  “I didn’t mean for anything to happen with him. I’ve been completely professional. Well, as much as can be expected given the circumstances. I just can’t get him out of my head. His laugh. The way he makes me feel. His kind and generous nature. His love of good food. His damn washboard abs and tattoos for days. Ugh! I just can’t get him out of my head. I’m really falling for him.


  “I look forward to every time we meet. I wait for his texts because they make me smile, and every time I find out how fucking perfect he is for our client’s laundry list of expectations I get pissed, because I want there to be something wrong with him so I can have him!”


  I tapped my forehead on the table a few times before my sister grabbed my face in her hands, tilting my face to meet her eyes.


  “I must be going crazy because I don’t do things like this. It’s not like me and I want to stop being attracted to him but I can’t seem to do that.”


  I stared at my sister’s concerned face with an unhappy one of my own. “Help me? I don’t know what to do.”


  “Aww, Evie.” She scooted her chair closer to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “What does your heart say? When you push all the should bes and have tos away, what does your heart say about this man?”


  Her words instantaneously halted my swirling thoughts and I answered honestly. “Love him.” I gasped and she smiled sadly at me.


  “Oh god, Mel, what am I going to do? Jon is going to kill me for this. Our client hired us to look into him, and she has major pull in the community. She will ruin our business. How do I even start a real relationship with Tate when the entire thing has been built on a stack of lies?”


  “Now those, my dear, are the questions only you will be able to answer. Be patient with yourself, don’t do anything rash, and if it’s meant to be then I’m sure you’ll find a way. Just don’t lose who you are in the process, okay?”


  I smiled at her and it suddenly hit me that I was severely eating up the alone time she and Drew had planned together this evening. They didn’t get much adult only time with an infant in the house. I babysat for them regularly so they could have time together without Claire. I usually was more considerate, but my sister caught me in a weak moment. I was glad I told her, though. I felt much better already, just getting my feelings out in the open.


  “Ugh, I’m so sorry. I’ve ruined your night out. I’m sure Drew isn’t too happy with me monopolizing your time right now. Romantic evening sans baby followed up by a late night of sister-in-law drama.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about Drew.” She waved a hand and winked. “We snuck into the bathroom during dinner and let’s just say I think he’s fully satisfied for the night. As am I!”


  “What? No!” I covered my burning ears. “I don’t want to hear things like that out of your mouth!”


  “What, because now that I’m a mom I’m not allowed to have any fun sexual escapades with my husband?”


  “No! Of course you are. But you’re my big sister and Drew is like a brother, so I just like to pretend you don’t have sex together.”


  She laughed. “You do know how Claire was made, right?”


  “Oh God! Stop already! Yes, I get it! You have hot sex together! Now that’s an image I won’t be able to get out of my mind. Thank you so much.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  We stood from the table and she pulled me into a warm embrace. “I love you, Evie. You have a good heart and you deserve to be happy. I know everything will all work out. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”


  I nodded and pulled away, took my keys out of my purse and walked to the door. “Good night, Mel. I love you and thank you for talking. I feel better already.”


  “Keep me posted okay?”


  “I will.” I closed the door and headed to my car. My sister was right; I just needed to be patient. Things always worked out if they were meant to be, and even though I wasn’t sure what that meant for me, it was okay. In the meantime, Jon and I had work to do in the morning and I needed to focus on that.
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  “OH, AND JUST TO WARN you, he’s a tiny man.”


  We had just arrived in front of Jolene’s Intimate Apparel. I jumped down from Jon’s truck and met him at the sidewalk, stealing a glance at Sunny’s storefront. I was surprised to see her through the glass window, studying us with that same hard glare. She was intimidating, that was for sure, but I had a feeling she merely put up a rough exterior. The way she spoke about Elena showed a kindhearted woman existed somewhere under that armor.


  “So, he’s a little man? Like how? He’s short or he’s a bigot?”


  Jon hooted. “He’s short, just very short. I wanted to prepare you. It was surprising to me at first, that’s all.”


  “Not everyone gets blessed with obnoxiously good genetics.”


  “Yeah, that’s one thing I can thank my parents for, right?”


  Jon opened the door and I entered first. The shop was sexy, flirty, and classy. It was someplace Kate would drag me to. In fact, I would have to tell her about it since I was surprised we hadn’t visited before. Jon waved to the woman folding panties at the cash register and headed towards the back. I followed and we reached an open door marked for staff only.


  “Hello, Mr. Blackman?” Jon called out. We entered the room and looked around.


  “Hello again, Mr. Beltran.” A deep baritone voice spoke and a man appeared before us. I was taken aback by his height, or lack thereof, and was thankful for Jon’s warning. Otherwise I was sure my face would have shown my shock. He smiled a twisted smile and offered his hand to me.


  “And you must be Miss Harper. Delighted to meet you, my dear.” I extended my hand to his, but instead of shaking it as I expected, Harold Blackman took it in his fingertips, leaned forward and placed a lingering kiss on its back. “The pleasure, I assure you, is all mine.”


  Okay then. Now I got it, what Jon was unsuccessfully trying to explain earlier. There was something unmistakably off about Mr. Blackman, and I had spent less than a minute in his presence. Jon cleared his throat. I could tell he was trying to hold back laughter.


  “May we sit down, Mr. Blackman? We have a few things we’d like to ask you about.”


  “Yes, certainly. Please, let’s have a seat and chat, shall we?”


  We walked over to a large worktable and Jon and I pulled up two chairs, Harold sat opposite us. Harold’s strange behavior from before turned to that of concentrated concern as he focused on Jon. “You said you found information on my concerns with Violet?”


  Jon nodded. “I’ve been following your eldest daughter each day after school, and I have to say I’m surprised at what I found. Both Evelyn and I are a little puzzled at how this has affected her change in behavior, but we hope you can shed some light on the matter.”


  Harold’s posture turned rigid and his face turned to a scowl. He seemed to be bracing himself. “Violet has been taking dance lessons every afternoon and evening.”


  His eyes narrowed under a furrowed brow. “I don’t understand? That’s it? She’s been dancing?”


  “We wondered if you might have any idea why she would hide that from you?” I asked as pleasantly as I could. Harold paused, seemingly searching for an answer.


  “Well, I guess she assumed I would tell her no. The way everything worked out with her mother, she might have thought dancing would be a bad subject for me, but that’s only a guess.”


  “Why would dancing be a bad subject? I’m afraid we’re missing something here.”


  “I guess I left that part out the other day. Before we separated my ex-wife constantly hounded me to keep things interesting and suggested we take dancing lessons. She thought that might rekindle our romance and bring a little spice into our love life. Silly, I know. I hate dancing, you see, but she had this crazy idea that she just had to learn to tango. I never went with her, and we argued about it for weeks.


  A few months later I found her in bed with her lover, who also happened to be her salsa instructor. That was that. I guess maybe that’s why Violet is afraid to tell me she wants to dance? But doesn’t that seem unlikely to cause her change in attitude and lack of interest in friends? I don’t know. Maybe I’m just being an overprotective father.”


  I listened to everything he said. He was obviously a concerned parent, and I had to agree the dance lessons didn’t seem to be reason enough to explain the change in Violet’s behavior. Maybe we were still missing a crucial piece.


  “I read your ex moved to Mexico to live with her boyfriend there? Do the girls have contact with their mother? Maybe Violet has talked with her about her dancing, if that was the case?”


  Harold considered my questions. “I don’t think the girls have been in contact with her, at least not to my knowledge. I sure as hell haven’t talked to the bitch since she left to live at the beach house.”


  Wow. Harold was holding on to some residual anger towards his wife. The way he said bitch with a giant grin on his face was not normal. Maybe this guy was completely off his rocker and we were on some wild goose chase. I was relieved when Jon took over the conversation.


  “I agree with Evelyn. There might be something Violet has shared with her mother that would help lead us in the right direction. I plan on following her again today, but would it be okay with you if we contacted your ex-wife? I’d like to rule out as many leads as possible.”


  “I have no problem with that. I can get you the cell phone number I have for her, although I don’t even know if she uses it anymore. Since she granted me full custody I have no need to speak with her.”


  Harold strode to his work desk and pulled a sticky pad from the mess surrounding his computer keyboard. He jotted down Jolene’s number and returned to the table, handing the colorful note to Jon.


  “Thank you. Also, I wanted to update you on the status of Miss Lee, your neighbor.” Harold’s gaze grew avid with interest and he leaned forward, captivated by Jon’s words.


  “We spoke with her yesterday, under false pretenses of course, and found that she shares your extreme distaste for infidelity. She also appears to hold marriage as a serious commitment that should not be broken. I hope that answers your questions about her?”


  Harold nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, that is just perfect. Fantastic work, thank you for that.”


  “If that’s all then, we’ll just focus on Violet at this time?” Jon asked hopefully. Harold continued to nod in agreement. “Yes, just please find out what is causing my Violet to act so strangely. I won’t say anything about the dancing until you find out more. I don’t want her to know I hired you. I want her to trust me. It’s just very difficult, and I’m afraid I’m doing a poor job at this whole single father role.”


  I actually felt a little sorry for the eccentric man. It couldn’t be easy to be a single parent to two teenage daughters.


  “Don’t worry Mr. Blackman, we will continue the investigation and keep you briefed on our progress. We’ll check in sometime next week, possibly sooner depending on what we discover.”


  Jon and I stood, and I placed my hands protectively behind my back. Sure, I felt sorry for Harold but I was not voluntarily being subjected to another smarmy kiss on the hand. “We’ll be in touch.” Jon nodded and I followed him out of the store and back to the truck.


  As we buckled up Jon pinned me with the most serious of expressions.


  “So, Blackman’s a real ladies man.”


  We burst into laughter. Jon started the truck, driving me back to the apartment so I could get to my PT session.


  “I still can’t believe he kissed my hand! I mean, who the hell does that?”


  “You really should get the hand sanitizer out. That man is strange; I wouldn’t know what other hands he’s been kissing. You could get hepatitis from that.”


  “I know you’re joking, but that’s a really good idea.” I pulled my travel sized bottle from my purse and applied generously. Jon just laughed harder.


  “I was joking, QT. You can’t get hepatitis that way.”


  “I know. I just feel the need to be clean; that guy gives me the creeps. Let’s finish up this case so I don’t have to see him again.”


  Jon reached into his pocket and handed me the sticky note, driving with one hand while he did so.


  “Sounds good. Call Jolene now. Let’s see what she has to say.”


  I dialed the number using my cell phone and put it on speaker. After one ring it went straight to an automated voicemail box.


  “Hello, Jolene, this is Evelyn Harper. I was hoping to speak with you about your daughter. Please give me a call at your earliest convenience and I can go into further detail.” I rattled off my cell number and hit end. “Does that work okay?” I asked Jon.


  “Perfect. Now hopefully she calls back soon. I’ll tail the girls after school today, but I would guess I’ll be sitting outside the dance studio once again.”


  “I’m sorry, I’d go with you but I promised Kate we’d hang out tonight, and I haven’t heard from her much this week. Which is really strange, actually. Usually we text each other like crazy; I guess she must be busy too.”


  “Mmm hmm.” Jon focused on the road and I wondered if he was pissed I was leaving him to shadow Violet alone again. I felt bad, but not bad enough to cancel my plans with Kate. Besides, he would have to wrap up early to get to his weekend security job, anyway. We drove the rest of the way in silence, listening to music. Once back home I changed quickly into a pair of leggings, sports bra, and a big T-shirt before heading back out. My appointment was at eleven and I didn’t want to be late. I was also eager to see Tate again.


  I walked through the doors of Lift Me Up to find Carrie working behind the front desk. She looked up and smiled with recognition. “Hi, Evie! How are you today?”


  “I’m doing better now that I’m here. How are you, Carrie?”


  “Oh, just living the glamorous life. You know how it is.” She laughed before adding, “Tate said to meet him by the treadmills. He’s just finishing up with a client now.”


  I nodded and headed to the locker rooms, storing my gym bag and straightening my ponytail before heading to the weight room. I looked around and found Tate right away. He was working with a woman who also looked to be in her mid-twenties. I tried to not be nosy, but I was curious how he interacted with other clients, so I selected a treadmill where I could watch them closely without being too conspicuous.


  I was early for our appointment, so I had a solid ten minutes of stalking while I jogged at a good pace. Tate smiled often. The woman talked between sets and let out an annoying giggle that I heard all the way over here. They were working arms, yet she seemed more interested in flirting than working out. I mean, she was wearing full makeup and hadn’t even broken a sweat. She was either in really great shape or she wasn’t too serious about her fitness goals. She giggled again and placed a hand on Tate’s bicep, squeezing lightly. Jealously flared inside me, but I was relieved to notice Tate’s face showed no enjoyment from her move. In fact, he looked a little pissed off.


  He looked over at that moment, catching my eyes and smiling broadly, offering me a wave. He spoke to his client and gave her a pat on the shoulder before striding over to meet me. Her face showed disappointment and dejection. I had to feel a little sorry for her. He was, in fact, a great trainer, nice to look at, and a great guy. I was certain most of his clients harbored crushes on the man.


  “Getting a head start, I like it!” He jumped onto the front of the treadmill, leaning over the display and cranking the incline.


  “Oh, yay, more hills. I thought maybe you would be good with me just warming myself up today?” I asked hopefully. He just laughed his booming laugh.


  “Nice try, Evie. I appreciate the effort but let’s see if I can’t break you today, eh?”


  “Ha! I knew it! You’ve been trying to kill me all along. Death by incline, such a sad way to go.”


  “You’re talking too much. Must not be hard enough.” He reached down again to turn up both the incline and speed.


  “That’s. What. She. Said.” I pathetically huffed out between deep breaths, causing Tate to laugh once more. My lungs were on fire and my legs were once again begging for the madness to stop. Yeah. I officially hated PT sessions. After a few more minutes of pure hell, Tate reached over to hit the stop button.


  “Good job, Evie. Now, because you’re my second favorite client I’m going to let you pick today. Legs or arms?”


  I stepped off the treadmill, grabbed my water and followed him to the free weights. Thinking back to how much fun it had been a few days ago just attempting to walk, I quickly elected for arms. We didn’t talk much throughout my session; I was too out of breath to even form an intelligent sounding sentence. It also took much of my effort to concentrate on the form of each exercise.


  We were nearing the end of my hour when a man walked through the weight section, setting up at a bench next to ours. Tate looked at him with a big grin.


  “Jerry! How’s it going, man? You look frickin’ shredded!” Tate walked over and gave him one of those half hug, back pat things that guys always seem to do.


  Jerry smiled shyly. “Yeah, my eating’s been on point and I’ve gotten in a lift most days.”


  “You’re killing it, bro, seriously. I almost didn’t recognize you! I saw you walk through and I was like, who’s that sexy beast?”


  They both laughed and Tate nodded towards me. “I’ll catch you later, bro.”


  “No problem. I’ll be here my entire lunch. If you want to join me when you’re done that’d be cool.”


  Tate nodded and came back to direct my form and count my reps on the incline bench. As I pushed the dumbbells repeatedly over my head, I wondered to myself if maybe Jon was right. Sexy beast? Could Tate be gay? I mean, we talked about that when we first met but maybe he didn’t feel he could trust me with that information at the time. Oh, God. I totally was falling for a guy who wasn’t even interested in women. Of course, that would be my luck.


  “Okay, I think that’s it today. Good work, Evie. I mean it, you kicked some ass.” Tate smiled at me and helped me up from the bench with a hand. I stood, reached down and retrieved my water bottle from the floor. “Thanks.”


  “Why don’t we stretch real quick and then I’ll walk you out. I want to ask you something.”


  I nodded, following him over to the mats where he led me through a series of good arm stretches with a giant rubber band. “You ready? Why don’t I meet you in the lobby in two minutes?”


  I answered with a nervous yes and walked into the locker room to grab my bag. I was anxious to hear what he wanted to ask and quickly made my way to the lobby where he waited.


  We moved together towards the door and he held it open, following me out and to my car. I tossed my bag inside and turned to face him. Tate also looked nervous; he had his hands together and was kneading his knuckles while rocking back and forth on his heels. We stood awkwardly a few moments. I couldn’t stand the uncomfortable silence. It was something I hadn’t experienced with Tate until now.


  “So, you wanted to ask me something?”


  “Uh, yeah, I, uh, I wanted to make sure you had a good time the other day when we hung out.”


  I smiled and my heart quit hammering. That was it? “Yes. Actually, I had a great time.” He seemed to relax at my answer and stopped the nervous ticking.


  “Okay, good. Actually, Eli and Ezra can’t stop talking about you! You won them over big time.” He grinned.


  “Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual; they won me over too. I can’t wait until my niece is old enough to talk. They’re just a riot.”


  He chuckled. “For sure. The things that come out of their mouths are entertaining, to say the least. The most difficult thing is to keep a straight face most of the time.”


  I nodded, and moved to get in my car.


  “Evie, wait. That’s not all I wanted to ask. I was sort of wondering if you maybe wanted to go out sometime? On a real date, not just as friends?” His face was so hopeful and I was totally confused.


  “Aren’t you gay?” I blurted out without thinking and Tate erupted in laughter.


  “Gay? Evie, where would you get that idea?”


  “I don’t know. The way you were talking to that Jerry guy inside. You seemed awfully excited about him looking ripped. And then my friend Jon said that if you hadn’t hit on me by now you were probably gay.” He just laughed again.


  “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” He winked and moved in a little closer so that there was maybe one foot of space between us.


  “I can’t believe you remember that conversation.” I squinted my eyes a little in embarrassment.


  “I remember everything about you.” He reached out and brushed a few wayward hairs from my face, tucking them gently behind my ear before dropping his hand.


  “I wasn’t hitting on you because you made it clear you wanted to be friends. But after the other day, I don’t know, I thought I’d take the chance of you rejecting me again. So what’ll it be? Can I take you out on a real date? I promise no more food trucks or hole in the wall diners.”


  “But I like food trucks and diners.”


  “I know. It’s one of the many reasons we have so much fun together. You like food as much as I do, maybe more even. So, can I take you out? This is me, assuring you that I’m totally into women. One particular woman, in fact, whom I’m hitting on right now.” He leaned forward with a teasing grin on his face and laced one of his hands through mine. It felt so good to hold his hand and I wanted to say yes badly, but my conscience reared its head. I wasn’t sure if dating was the best idea.


  At my hesitation he frowned and his shoulders drooped. He squeezed my hand softly and released me. “If you don’t want to go out with me that’s okay too, Evie. I still want to be friends with you. I promise I’ll be a good sport about it.”


  “No, it’s not that. I do want to go out with you. It’s just complicated, that’s all.” I tried to explain.


  “What’s so complicated about it?”


  Here was my opportunity to come clean. I wanted to say the words, but they got stuck in my throat. It just didn’t seem right, trying to explain everything in the parking lot of the gym. I should come clean to Jon first anyway, before I did anything that jeopardized our business. I spouted off the first half truth that came to mind.


  “Well, you’re my trainer and I’m a client. Doesn’t that break some kind of rule?”


  Tate just laughed. “If that’s your only hold up then I’ll transfer you to another trainer now! I’ve never had so much fun with someone as I do with you. I don’t usually let people get close to me, but with you I feel I should let you in. I’d really like to take you on a date, Evie.” His sincere smile did me in.


  “Okay. I’d like that too, Tate,” I answered honestly. I’d have to sort the rest out, but right now my heart demanded I agree to one date. I had to see where the feelings I had for Tate were even going. He smiled broadly at my response, his dimples popping out.


  “Okay, how does tomorrow work for you?”


  “I think tomorrow could work for me.”


  “I work until two, so how about four o’clock? I can pick you up at your apartment.”


  Crap. I didn’t want him coming to my apartment. I didn’t want Jon meeting him, at least not yet. “How about I meet you at your place instead?”


  “Okay, till then . . . I’m looking forward to it.” Tate backed away with a grin before turning and striding inside the building. As I proceeded to start my car I knew I was headed down a slippery slope. I needed to figure out what to do. As much as I wanted to feel bad about pursuing my feelings for Tate over the case, I just couldn’t. My body shivered in anticipation of our date tomorrow. Right or wrong, I just couldn’t seem to care. I drove home with a big smile on my face.
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  The ringing of my cell phone interrupted Kate’s careful application of my eyeliner. I don’t know how, but Kate had somehow coerced me into a night on the town. It probably had to do with the shots we drank when we met up for dinner this evening. I hadn’t seen my girl in a few days and I could use a night of uncomplicated feelings. So when she suggested we go out dancing and surprise Jon later at the bar where he worked security, I agreed. A few shots later I also approved her to play dress up and make over my face. We were in her loft apartment downtown getting ready to go out when my phone sounded again.


  “Okay, I need to get that.”


  She put down the pencil and I rushed over to my purse, noting the blocked number flashing across the screen of my phone before answering.


  “Hello, this is Evelyn.”


  “Evelyn Harper?” A cheerful voice sounded through the phone.


  “Yes, speaking.”


  “I’m sorry, dear. I just got your message from earlier. We don’t always get the best reception down here. You said you had some questions about my daughter?”


  Ah-ha! Jolene Blackman. I wracked my brain for an intelligent question, struggling at the moment. The alcohol I consumed earlier was seemingly not the best idea in hindsight.


  “Yes, I just had a few questions if you don’t mind.”


  “Sure thing, doll. I only have a few minutes, though. It’s Friday night and we’re about to go dancing!”


  “Okay, then. I wondered how often you speak with your girls? Violet in particular.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. We spoke at Christmas, I know that. I’m sure there have been other times since, but I just can’t recall when.” Well, since it was now March, I had to assume she didn’t speak with them often.


  “Okay, I was just wondering if you knew whether Violet was interested in learning to dance?”


  She laughed wildly. “Violet? Oh God, no! The poor girl has two left feet. We put her in ballet when she was only five and the poor thing couldn’t even get through class without falling at least ten times!”


  “Okay, I wondered if maybe her interests had changed after you yourself took to dance classes?”


  “What? I’m sorry, but who are you again? I already gave Harold full custody of the girls. I’m not interested in being in their lives, so if you’re trying to insinuate I’m a bad mother for falling in love with my dance instructor, you’re barking up the wrong tree, honey. AJ and I had some wild times together, I wouldn’t trade them for the world.”


  “No, no, nothing like that. I was actually just curious about the dancing.”


  “Oh. Well, he was a good dancer too. Excellent teacher, really. In more than just dancing. Good Lord, that man was blessed with moves that would make your head spin. Wow! I haven’t thought about AJ in ages. What a trip!”


  “Wait, I thought you moved to Mexico with your dance instructor?”


  “Oh, no. That was the original plan but he got cold feet. Wanted to stay in the States and pursue his career. Honey, he was a good fuck but there are other fish in the sea, and I wasn’t going to live in that godforsaken town another moment. His loss really! I moved down here alone, but I tell you, I haven’t had a problem finding myself a man or two, if you know what I mean.”


  Yeah, I knew what she meant. Wow, this woman was a piece of work. There was no need to read between the lines. I would hate to hear her talk when she wasn’t holding back. There were a few muted voices in the background before she continued.


  “Okay, Evelyn, I’ve got to run, dear! Bye, now!”


  “Okay, thank you so much for your time—” I barely got the words about before the call went dead. I dropped my phone back into my purse. Well, that was another dead end. Not sure I learned anything from that conversation other than verifying Jolene’s love of adventure and promiscuous sex.


  “Okay bitch, get over here. I’m not done with your makeup!” Kate called from her vanity. I giggled. Kate liked to use foul language as it was. Get a few drinks in her and she was outrageous. I was certain a night spent dancing with her was exactly what I needed to clear my mind.
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  THREE AFTERNOONS OF TAILING VIOLET Blackman and I was back in the exact spot as before. It was strange to me that she wouldn’t let her father know where she spent all her time, but maybe it was just her own way of acting out as a rebellious teenager. Maybe she was worried her dad wouldn’t be supportive since dance lessons were the catalyst that seemingly ended her parents’ relationship. I hoped we could find some real answers but I felt we were close to hitting a brick wall in the investigation, especially if Jolene didn’t call back soon. She could be a dead end as well.


  It was nearing seven o’clock and I needed to head over to my part-time gig working security. Usually Violet didn’t head home until sometime between nine or ten, but the perfectionist in me just couldn’t leave on the chance something changed this evening.


  I watched the front door as I had been the past few nights when Violet exited the studio. This time, however, she had changed from her school uniform and was wearing a pair of short cutoff jeans and a fitted plain black tee. A man followed closely behind her and she laughed, I could see they were speaking but I was parked too far away to make out any words.


  I kept an eye on them as they walked to her car, and reached over the seat behind me for my camera. I found it and used it to take a few pictures of the man. He seemed young, but I couldn’t tell his age. He was dressed in a black shirt with the Dance Connection logo across the back. As the couple talked together I took a few more pictures and studied their body language through the lens.


  The man opened the driver’s side door and Violet slid inside, shutting the car door and starting the car. She remained in park and lowered the window. The man glanced around the parking lot a few times as he continued to talk with Violet. After a few minutes he backed away from the open car window and jogged back into the studio. Violet had a smile on her face as she pulled out of the lot. I put away the camera and started my truck to head in to work. At least the case had a new lead, though I wasn’t sure what it meant. Whoever the young man was, I would find out.
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  Back for my third weekend working security at a bar in downtown and I was so over this scene. An acquaintance from high school, Matt Greenhall, owned School of Rock, a typical bar turned nightclub on the weekends. We packed up most of the tables and chairs, leaving only a few high tops and the bar seating to create a temporary dance floor. Tonight’s DJ was a local star so the place would be packed.


  I wasn’t much for the bar scene as it was; a bunch of people sitting around drinking overpriced beer just seemed like a waste to me. Personally, I’d rather buy a six pack of my favorite beer and just stay home, but I knew I wasn’t like most people. These nights were more like a meat market, men and women dressed to impress and playing a game of cat and mouse. Some looked for a hook up, some looked to have fun with friends, and a few shady characters looked to prey on the most vulnerable. I hated the entire thing.


  Tonight was like most weekends I’d spent here. The dance floor was packed and the whole bar thumped to the bass of the music. It was nearing ten o’clock and the whole place was starting to fill up, the team of men working security now having to watch both the crowds and the doors with close scrutiny. There was always at least one person who drank one too many or decided to play Mister Tough Guy, who had to try and ruin everybody’s good time. It was our job to prevent that from taking place inside the bar.


  I was currently on floor duty, watching both the dance floor and steady flow of people to and from the bar. So far, the night was fairly uneventful, but that was sure to change in a few hours after more alcohol was consumed. I had my back against a wall where I could see the entire floor and surveyed the room, looking for any signs of trouble when a flash of sparkle caught the corner of my eye from the front door. Fuck me. Two women dressed in a way that drew every male eye in the bar stood next to Nick, one of the other bouncers. Nick was flirting as he collected cover and checked their IDs. It was Kate and Evie.


  Kate was dressed in an indecently short, form fitting dress made out of material similar to a mirrored disco ball. The tiny squared mirrors covering the fabric caught the dim lighting, sending shimmering sparkles in every direction and catching every wandering eye. Her tan, smooth legs atop a pair of black strappy heels made her toned legs appear even longer than usual. She had pulled her long straight blond locks into a high ponytail. She looked like a fucking wet dream.


  Evie was beautiful, dressed in a short black dress, covered in sheer black lace with long sleeves. The cut of the dress accentuated her flawless curvy figure. She had the decency to cover her legs with black leggings and wore a pair of short booted heels, giving off a rocker-chick look that was both modest and alluring. QT had worn her hair down, something she didn’t do often and it framed her beautifully made up face.


  I chuckled. I was sure Kate was behind the hair and makeup and would have loved to witness that argument. Together they had just transformed my boring evening of security detail into a stress induced night of torment. Every guy in this place would be hitting on my friends and I wasn’t going to like it. Not one bit.


  Because I worked here and those guys were customers, I would have to watch myself and be nicer than I wanted. I also would be subjected to watching these two having a great time without my company. Thanks to their outfits, I’d be fighting off the urge to daydream about Evie and Kate the entire night. And probably weeks to come.


  They caught me staring and both lit up with huge smiles, running over as best they could in those outrageous heels and ceremoniously each giving me a big hug. Kate leaned in close to kiss my cheek and yell into my ear. “What’s up hot stuff?” She released me with a giggle. I could smell the tequila on her breath and guessed these two had started the party before they got here. Oh great, now that I knew these two were well on their way to being drunk, I’d have to watch them closer than I should while on the clock.


  “I didn’t know you were stopping by tonight?” I yelled over the loud music and Evie grinned.


  “Kate said I needed to loosen up and have a night of dancing!”


  Kate responded by making that ridiculous woo sound that all girls seem to make when surrounded by other girls, throwing her hands above her head in the process, making her skirt indecently short. I was surprised she hadn’t shown the entire club her ass with the movement. I rolled my eyes at them and gave them a look of warning.


  “Just please stay out of trouble, you two.”


  They both just laughed.


  “We aren’t here to start a fight! We’re here to party!” Kate linked her hand in Evie’s and they pranced over to find a spot on the crowded dance floor. Yep. That was exactly what I was afraid of.


  The next two hours were pure hell as I watched my girls out there bumping and grinding to the music. Countless men approached them, trying for a chance to dance in close or just cop a feel. I was happy to see QT and Kate steered clear of the bar for the most part, thankfully keeping a clear sense of judgement throughout the evening. I couldn’t say the same for the endless stream of douchebags who continued to approach them.


  My jaw hurt from clenching it, and I was wound tight. The one guy at the bar who tried to start a fight paid the price of my pent up frustration. When I grabbed the back of his shirt to escort him outside the man looked as though he was about to have a heart attack.


  When Kate and Evie danced their way over to me as the clock turned midnight, I barely had a hold on my last thread of sanity.


  “Hey there, sexy bouncer man! Wanna dance with us?” Kate called out. Evie and Kate each grabbed one of my arms in an attempt to drag me onto the dance floor.


  “I’m working,” I responded a little too sternly.


  “You’re no fun, Jon!” Kate pouted.


  Evie added, “Yeah, you need to relax and have some fun with us! Trust me, I didn’t want to either, but Kate made me and now I’m glad she did!”


  They grinned at each other. “I love you, Kate!”


  “I love you more, Evie!”


  Some asshole took their proclamation as an invitation to the private conversation.


  “I’d like to take you both home and you can show me how much you love each other. Wanna get out of here?” In a pair of dress slacks, a white dress shirt and loosened tie, this smooth acting ass had pushed my last button. He slipped an arm around Kate and whispered something in her ear.


  “Back off, asshole. These two are taken.” I crowded his personal space and gave his shoulder a light shove. I gripped Kate’s thin wrist but he kept his hold. Dude was lit and didn’t seem to think I meant business. He challenged me with a snarky tone.


  “I think the ladies can answer for themselves, prick.”


  I took one calming breath. “Hands off. Now.”


  He laughed in my face. “Make me.”


  Evie had already started to back away as the man approached. Now Kate was helplessly caught with this jackass’s arm locked around her one side, my hand still wound around her opposite wrist.


  “Come on baby, you wanna come home with me tonight, don’t ya?” He leaned in to kiss her and the frightened look she gave made me react without even thinking.


  I yanked Kate in the direction of Evie, which threw the douchebag off balance. I lunged forward; my knee connected with his balls, my elbow slammed into his face. Blood gushed all over me. He tried to throw a punch and missed. “You motherfucker!” he yelled. I grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back. He fell screaming to his knees.


  We had attracted the attention of the entire bar and two other bouncers. Aaron and Trevor rushed to my side, warding off anyone who tried to get in on our little incident, pushing back the crowd that started to circle.


  “I said hands off. You should’ve listened.” I laid one more cheap shot to his side, hitting him right in the kidney. He doubled over with a grunt and I stood up straight, releasing his arm. I found Evie, who was wide eyed, and then Kate, who had wrapped her arms protectively around herself. She met my gaze.


  Trevor hauled the man off the ground and led him outside to a waiting cab. “Come on buddy, it’s time to go home.”


  I needed to wash up but walked to the girls instead. “You okay, Kate? You didn’t get hurt when I pulled you out of the way?” I had been so focused on hurting the motherfucker I didn’t stop to consider the danger I put her in. She gulped, a look of fear in her eyes.


  “No, you didn’t hurt me. Thank you, Jon.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” I met her gaze, which softened at my words. She leaned closer before answering me.


  “You didn’t scare me. I was just worried he would hurt you. I can’t believe you took him down like that. You’re really impressive, Army.”


  And she was back. I laughed. “Yeah, I know how to take care of myself. You don’t ever have to worry about me, Kate. Okay, you two trouble makers, let’s get you safely home and then I need to make sure I didn’t just get fired.”


  Kate blanched. “Oh my god! No, I don’t want you to get fired! Let us talk to your boss. We’ll straighten this whole thing out.”


  “I’ve got it Kate. Don’t worry. Believe me, I’ll feel much better knowing you two are safe at home in your beds. Come on.” I led them outside to a waiting cab, glad to see they had planned ahead and cabbed it to the bar. Even if they hadn’t gotten drunk, I wasn’t comfortable with them driving home after what had happened.


  I watched the car drive away and went back inside to clean up. The bar manager for the night, Petra, met me in the employee break room.


  “You okay, Jon?”


  I nodded, “I’m fine. It’s not my blood.”


  She searched my face and must have agreed with what she found. “You need to leave early, or you still good to finish your shift?”


  “I can finish my shift.” I peeled my bloodied shirt off and reached for a clean one inside my locker.


  “Okay, thanks. We’re slammed tonight so I need your help out there. As long as you’re good? I’ll talk with Matt tomorrow about what happened. Just as a heads up, he’ll probably want to talk to you as well, especially if that guy decides to complain.”


  “He had it coming.”


  She nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure he did. But it’s bad for business. You know that. I want you working door the rest of the night, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I followed her back out to the bar. It had somehow filled up even more in the short time I was gone. I relieved Trevor from door duty and tried not to over-think what happened while I finished up my shift.


  A little after two in the morning I headed back home to Evie’s apartment. I was exhausted mentally and physically, and ready to succumb to sleep for the night. Working at the bar was shit hours, but it was necessary for the time being. I unlocked the front door and was surprised to find Evie and Kate both curled up on the couch, fast asleep.


  I slipped my boots off and locked the door behind me. I tiptoed towards the kitchen for a glass of water before heading to my room. After setting my empty glass in the sink, I crept towards the hallway, casting a look at the sleeping beauties as I passed the couch. Kate lifted her head groggily and met my gaze. I stopped in my tracks, overcome by her tender expression.


  She quietly stood, wrapped a big blanket around her shoulders and walked to where I stood, pinning me with an intense look.


  “Oh Jon, I’m so glad you’re okay,” she whispered, and threw her arms around my waist, pulling me in for a big hug. She was shaking and I pulled her away, my arms gripping her shoulders.


  “Are you okay, Kate? Are you sure you didn’t get hurt earlier?” I studied her face and she smiled sadly.


  “I’m okay. Just a little shaken up. Thank you, Jon. Seriously, thank you so much for what you did.”


  I grinned and shrugged my shoulders, “It’s no big deal. You know I’ll always look out for my girls.”


  “Did you get in trouble at work for hitting him?”


  “No, I don’t think so. My manager understood what went down, but I’m sure I’ll get an earful from Matt tomorrow. It’s okay though, I couldn’t help what I did. When he wouldn’t let you go, I don’t know what happened. Everything went white in my mind and I just reacted. He was an asshole though, so he had it coming. I don’t regret what I did.”


  Kate grinned, “I know I should probably be appalled or something, but I’m glad you hurt him too.”


  I pulled her in for a hug and kissed the top of her head softly before releasing her. “I’m glad you’re okay. Good night, Kate.”


  “Good night Jon. Sweet dreams.” She padded back to the couch and I headed down the hall, feeling a little more settled than when I first came in the door.


  That was the Kate I remembered from high school, the sweet girl who could calm my restless mind with a few softly spoken words. I was sure the new Kate would be back in full effect tomorrow, but I was glad to see the old one still existed, even if she only came out in the middle of the night.
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  I SPENT THE MORNING LOUNGING around the house with Jon. Kate had awoken early and snuck out of the apartment before I was even awake. She liked to start her Saturdays with an early morning yoga class, so I wasn’t surprised. The fight last night had me exhausted. Even though I hadn’t been the one fighting, the entire incident scared me and reminded me why I hated going out to drink. Losers like that guy ruined all our innocent fun. Jon must have been wiped too, because he was content to laze around with me. He put in a movie and I ordered Chinese food. We were both too tired to do anything else.


  I had plans to meet up with Tate this afternoon for our official first date. I was already looking forward to seeing him again. My remaining time with Tate was limited now, and I should tell Jon. Instead, I chickened out and told him we made plans to hang out. I purposefully omitted the part about it being an actual date, and that I knew for certain he was straight.


  We were done with Stacey’s investigation, but I wanted an excuse to spend more time with him. I recalled what my sister said the other night. I wasn’t sure what I should do, but I hoped an answer came to me soon. I could only string Jon and Stacey along so much further before they became suspicious. If I actually wanted a relationship with Tate I needed to confess the real reason we met was because I was hired to investigate him. I pushed away the conflicting thoughts swirling inside and studied the man sitting beside me.


  Jon was quiet today, lost in thought as he sometimes was. He was like this more often since he moved back, and I tried to respect his space. If something was bothering him and he wanted to tell me about it, he would talk when he was ready. I wondered if he was upset about the fight from last night.


  There was something still bothering me about the case of Blackman’s daughter. It was as if the answers were sitting at the edge of my brain; if only I could recognize what they were. I looked back to the television screen where a high school party was taking place. Jon had conceded and let me watch one of my all-time favorites, 10 Things I Hate About You. A young Julia Stiles, who played a no-fun rule-following teen, had let loose and was dancing on a table top.


  Something about that scene hit me abruptly and I jumped up from the couch.


  “She doesn’t dance! That’s it!” I ran to my room to grab my laptop, returning with renewed determination.


  “Who doesn’t dance? Are you okay, QT?” Jon sat up from where he had been spread out on the couch, and scooted in nice and close so he could see what I was doing. First pulling the web browser to Violet’s school, I clicked on the link showing a slide show of photos from the winter formal.


  “There! See! She doesn’t dance.” I tapped my finger against the laptop screen to show Jon how in each photo Violet was either talking with friends at a table or standing in the background like a wallflower.


  “Okay . . . so she doesn’t dance at a school formal. What does that tell us?”


  “Just follow me, okay?” I pulled up Violet Blackman’s Facebook page and started scrolling through the countless photos she had been tagged in. “There.” I pointed to several house party photographs, where girls and boys gathered around tables with red plastic cups. In each photograph Violet’s friends ended up dancing at some point in the night, but she never did. “She doesn’t dance.”


  “Okay, yes. We’ve already established that. She doesn’t dance. Maybe she’s not any good or doesn’t know how, and that’s why she’s hanging out every night at a dance studio instead of going home.”


  “Yes, but if she’s your average teenager then it doesn’t matter if she can dance. If she gets a few drinks in her and the music is flowing and she’s got her girlfriends, it shouldn’t matter. If she loved to dance she’d be out there. I knew something was bothering me about those photographs.” I felt excited but Jon just looked frustrated.


  “So, she doesn’t like to dance. I’m confused. What exactly does this tell us, QT?”


  “The mom, she had an affair with a dance instructor. Violet doesn’t dance but has been spending endless hours at the dance studio. Can those two things be related?”


  “I don’t know. That seems like a reach, Evie. We still haven’t found what links them together.”


  “The mom’s ex-boyfriend’s name—The salsa instructor she left Harold for—Crap, why can’t I remember it?” I could be grasping at straws, but we were close now. Jon’s eyes lit with recognition. He pulled out the printed paperwork file for Blackman, shuffling through papers until he came across the name we were looking for.


  “Antonio Rodriguez, Jr.”


  I typed his name into the search engine and the first thing that popped up was Dance Connection’s Meet the Instructors page. “Bingo,” I muttered. I suddenly had a very bad feeling about what we would find.


  I pulled up the web page, and Jon and I both scanned Antonio’s short bio. He was originally from New York City, a recent college graduate who studied and taught dance full time. His father, Antonio Rodriguez, Senior, was a famous choreographer on Broadway.


  When I scrolled past his headshot, Jon commanded, “Wait, go back.” Now it was my turn to be confused as Jon raced down the hall and back, bringing his spy equipment bag with him. He unzipped the bag and pulled the digital camera from its case. After powering it on and scrolling though images for a few seconds he handed it over to me.


  “That’s the same guy who walked Violet out to her car last night.”


  I nodded. “And he’s the same man her mother had an affair with and claimed to move to Mexico with, but never did.”


  At Jon’s confused expression I quickly answered, “I spoke with Jolene Blackman last night for a few minutes. I didn’t learn much; she doesn’t speak regularly with the girls, but she did feel the need to let me know how great her sex life with AJ was. Also that he decided to stay behind but she moved to Mexico anyway, something about him wanting to pursue his career.”


  Jon nodded with his lips pursed. “Why do I feel we’re missing something? Why would Violet spend time with her mother’s ex at a dance studio every night? We have all the pieces, but what does it mean?”


  “I think we need to talk with Harold Blackman immediately. There’s something going on here. These can’t be coincidences.”


  “Yeah, I agree. I’ll call him now and see what I can arrange.”


  Jon moved to the other room to make the call and I perused the Dance Connection website. I looked through class schedules and made note of Antonio’s teaching schedule.


  The times lined up to the few nights Jon tailed Violet, but that wasn’t proof of anything. The studio was large and had up to six different classes and instructors on any given evening. I tried finding him on various social media sites but his accounts were blocked from public viewing. Frustrated, I closed my laptop as Jon came back into the living room.


  “Okay, I’m meeting with Blackman at his shop in two hours. He’s finishing up lunch with his youngest daughter now. Violet is MIA once again, but she left the car today so he’s really pissed. I’ll see what I can find out. I know you have another meeting set up with Reynolds this afternoon, so I can handle this on my own.”


  His words made me feel guilty. My time with Tate was for my entertainment only. We had our background investigation done; I just wasn’t being honest with anyone at the moment. I should cancel with Tate so I could be there with Jon. That would be the right thing to do, but I had caught myself in a web of deception so thick it was difficult to find my way out. Jon misread my troubled look.


  “Don’t worry, QT, I’ve got this. You get what we need from Reynolds tonight and hopefully we will wrap both cases up with nice big bows by this evening. You won’t ever have to see Reynolds again. Hey, let’s celebrate once we do!”


  I forced a smile and Jon grabbed his keys. He rushed out the door with a “See ya, QT.” What was I doing? I took a deep breath as my cell phone pinged.


  Tate: Looking forward to seeing you soon! Don’t be late!


  I looked at the time and decided I needed to come clean soon. This guilt had me nearing a nervous breakdown. Jon was a good friend, roommate, and my business partner. He deserved to know the full truth of my growing feelings for Tate, even if he didn’t like it. I resolved to come clean tonight after I enjoyed my afternoon with Tate. I spent the next hour primping for my meeting with Tate, wishing I could fast forward time.


  [image: ]


  I pulled onto the street in front of Tate’s home and took a deep breath. I was determined to enjoy my time with Tate. I just couldn’t help the feeling of impending dread that had settled in my stomach. Getting out of my car, I stood and smoothed my blouse and skirt before walking towards the front door. I had chosen a flower-patterned skirt that came just above my knees in a swirl of red, black, and gray. I paired it with a simple fitted black scoop neck blouse and my black strappy sandals. My hair hung loose, and in a fit of nerves I had taken the painstaking time to curl it into waves. Before I reached the door it swung open, revealing two smiling little boys.


  “Evie!” Eli and Ezra shouted, running towards me and wrapping their arms around my legs and waist. I couldn’t help but smile as my nerves eased.


  “Hello, Eli. Hello, Ezra. How are my favorite boys?” Tate appeared at the open doorway. “Ouch, you really don’t help my ego.” He chuckled and I couldn’t help but rake my eyes over him. He was wearing a pair of dark jeans with a soft gray sweater that fit snugly over his form. He had pushed the sleeves up, revealing the defined muscles of his forearms. The man was beautiful and this afternoon he was all mine.


  “You ready to head out? I made reservations for us, so we should probably leave now.”


  “No! Don’t go, Evie, please stay here,” Eli whined.


  “Pretty please, Evie, will you please stay with us?” Ezra asked with all his charm.


  I just laughed and Carly appeared next to Tate in the doorway. “Okay, that’s enough, boys. I’m sure they will be back soon and you can play with her then.” She mouthed a sorry to Tate and he just chuckled, walking over to the boys and crouching down to look them in the eyes.


  “Don’t worry, we can all have special time with Evie, but it’s my turn first today, okay? I promise I’ll bring her back.” He gave each boy a hug, and although they looked put out they must have realized that was the only compromise they were getting.


  Tate stood and clasped my hand in his. “You ready for some special time?”


  I nodded, rendered unable to speak by the intense look he was giving me. We walked to his car and he opened my door, waiting until I was inside before closing it and jogging around the front. Carly and the boys stood in the doorway, waving good-bye with infectious smiles. I couldn’t help but return them.


  “So, are you going to tell me what you have planned for us, or are you going to make me wait and see again?”


  “Well, first off, I’m going to take you to an actual restaurant, with excellent food because we both love to eat. Have you ever been to Culinary Dropout?”


  “No, but my friend Kate always raves about it. Don’t they have that outdoor dining area with foosball, bags, and games like that?”


  “Yeah, that’s the one.”


  I smiled as his hand came over the center console to wrap his fingers with mine. We drove downtown listening to the soft music playing over the stereo, sharing easy conversation. When we arrived at the busy district Tate pulled his vehicle into the valet line. The entire hub of restaurants in this renovated downtown area were unique and pulled huge crowds on the weekends, probably a good reason why I never came down here. There was great energy in the air with groups of people chatting loudly all around us. Tate smiled at the host, and gave the young man his name. Since we had time to kill Tate led me over to the outdoor bar and game area.


  “You up for a challenge, Miss Harper?” He nodded to the open foosball table.


  “I think the more appropriate question would be how sore a loser are you?”


  He laughed. “It’s on.”


  As we took our respective sides at the table I offered him a serious expression. “I have to warn you, I was actually crowned champion of our annual foosball tournament two years in a row back in college, so . . . I’m kind of a big deal.”


  “I’m not scared.”


  The next twenty minutes flew by in a blur as our competitive natures took over and we battled an intense game, complete with smack talk and taunting. We quickly drew a crowd of spectators, drinks in hand, picking sides and cheering along. By the end of our game I had tears in my eyes from laughing so hard. I was ahead four points to three when Tate received a text that our table was ready. When he moved away from the table I cheaply scored on him and pronounced myself reigning champion for the remainder of the night.


  Our server led us to an intimate table where the seating resembled a couch more than an actual booth. I slid in and Tate scooted next to me, holding my hand and grinning as he examined the menu.


  “You look awfully happy for someone who just got his ass handed to him in a game of foosball.”


  “Yeah, I guess I’m having too much fun to care that I lost. I’ll lose to you anytime, Evie, as long as it means we get to be together.”


  How did I answer that? I gulped my glass of water, not knowing quite how to answer. It was more than a little overwhelming having this handsome, intense man focused completely on me. Our server returned to the table, bringing a platter of various cheeses and meats before taking our order and disappearing once more. The next two hours passed in a blur of wine, good food, and steady conversation. A warm feeling settled inside me as we traded smiles and laugher throughout our dinner. It was the kind of feeling I had never experienced before, and I wanted to bottle it up and save it for years, much like the vintage wines adorning the restaurant walls. I savored every look and word, memorizing this moment and secretly hoping this could last forever.
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  I ARRIVED AT JOLENE’S INTIMATE Apparel an hour before I was scheduled to meet Blackman so I decided to sit in my truck until our designated time, people watching as I waited. I had to laugh because Sunny Lee was in her usual spot, peeking out her storefront window, her calculating eyes watching those strolling by. Now that woman probably knew everything about everyone.


  I was parked at one end of the storefronts, Restoration Décor and More being situated on the corner lot, just across from where I sat. Jolene’s Intimate Apparel was next to that, followed by seven other boutiques. I was watching the people strolling along the wide sidewalk when a couple at the farthest corner caught my eye. I couldn’t quite make them out, but the man had his arm wrapped around the young woman’s waist before pulling her flush against him and leaning in for a passionate kiss. Something about them struck a chord of familiarity. I scrambled for my camera and used the lens to zoom.


  Fuck me. The couple doing the tonsil tango was none other than Harold’s daughter, Violet, and the dance teacher Antonio. I grew angrier by the second. That man was a good six years older than the minor he was making out with. And the guy had balls. They were standing a mere thirty yards from daddy’s shop. I had to hold myself back from jumping out of the truck and teaching him a lesson with my fists. I took a few calming breaths, clenching and unclenching my fists with each inhale to calm my boiling rage. The man was obviously taking advantage of a vulnerable girl.


  Seeing the couple together made me sick, and I could only imagine how I would react if that were my daughter. As if my thoughts could conjure him, Harold Blackman and his younger daughter Elena pulled into the open space in front of Sunny’s store. They exited the car and Elena gestured wildly with her hands as she talked to her father. He seemed the most relaxed I’d ever seen him, smiling and giving her his complete attention. I looked back over at Romeo and his very young Juliet to see they were walking arms interlinked towards Harold’s store, sucking face every few steps. It would have been nauseating even without the circumstances and age difference.


  I jumped out of my truck, striding over to Blackman as quickly as I could, worried how this would play out. Harold and Elena had just reached the sidewalk and he turned, pointing his remote towards the car to lock the doors with a short honk.


  “Mr. Blackman,” I called out and he stopped, greeting me with a smile as I moved in front of him. He was facing the parking lot and couldn’t see his eldest daughter, who had stopped once more and was publicly grinding against the dance instructor as he kissed her neck. Fuck, this wasn’t going to go well.


  “Hello, Mr. Beltran. I’m glad to hear you wanted to speak so soon. Why don’t we head inside?”


  “No!” I barked harshly as he motioned to the store. I needed to break the news, but hearing about it and seeing it were two separate things. I had a feeling this little man could go postal if pushed to the limit.


  “Violet!” Elena shouted, bringing everyone’s attention to the lip-locked lovers. Violet broke away at hearing her name, revealing the notorious dance instructor. Violet gasped and Harold’s face turned red with rage.


  He screamed, “You little piece of shit! It’s not enough that you fuck my wife, now you go after my little girl? I’m going to kill you, you motherfucking no good degenerate!”


  Harold moved to charge the couple and I shot my arm out to hold him back. Considering his small stature I was surprised at his strength as he struggled against me. “Let me go! I swear to God, I’m going to kill him! I’m going to kill you! You hear me!” Harold continued to rant and I looked up to see Elena sobbing quietly only a few feet from where we stood. AJ stood across from us with a hand protectively wrapped around Violet and a smug grin across his face.


  “Daddy, no! I love him, Daddy, and I don’t care what you say about us. We love each other and we’re going to be together. You can’t stop us!”


  At her words Harold slumped against me. Violet’s declaration of love instantly deflated his rage. I released him and Harold moved towards the shop door, head down and silent, ignoring the situation taking place. “Mr. Blackman,” I called and he paused before entering the store.


  “I just need a moment alone, okay? This is just too much.” He swung his gaze to pin Violet with a sad look and then disappeared inside.


  “See, baby, I told you everything would be fine,” AJ murmured sweetly as he hugged Violet closer and rained kisses all over her face. One hand dropped lower and he squeezed her ass. I started to get angry again and couldn’t help adding my take on the situation.


  “Listen, dude, if you really love her you will show a little respect.”


  “It’s none of your business, meathead,” he shot back.


  There was nothing I wanted more than to teach this kid a lesson, but now was not the place or time. Besides, I didn’t need to go to jail on account of some ignorant asshole.


  “I’d watch your mouth, little man. I hear dance instructors don’t have much of a career once their legs are broken.” He stopped talking at my threat. Apparently he had some good sense in that stupid head of his.


  “Violet? How could you do this? How stupid are you?” Elena sobbed beside me. “Do you really want to end up just like Mom?”


  I was lost with no idea what to do next. I had one sobbing teenager, another proclaiming her love, a dad gone MIA, and a self-indulgent asshole staring me down. God, I wished Evie was here right now. I could really use some help.


  The door to Jolene’s flung open and Blackman stepped out with a wild look in his eye. He slowly raised one arm, revealing a full sized Glock, and pointed it straight towards AJ. Violet screamed and stepped in front of his aim. Oh, shit.


  “Harold. Harold, you do not want to do this. He’s not worth going to jail for.” I kept my words low and measured as I inched closer to him. I noticed quiet movement behind me as Sunny Lee came out of her store, wrapped the still whimpering Elena in her arms and pulled her back inside the store. Good. One less person to keep an eye on. I was certain Harold had been pushed to his breaking point. He still pointed the gun at AJ; the problem was his eldest daughter remained in his line of fire.


  Harold’s hands shook and his face twisted into a grim smile. “No, Mr. Beltran, you are wrong. I do want to do this. I’ve dreamt of the day I would avenge my broken marriage. I have fantasized about making this fucker pay for all the pain he has caused my life and this—”He spoke to me but his eyes remained locked with AJ’s. “This just seals the deal.”


  “Okay, I can understand that. I understand why you want to kill him. But what about your girls? They don’t have a good mother. They need their father. You can’t be a good father if you’re locked away in jail. Don’t you get it? Then he wins. Then he takes everything, and you lose it all.”


  I continued to creep closer to Harold. I didn’t want to hasten him to act, but I could disarm him if I got close enough.


  “Daddy, please. Stop! If you shoot him you’ll kill me too! I’d rather die than live without him!” Oh, God, please shut up. I wished I could telepathically inform the distraught teenager that she wasn’t helping. Harold straightened from his spine and brought his other hand to grip the gun as if to steady his aim. AJ appeared as though he was about to piss himself. Good! He should be scared. He had made a very stupid decision and was paying a dangerous price for his actions.


  I heard sirens off in the distance and prayed Miss Lee had been smart enough to call the police. She seemed the type to react rationally and I was hopeful. I needed armed backup and I needed it quickly.


  “Fine. You want to act like a whore? Just like your mother? You can die too.”


  At those words I didn’t wait to see what he would do next. I lunged at Harold, throwing my full body weight into him as I used the force from my arms to drive the gun from his hands. A shot fired and Violet screamed. A cop car screeched to a stop in front of the shop and two officers piled out of the car.


  “Everyone, hands where we can see them!”


  I looked down to see I had not only sent the gun flying, but in tackling Blackman I knocked him out cold. He’d be lucky if he didn’t have a concussion. I raised my hands above my head and slowly rolled to a sitting position.


  One of the officers easily located the gun and I looked around, suddenly worried the misfired shot had hurt someone. Another two cruisers pulled up and within minutes we were surrounded by what seemed an entire station of men and women in blue. Harold moaned next to me and started to come to.


  The next few hours were spent at the police station, giving statements and recounting all that had occurred. Because of the complexity of the situation and parties involved it took some time. They decided to keep both Harold and AJ overnight and thankfully, Sunny Lee agreed to keep the girls in her care.


  I was glad no one was hurt in the altercation and we had solved the case of Blackman’s daughter, but I was saddened by the outcome. Violet was still sobbing for her locked up lover and from what I overhead at the station, AJ was denying all accounts of being with the young girl. I guess his love for her didn’t hold true against the impending charges of statutory rape. The poor girl would need some good counseling to heal from this. I was relieved when I was finally able to head back home.
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  WE PULLED BACK INTO TATE’S driveway after having quite possibly the longest and most enjoyable dinner of my life. Tate was the perfect gentleman and I loved that he held my hand every chance he could. He turned off the ignition, hopped out and came around to let me out of the car.


  “Do you want to come inside?” he asked hopefully before adding, “I’m sure Carly and the boys will be back soon. They’ll probably kill me if I don’t keep you here long enough to say goodnight.”


  “Yeah, I can stay for a while.”


  He opened the door to enter, guiding me with his hand gently against my lower back. I followed him into the kitchen where he placed his keys on the open counter and pulled a note off the nearby magnetic board. “Looks like we just missed them. They went out for pizza.” I had followed Tate into the room and he turned, pinning me with a grin that left me breathless. He was far too good looking for his own good. The way his broad shoulders filled out his sweater made him look downright sinful.


  My eyes moved back up to Tate’s and his intense expression caught me off guard. He crowded my space and I unconsciously backed up until the edge of the counter dug in behind me. His eyes searched mine, for what I don’t know, as he braced both of his muscular arms on each side of the counter next to me. I was rendered immobile, unable to do anything but hold his gaze. We still weren’t touching but the energy passing between us was like kindling, ready and waiting for a spark to ignite and set us both on fire.


  His gaze moved down to my lips and I licked them in anticipation. He moved in slowly and my eyelids grew heavy as a pool of desire settled deep in my belly. His lips grazed my ear.


  “If we do this, everything changes, Evie.”


  His tongue came out to trace my ear lightly before his lips came together to suck gently on my lobe. I let out a soft moan and he continued.


  “You’re breaking all the rules,” he whispered, and I slowly released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.


  “More than you know.”


  Tate’s lips came crashing onto mine. He dominated my mouth with his own, and I went willingly. My arms automatically ran up his chest to wrap tightly around his neck. My fingers moved to run through his short hair. Our tongues moved back and forth in a delicate, orchestrated dance. His hands skimmed up and down my arms, sides, and back several times before dipping down to cup my ass and squeeze.


  With little effort he picked me up and perched me on the edge of the counter, his hands resting on my hips as he moved in closer. I gasped in surprise and he took full advantage by taking total control of the kiss. His tongue moved inside my mouth in a decadent, wanting manner that had me squeezing my legs together. It was only then I remembered I still had them wrapped tightly around Tate’s waist.


  His lips left my mouth to begin their descent south, nibbling, licking, and sucking across my skin before settling in that space between my neck and shoulder to kiss more. My back arched and my head rolled to one side, offering him as much of my skin as possible. His hands left my side and cool air hit my skin as he peeled my shirt up. He paused from his kisses for a short second to lift my shirt over my head and arms. He looked down between us and groaned. “Damn, Evie, you are so beautiful.” His hands moved to cup my breasts. His kisses slowly made their way from my lips, down my throat again, and to the valley between my full and heavy breasts.


  My skin burned as though I was thoroughly flushed. Tate’s barely there beard scratched at my skin in the most delicious way and I was sure I’d have marks that would last for days. I moaned in pleasure as his mouth covered one of my bra clad nipples, before he pulled down the cup to expose my sensitive skin. When he sucked my nipple into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it, I lost all control and rocked my hips against his own excitement. I felt him hard and wanting between my legs. I moaned louder.


  “That’s it, Evie. I want you to come for me. Only me.” His words only made me burn hotter. His hands moved from my breasts, one wrapping to grip my hip as he met my hips with a rocking movement of his own. His other hand snaked down between us, pushing my skirt out of the way. His hand slipped over my panties to the place I wanted him most.


  “You are soaked for me, Evie. Do you know how hard that makes me?” He proceeded to show me by thrusting his denim covered cock between my legs. My moans turned to full out panting. I was so close to finding my release. He found the spot where I throbbed for him and moved two fingers directly over my swollen clit. Seconds later I felt my orgasm building deep within me.


  “That’s it, Evie, let go. Come for me, baby, I’ve got you.” His words were the catalyst that sent me deep over the edge and I called out his name, digging my fingers into his broad shoulders as I came. Tate’s fingers slowed as he eased me down from what had been, hands down, the most intense orgasm of my life. Tate showered kisses all over my breasts and back up to my lips. He pulled back to look me in the eyes with a slight smile across his lips.


  “You are so damn sexy when you come.” Heat rose up my chest at his words and I dropped my eyes from his intense gaze. What did he think of me? I had never lost control like that. Tate cupped my face tenderly and raised my chin so I was forced to meet his eyes once again. His face showed no trace of the smile that had been there moments before. I felt raw and bare in front of him.


  His careful words that came next surprised me. “Thank you. Thank you for giving me that, for trusting me. That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed.” His eyes held mine captive and his words made me feel safe and cherished. He leaned back in and softly kissed my lips, once, twice, before that slow burn of desire begin to build back.


  Our kissing soon turned passionate once again. A familiar ping sounded from my purse somewhere on the nearby table. Ping. Ping. Ping. I tried to ignore the sound of incoming text messages when Tate pulled back and chuckled. “Do you want to check that? Or at least turn it off?” I smiled back at him, placed my hands on his shoulders and slid my own body down the front of his. Tate chuckled in amusement as I smiled up at him and then moved to dig my phone from my bag. When I pulled it out I saw a series of texts from Kate.


  Kate: Evie, please call me


  Kate: 911


  Kate: Evie!


  Kate: Evelyn Harper! Do not ignore me!


  Kate: Evie?


  Kate: 911 Evie! Meet me at your place. ASAP!


  Oh shit! Kate hardly ever used our code. My expression must have shown my concern, that and the fact I threw my phone into my purse and searched frantically for my blouse.


  “Everything okay, Evie?” Tate asked as he walked towards me.


  “I have to go—” I located my shirt and tugged it over my head. “I’m sorry, Tate. I have to go right now.” I pulled my keys out and met his concerned expression. He moved in front of me and gripped my arms firmly.


  “Just breathe, Evie, breathe. What happened? Is everything okay?” I met his look with slight frustration.


  “No, everything is not okay. Look, I need to go. I’ll explain later, but right now I have to go.”


  He looked lost but released my arms. Tate was only a few steps behind me and when I unlocked my car door he called my name. “Just be careful okay?” I attempted a sympathetic smile. I was sure he was completely confused, but I didn’t have time to explain. That was the deal with the 911 code we invented years ago. Once you received that message, it was like the bat signal to Batman—you didn’t ask questions or dilly dally, you got your ass to your bestie ASAP.


  I sped off towards my house with concern and dread pouring over me. I wasn’t sure what happened to Kate, but whatever it was couldn’t be good.
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  The first thing I noticed as I ran towards my front door was the sound of loud voices coming through the walls. I put my key in and pushed it open to find Kate and Jon glaring at each other from across the room. “Just give her the benefit of the doubt, okay? We don’t know—” Kate stopped mid-sentence and they both turned to look at me. Kate gave me a once over and then flashed me a sad smile.


  “It’s about time,” she said softly.


  “Where the hell have you been?” Jon shouted.


  “What’s going on? Kate are you okay? You look okay.” I was confused and lost as to what was going on.


  “I’m fine, but we have a problem. I ran into Stacey Mills-Sandoval and her friend Veronica Ortega downtown. They had just finished dinner at Culinary Dropout.” She pinned me with a glare. “They said they saw Tate and you cozied up in a booth having what looked a lot like a date. She was outraged when I saw her, but I assured her she must have misread the situation because my friend would never do something like that.”


  Busted. I was completely busted. Shit, shit, shit! I looked at Kate’s kind and imploring eyes and then turned my gaze to Jon, who was glaring daggers my way.


  “So, were you? On a date tonight with Tate?” Jon challenged.


  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t lie to my friends even if I tried.


  “Yes.”


  “Damn it, Evie! What the hell were you thinking?” Jon roared.


  “I don’t know, I didn’t mean for it to happen.”


  “Do you realize how unprofessional this is? How this puts our entire business in jeopardy? If word gets out—which with Stacey being the one client you just had to screw over, I’m most certain it will—we’re ruined. Fucking ruined, Evie! And for what? So you can take the man for yourself? I’m so fucking disappointed in you! I expected so much more from you. I trusted you.” His words cut worse than his glower, and I held back the tears threatening to escape.


  “Now, wait just a minute, Jon. You aren’t even letting her speak or explain herself. Evie is our friend, not some entitled bitch named Stacey.”


  “Explain then.” He challenged.


  “I don’t know, it just kind of happened, and I wanted to tell you, I truly did, I just didn’t know how. I was going to talk to you tonight, I swear.” I looked into Jon’s hard eyes, imploring him to understand.


  “Oh that’s fucking great! Like I’m supposed to believe that now, after you’ve been outed!”


  Jon was yelling at me again and I just couldn’t take it anymore.


  “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” I shouted back.


  “Sorry for what? For lying to your best friends? For screwing up our first real job? Tell me what the fuck you’re actually sorry for!”


  I couldn’t even explain; every word he spoke was true. “I’m just sorry.”


  “No, that’s not good enough. I want to know, what are you really sorry for? I need to hear you say the words.” His tone was hard and rough and it pushed me to answer honestly.


  “Look, I’m just sorry! I never meant to fall in love with him but I did!” Kate gasped and I covered my mouth with my hands as if that could somehow reel the words back in. I was in love with Tate, full blown love with him and instead of bringing me happiness, I was tortured by the idea.


  “Oh my god, did you sleep with him Evie?” My face flooded with heat at Kate’s pointed question. Embarrassment consumed me as I recalled what Tate and I did in his kitchen. I was sure I looked as guilty as I felt.


  “No. Not exactly.” I answered almost inaudibly.


  “But you did kiss? Did you do other stuff?” She continued to badger.


  At my continued silence and lack of eye contact, Kate continued a little too excitedly, “Oh my god, were you going to sleep with him?”


  “I don’t know. Probably.” I answered finally. She wouldn’t quit until I did. I looked up briefly to see Kate wearing a giant grin and Jon scowling with anger.


  “How could you be so fucking stupid?” Jon yelled and even I was shocked by his words.


  “Okay, that’s it. You can shut the hell up now. Evie doesn’t sleep around just because she feels like it. If she was willing to take that step with Tate they must share something really special. And you aren’t going to ruin it!” Kate yelled at Jon and stepped closer, getting right in his face.


  “So, basically I should give her a gold medal because she’s not a slut like you?”


  Now it was my turn to gasp. You could hear a pin drop, the room was so silent. I couldn’t believe Jon would say something so mean to Kate. She closed her eyes for a second before pinning him with a cold, hard glare.


  “Classy. Way to channel your inner asshole. I’m out of here.” Kate turned on her heel and marched over to me. She gave me a sympathetic hug and whispered in my ear, “You could have told me.” I looked away, hurt again by the disappointment of my friends as she left quietly.


  At the click of the lock I glanced into Jon’s hurt and angry eyes once more.


  “I know it doesn’t fix anything, but I really am sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you.”


  He shook his head and looked away, pulling his keys from his pocket.


  “I’ve had a shit day. I’ll be back later. Don’t wait up.”


  Jon walked around me and slammed the door shut behind him. At that, I finally burst into tears. Everything that had happened was my fault and I knew it. I had hurt the two people closest to me by my own selfish ambitions. I wasn’t sure if they would ever be able to forgive me, and I couldn’t even blame them. I wasn’t sure I could forgive myself.
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  JON NEVER CAME HOME SATURDAY night. I finally cried myself to sleep after ignoring several texts and missed calls from Tate. I shut my phone off Sunday and moped around the apartment. I didn’t want to speak to anyone. I had ruined everything, for myself and for my best friend. Jon’s words had hurt, and although they were said in anger, they were true.


  I lay in bed all day watching a marathon of old Grey’s episodes, which only made me sadder. I eventually grew tired and shut the television off. A restless sleep consumed me for the remainder of the day. When the sun had set and my room grew dark again because I never bothered to turn on the light, I finally heard the front door open. A few seconds later there was a soft knocking on my door and Jon’s voice spoke calmly, “Evie, you in there? Can I come in?”


  I didn’t answer him and after a minute I heard the door handle move. I feigned sleep. I didn’t have the emotional energy to deal with him or anyone else at the moment. I heard Jon as he moved closer to the bed. “I’m sorry I yelled at you, Evie. No matter what happens, I’ll always love you.” He spoke softly and then exited my room. At the sound the door shutting I held back the sobs that threatened to break free.


  I knew what I needed to do to make things right. I didn’t want to do it, but I had to. If I was going to stay true to the person I was inside, I’d have to. It was the right thing. I mourned the loss of what was to come in the morning by crying as quietly as I could. My heart was already breaking. I finally made peace with my decision and sleep overtook my tired soul.
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  When I woke the next morning I listened for sounds of someone else in the house. I still wasn’t ready to speak to Jon. I was more than a little hurt, and I couldn’t handle any more looks of disappointment from him. When I was satisfied I was home alone, I dragged myself from the bed and into the bathroom. A look in the mirror confirmed what I already knew. My eyes were bloodshot, the skin around them swollen and puffy from hours of crying. My hair was tangled into a horrible case of bedhead. I was in desperate need of a shower.


  As the steam from the shower filled the small room, the face in the mirror slowly faded from view. I was glad I didn’t have to look at the reflection. I was disgusted with myself. I was eager to make amends for what I had done. After I took a hot shower I hoped I would have the strength to follow through with what had to be done.


  I closed my eyes as I stepped in the warm stream and let the water wash away the tears and grime of the previous day. I steeled myself against the course of emotions that threatened to erupt in tears, determined to not cry anymore.


  After a long shower I slowly readied myself, taking time with each task. Lotion, hair, makeup, clothes. I glanced at the clock in the kitchen as I came out and made myself a cup of hot tea. I still had not turned my cell phone on. I didn’t want to hear or see anything that might make me lose courage. It was almost eleven o’clock. I had a PT session scheduled with Tate right at that time and I was purposefully dodging it. I needed to speak with him, but not during a workout. What I had to say was too important to have any distractions. I knew he would probably leave the gym as soon as he realized I was a no show. I needed to leave now so I could catch him in the parking lot. I gulped down the rest of my tea and grabbed my bag, pulled a pair of dark shades from my purse and locked the door on my way out.


  I listened to soft music on the short ride over, internally rehearsing the words I wanted to say so I was prepared. My stomach twisted into knots but I resolved to stay focused. I spotted Tate’s white Charger at the far end of the parking lot and pulled into the open space beside it. I got out of my car and closed the door, leaning against it for strength. I felt close to a full blown panic attack. I hoped I wouldn’t have to wait for him much longer.


  I watched the building and felt a second of relief the moment I saw Tate’s muscular form exit the doors. He walked slow and steady, focused on his cell phone in hand. As he neared his car he looked up and noticed me. He grinned and jogged the rest of the distance between us.


  “Evie! I’ve been trying to get hold of you! After the way you ran out Saturday I’ve been really worried! Is everything okay?”


  He stood before me with a concerned look and reached one hand forward to rub my arm. I flinched at the contact. Not because it didn’t feel good but because I didn’t deserve his kindness. He misread my reaction and took a step back, attempting to study my face through my dark sunglasses.


  “Evie, what’s going on?”


  I shifted nervously on my feet, finally bracing myself to speak the words I had practiced in the car.


  “Tate. I can’t be with you. I’m here because I respect you too much to tell you this sort of thing over the phone. I’m sorry, but I need to end things between us before they get out of hand.”


  “What are you talking about, Evie? I thought we both had a great time Saturday night and now you’re saying you don’t want to be together?” He shook his head in confusion and laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. I just don’t get it.”


  “It’s the right thing to do. I’m sorry, Tate.”


  “Evie, don’t do this. I know you’re scared; I’m scared too. The feelings I get when we’re together are the strongest I’ve felt for anyone. I promise we can take this as slow as you want. I just want to give this a chance and see where it leads us. I think we owe that to each other.”


  “No, Tate. I’ve already made up my mind. I can’t be with you. I’m sorry. It’s just not right,” I choked out and a few tears escaped my eyes. Tate stepped forward and gently pulled the sunglasses from my eyes.


  “Why isn’t it right? Are we back to this again? Because I’m your trainer? Then I quit. Problem solved.” He spoke slowly and calmly as he cupped my face in his hands and wiped the tears from my cheeks with his thumbs. His touch was so comforting I couldn’t help but close my eyes and lean in to him. Tate stepped closer, pinning me against my car with his body, still holding my face. He leaned down purposefully and I couldn’t force myself to pull away as his lips met mine. I wanted him so badly. I let myself enjoy this one last kiss. Each second that ticked by took the kiss to another level. What had started innocently enough had quickly moved to indecent. My heart cracked a little more. I needed to stop.


  “I can’t frickin’ believe this! I knew it! You bitch!”


  We separated at the sound of the shrill voice, and I immediately knew it belonged to none other than Stacey Mills-Sandoval. She stood before us in her designer suit and tall heels, makeup and hair perfectly done but with a harsh scowl upon her face.


  “I hired you to look into him, not frickin’ steal him for yourself! I can’t frickin’ believe this shit. You will never work another PI job in this city. Hell, this state for that matter! I will ruin you and your partner. You hear that, Evelyn Harper. You are frickin’ ruined. Oh, and in case it wasn’t obvious, you’re fired!” Stacey ranted and tears flowed freely down my face. I peeked at Tate. He glanced warily between Stacey and myself.


  “Evie? What’s going on here?”


  “Oh, that’s rich!” Stacey laughed callously. “You didn’t even tell him? What, you just expected to get away with this without anyone finding out?”


  She turned her attention back to Tate. “Evie was hired to look into you. Did she never tell you that? I frickin’ hired her to see if you were good enough for me and my family.” She laughed again. “Screw both of you. I’m higher class than all this shit!”


  She turned wildly on her five inch stilettos and marched over to her Maserati before peeling out of the lot.


  I looked to Tate and met his troubled gaze. “This is what I was trying to tell you.” I murmured. Tate blinked back tears.


  “Did I mean anything to you? Was this all just an act to you?”


  “It started out as a job, yes. But once I started to have feelings for you I didn’t know how to confess. I was planning to admit everything, that’s why I came here today. This is real. What I feel for you is real,” I implored, but Tate just backed further away from me, a look of distrust evident on his beautiful face.


  “I don’t believe you. Were you even going to tell me or were you just here to break things off so I’d never find out?” He shook his head and added, “If you were so quick to throw away what we had to save face, I can’t trust you. I can’t even look at you. I’ve gotta go.”


  I wrapped my arms protectively around my body and let the sobs free as Tate jumped in his car, slammed the door and drove off without another look. I was dismissed. I didn’t even bother to try keeping him from leaving. He didn’t want me now. He wouldn’t want me after he learned the truth. That’s why I broke things off. My heart was shattered into pieces. My entire being wrecked to the core. I drove mindlessly back to my apartment, feeling empty and broken. I walked inside and went straight inside my room, shut my door on the world and all the trouble I had caused.
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  I WAS USUALLY THE CALM one, the level headed one, the person who kept it all in perspective. This past weekend pushed me to my edge. Between the bar fight Friday night, stopping Harold from committing not one but two murders on Saturday afternoon, and learning of Evie’s deceitfulness Saturday night, I was done with the world and everyone in it. I said things that were harsh but I didn’t regret my words.


  I left Evie’s apartment hurt and angry, and drove aimlessly to cool the rage burning beneath the surface and threatening to explode. Finally I gave up, stopped at a pharmacy for a box of sleeping pills and a gallon of water. Next, I pulled into the first cheap motel I spotted, rented a room for the night, and locked myself inside. The practical thing would have been to go back to my bed at the apartment or call a buddy from the club and bum a spot on his couch, but I wasn’t feeling myself. I didn’t know what I was capable of if pushed any further.


  I took off my clothes, and clad only in a pair of boxer briefs, turned on the television, clicking the remote until I settled on an action film. I pulled back the covers and sat on the edge of the bed, pulled out the box of medicine and read the suggested dosage. It said one pill was enough so I took two, guzzling down half a gallon of water while I watched the movie. A few minutes went by before the screen started to blur. Sleep found me wanting and ready. I clicked the TV off, blanketing the room in darkness. I rolled to my side, settling in for what I hoped would be a peaceful night of rest.


  I finally woke on Sunday, well past my check out time, with the taste of cotton in my mouth. I was dehydrated and though I slept soundly, as I always did when medicated, I still felt unrested. I took a shower which helped bring me back to life. After checking out of the motel, I headed to a sports bar to eat and spend the rest of the afternoon enjoying college basketball.


  I wasn’t ready to face Evie. I was hurt because the entire time I trusted her on this case she was apparently falling in love with Tate. She had basically lied by omission, and her capability for deceiving me was troubling. I usually had better radar for that type of behavior, and it pissed me off that I let my trust in her blind me to what was really going on.


  I was also hurt she hadn’t picked me. This entire time I was hoping there might be a chance for us, and she hadn’t even noticed me. Sure, I was her friend, but what the hell was so great about Tate that he got bumped to boyfriend status and I didn’t?


  It was my bruised ego talking, but I didn’t get what was so special about Tate that he had women swooning all over him. Sure, he seemed like an okay guy, I guess, but I didn’t understand how Evie was so quick to throw away everything we worked on for some guy. That was the other piece. Our company was over, I was sure of it. Miss Mills-Sandoval was the bitchiest blabbermouth I knew, and because of her family ties she had connections everywhere. Just as I started to get excited about the possibilities for our new business venture it was gone.


  I recalled Evie’s face last night. After everything that happened I found myself worried about her. I hoped she was okay. I should have at least sent her a text to make sure. I pulled my phone from my back pocket and fired one off. Sure, I was mad, but the reality was I still cared about her. She made a stupid choice but who was I to sit back and judge? I had made my fair share of bad choices in life and she always accepted me despite them.


  As it neared dinner time I still hadn’t heard back from Evie and any anger I had was washed away by concern. I paid the check and drove home to the apartment. When I entered all the lights were out and it seemed as if no one was home. Maybe she had gone to her sister’s? Her room door was closed and I knocked.


  “Evie, you in there? Can I come in?”


  There was no answer but I had to be certain. I inched the door open and the light from the hallway illuminated the dark room. She was curled up on her bed, and I could tell she had been crying. Her face was relaxed and her breathing steady. I stepped closer. She looked so broken and sad, even in sleep. I couldn’t help but apologize out loud, even though she wouldn’t hear my soft words.


  “I’m sorry I yelled at you, Evie. No matter what happens, I’ll always love you.”


  She continued to sleep and I turned, closing the door on my way out to let her rest. I suddenly felt tired as well and turned in for the night. As I drifted to sleep I resolved that tomorrow would be a better day; I had sulked long enough. I had been through much worse in life. I needed to focus on taking one day at a time and not worry about the rest. Really, what more could I do?


  Monday morning I headed to the gym early. I liked starting my day before most people had even opened their eyes, and getting in a good workout was the best way to begin. I was practicing deadlifts near the benches when Jerry Smith came over and proceeded to set up by the squat rack. I gave him a head nod. He came over to say hello and then asked if I wanted to lift with him.


  I enjoyed working out with Jerry. He was a good guy and didn’t give up easily. His enthusiasm and drive encouraged me to push myself harder. I was sure the feeling was mutual. Usually we cracked jokes throughout our workout, but this morning I was still a little out of sorts from the weekend. Apparently, Jerry noticed.


  “You okay, man? You don’t seem like yourself today.”


  “Yeah, it’s been a rough weekend, actually.”


  “It’s a woman, isn’t it? Only a woman can ruin an entire weekend. They are trouble, I tell you!” He laughed and I smiled.


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right there.”


  We moved to restack the weights.


  “So Jer, you having women problems too?” I joked, trying to be friendly.


  “Nah, man,” He looked away. I’d embarrassed him. “I actually haven’t met anyone since I moved here. It’s hard getting to know someone new, and I don’t do the club scene.”


  “I hear online dating’s the way to go.”


  “I don’t know, man, I just can’t get myself to go there. When women hear I’m a dentist all they care about is how much I make. She finds out my mom’s a lawyer and my dad’s a doctor and she’s practically foaming for a marriage proposal. I do well for myself, sure, but I’d like to date someone who doesn’t care about my portfolio, you know?”


  I nodded even though I had no idea what that was like. Neither of my parents had much money, and although I had a nice savings from my time in the military, it had more to do with frugal living than my salary. Jerry looked at the clock on the wall and raised his eyebrows. “Oh crap, I’ve gotta run. My first client is in an hour. Nice lifting with you, man.”


  “You too, Jer.”


  “Hey, if you ever want to meet up to have a beer or watch a game, let me know. I could use a few more friends in this town. You’re a cool guy, Jon.”


  “Yeah, sounds good.” That actually wasn’t a bad idea. We exchanged numbers and promised to hang out soon. I needed a few more friends who shared similar interests. Jerry was a nice guy. I liked that he was as much into fitness as I was. I finished my workout with a run on the treadmill before calling it quits. When I grabbed my bag from the locker room I was surprised to find I had several missed calls and one voicemail. As I headed out to my truck I pressed play.


  “Mr. Beltran. This is Detective Collier from Scottsdale PD. Call me back at your earliest. I have a few questions regarding this weekend’s incident outside Jolene’s Apparel.” He rattled off his phone number. I returned his call as I drove.


  “Detective Collier.” The familiar raspy voice answered.


  “Yes, hello, Detective. This is Jonathan Beltran. You left me a message about an hour ago.”


  “Mr. Beltran. I was looking over your statement hoped you can make time to meet today. Also, I’d also like to see the photographs you took of Mr. Rodriguez and Miss Violet Blackman, both on the day of the incident and prior.”


  “Yes, sir. I have the camera with the photos, and my schedule is wide open. When would you like to meet?”


  “In an hour?”


  “Will do, Detective.”


  He grunted. “See you then.”


  In all the commotion I hadn’t thought much about the Blackman case, but I was curious how things were proceeding with the investigation and subsequent charges. I was happy to help any way I could. The day now held real purpose.
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  I was held up at the police station longer than I had anticipated. Detective Collier was a gruff man, straight and to the point, and I enjoyed working with him. He was impressed with the photographs I took while tailing Violet, especially the shots that documented her time with Mr. Rodriguez. They were building a statutory rape case against him, and without those photographs it was basically a bunch of he said she said bullshit.


  Harold Blackman had voluntarily checked into a mental health facility for the next thirty days in exchange for his release and testimony against Rodriguez. He was giddy with the fact the charges would ruin Rodriguez’s career as a dance teacher. The officers chalked that up to the nervous breakdown Blackman experienced. Me, I wasn’t so sure. Harold had seemed a little off since the day we met him. I was relieved to hear the man would receive intense therapy for the next month.


  Sunny Lee was granted temporary custody of the girls. Detective Collier tried contacting Jolene, but when he finally reached her she announced she wasn’t interested in returning to care for her daughters, then propositioned him to bring his handcuffs to Mexico for a naughty game of cops and robbers. Since he made that call on speaker phone, every officer in the room—and me—doubled over in laughter as soon as the call ended.


  I returned to the apartment late in the afternoon to discover Evie a sobbing wreck behind her locked bedroom door. She wouldn’t let me in and refused to answer when I called her name, so I retrieved the small key from above my doorway that easily unlocked it. I was happy to not have to break it open.


  Evie was curled in the fetal position on her bed, sobbing and inconsolable. She was fine when I left; what had happened while I was away? Something had happened because she exhibited a brokenness I never witnessed from her before. This was completely different than her behavior last night.


  “What’s going on, QT?”


  “It hurts. So badly.” She hiccupped between sobs. I sat on the edge of the bed beside her, gently rubbing her back in what I hoped was a soothing gesture.


  “What hurts, Evie?” I asked again.


  “I broke things off—With Tate—Stacey. He knows everything. He hates me,” she wailed, and I lay down next to her on the bed, pulling her in close so she could rest her head on my chest. She wrapped her arm across my waist and bawled. I continued to rub her back, and every few sniffles I stroked her hair back from her face. Soon she quieted to a softer crying, but her body continued to shake with each soft whimper. “I hate me,” she whispered before surrendering to sleep.


  My poor Evie. I couldn’t stand to see her in such pain. I thought back to my harsh words from the other night. This was more than the infatuation or crush I assumed it was. Love was the only thing that can break a person down like this. I held her until I was certain she was out for good, then slid out from beneath her and walked out the door.


  Early Tuesday morning I received another call from Detective Collier.


  “Beltran, this is Collier. Wake you?”


  “No, not at all. I’m an early riser. What can I do for you today, Detective?”


  “Good. Nothing today, Beltran. I just called to thank you. We were able to deny bail to Rodriguez at this morning’s hearing. We wouldn’t have been able to do that without your evidence. So, thank you. Good work, Beltran.”


  “That is great news. And thank you detective. I was only doing my job.”


  “Don’t discredit what you’ve done. You have great instinct. I hope to work with you again. Things could have escalated and ended very differently on Saturday. I could be investigating a murder now instead. You saved all of us at the station from having Mayor Sheffield up our asses. Murders aren’t good publicity for the city.”


  “Thank you. I’m glad I was able to help.”


  “I also wondered if you’d be open to taking on contract work? Quite often we don’t have the resources in house, but hire private investigators to help out. Usually surveillance, boring shit like that. If you’re interested I’ll put you on the list.”


  “I would appreciate that. Please, put me down and give me a call when something comes up. I’d be happy to take on any work like that. Thanks for thinking of me.”


  “No problem. Gotta go. Talk soon.”


  “Goodbye.”


  I sat on the couch stunned by the turn of events. If I took on contract work, then our PI firm was back in business. As I sat there thinking about the cases we had worked I started to get angry. Angry that I would let some entitled princess try to ruin what Evie and I worked hard to build these past few weeks. Angry at myself for giving up and calling it quits when the going started to get tough. I was Army and never gave up.


  Before heading out for a run I fired off an email to Stacey. I would set the record straight and make things right. I hoped she’d agree to meet me for lunch. I would apologize, grovel, explain, do whatever necessary to make the princess happy. I only hoped she would agree to meet me.


  When I returned from my run I saw an email was waiting for me. I opened it and had to smile. My plan was en route and I was hopeful. I answered back, leaving time and location details, then shot off one last text to put the plan into action. I hit the shower and made breakfast. Evie was still sleeping, but I was committed to making her eat today. It was easy to slip into a deep and dark place inside the mind; I wouldn’t let her fall.
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  I sat on the patio at Postino’s to wait for Stacey to arrive. I sipped on my water and watched the front door. A few minutes after our arranged time Stacey made her grand entrance, dressed head to toe in designer clothes. Her plunging neckline and shiny jewelry brought attention to the cleavage between her ample breasts. Her hair was styled into long loose curls reminiscent of an old Charlie’s Angels episode. Had I not known her I would have found her beautiful.


  She spotted me and strode over with a smile and a casual wave. I stood as she took an open seat.


  “Miss Mills-Sandoval, thank you for agreeing to meet me, and on such short notice.”


  “Oh, please, Jonathan, call me Stacey. You don’t have to keep things so formal now that you aren’t working for me.”


  She propped her elbows onto the table top and leaned towards me with a sensuous smile, her breasts threatening to overflow the confines of her dress. I thought it had been too easy to get her to meet me—she thought this was a date. Well, maybe it would help my argument. A server came by and I ordered a bottle of merlot. Her eyes sparkled with delight.


  “I want to first apologize for my partner’s behavior. I hope you understand I had no idea of her personal involvement with Mr. Reynolds. I hope you can forgive the error and not hold it against the firm. I would like to continue my work as a PI, and I think it’s safe to say I can do that better with your support.”


  I paused to pull a check from my back pocket. It contained a full refund of the money Stacey had wired us to date. I slid it towards her on the table top. She looked thoughtfully at the check and I glanced at the door.


  “At least promise me you’ll think about it. And I hope this helps weigh your decision in the matter.”


  I stood as a smiling Jerry Smith approached our table. He looked distinguished and dapper in street wear, and I hoped to hell this worked. As I sat back down at the table I made introductions.


  “Jerry! Thanks for meeting me. Please, have a seat. I’d like to introduce you to a dear friend of mine, Stacey. Stacey, meet Jerry. We work out together; he’s a dentist who’s new to the area. I was hoping you could help get him acquainted with all the important places and people around town.”


  Stacey shot me a curious look before turning her attention to Jerry.


  “Where are you interning? Like, what office?”


  Jerry smiled shyly. “Actually, I own my practice. I know I look young for my age. I’m leasing a space down on Cherry Street.”


  “The eighteen hundred block?”


  “Yes, have you seen it?”


  “Seen it? Like, my parents own that building! Wow, you are impressive. That’s not a cheap location. I mean, like, the street traffic and upscale appeal comes at a price. It’s a great location to open a practice. I hope you’re doing well there.”


  Jerry grinned. “Oh, very well. I love the area, and the clientele has been wonderful.”


  At the apparent success of my introduction, I took my phone from my pocket and pretended to read a message.


  “Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got to run. An important lead just came up on a time sensitive case. I hope you two are able to stay? I’m happy to pick up lunch for the trouble.”


  Jerry gave me a knowing smile. I was sure he was picking up on the lame excuse while Stacey actually seemed unconcerned.


  “No need, man. Do what you need to. It would be my pleasure to take this beautiful woman to lunch.”


  Stacey beamed at the compliment and I quickly made my exit. I felt a little bad at putting Jerry in the direct path of such a high maintenance woman. She was nice to look at and maybe he could overlook the gaps between her personality and intelligence with the size of her rack.


  I drove back home to check on Evie. She had been fairly unresponsive this morning. I was able to get her to eat a few bites before she cuddled up on the couch to drift back to sleep. I could tell she didn’t want to face reality. While I was all for giving her space, it wasn’t healthy to stay cooped up in the house day after day. I didn’t want to talk to Kate, but this was beyond me so I put aside my pride and sent a quick text.


  Jon: Evie’s in bad shape and I don’t know what to do. Can you please come over and help?


  Kate: Sure. I’ll stop by after work.


  Jon: Thank you.


  Kate: FYI I’m doing this for Evie, not you.


  Jon: Understood.


  It was safe to say she hadn’t forgotten the words shot back and forth the other night. I was glad she was able to put them aside for Evie’s sake, though. Despite everything, Kate was a good friend to Evie and she would help me get her out of this funk.


  I entered the apartment to find Evie exactly where I left her, sleeping on the couch. Although she had been sleeping for days, she looked horrible. Her face was swollen from the constant crying and she had deep, dark circles under her eyes. Her normal straight hair was arranged in a haphazard mess atop her head. I sat on the floor next to her so we were face to face.


  “Wakey wakey, Sleeping Beauty.” She buried her head further into the couch cushion, so I knew she heard me. “Come on, QT, wake up! It’s a new day and I need to talk to you.”


  She rolled to a sitting position and groaned as she wiped her face. Her eyes met my face and I gave her a smile to let her know things would be okay.


  “You’re too good to me, Jon. You should hate me too.”


  “Why would I hate you?”


  “Because I ruined our shot at having a legitimate business. I know you were excited about that so you don’t have to hide your disappointment. I know I fucked things up. I fucked everything up.”


  I laughed.


  “Why are you laughing? I’m serious! I ruined everything for us.”


  “Actually, I don’t think you did. You see, I’ve been busy, I think I found the solution to our problems.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You would be proud. I played cupid today! I set Stacey up with this guy I met at the gym. I actually feel a little bad about that though, because he seems like a nice guy.” That earned me a smile and she listened with interest.


  “Who knows if it will work, but it might. We just need to stop her from talking trash and we will be fine. And the Blackman case might get us some good leads from the police department contract work.”


  Evie straightened and slapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh my god! I’ve been so caught up in myself that I completely forgot to ask what happened with the Blackman case! Oh Jon, I’m so sorry! I haven’t been a very good friend or partner.”


  I stood from the floor and walked into the kitchen.


  “Aren’t you going to tell me what happened?”


  “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll tell you everything!” I called from the kitchen. “I’m just going to get some snacks. This is such an epic story you’re going to need a bowl of popcorn just to hear the entire thing!”


  I smiled to myself as Evie chuckled from the couch. I had made her smile and laugh for the first time in days. This was a good sign. And with Kate’s help we would have our Evie back in no time, no doubt.
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  IT HAD BEEN EXACTLY ELEVEN days. Eleven days since my heart was shattered into a million pieces, all by my own hand. I was concerned I may never be the same. He hadn’t called, not that I expected him to or blame him for not. But I still hoped. I wanted to hear his voice. I wanted to touch him again. I wanted to get back what we shared, but that was impossible. Just knowing I wouldn’t get those things again made the pain almost unbearable.


  I was worrying Jon. He tried to not make it obvious, but I could tell he was checking up on me. Coercing me to go on runs with him every morning so I had to get out of bed. Always making food and feeding me to make sure I was eating. He was the best and I loved him for it, but I didn’t want him to have to babysit me anymore; it wasn’t fair to him.


  Kate was also looking out for me, but with her it was in a more direct way. I was restlessly sleeping my nights and days away after my confrontation with Tate and Stacey. It had only been a few days when she barged into my room, waking me from a fitful rest by clicking the lights on and opening my dark curtains to reveal the bright afternoon sun.


  “All right! Time to stop being creepy vampire lady!”


  I moaned and covered my face with a nearby pillow. “What are you doing, Kate?”


  “I’m here to find out why the hell you’re ignoring my texts and phone calls!”


  I pulled the pillow away and squinted to find her at the foot of my bed, hands on hips, examining me closely. “I haven’t turned my phone on yet.”


  “What? Like, since Saturday night?” I nodded and she sat down on the edge of my bed. I sat up, pulled my knees into my chest and wrapped my arms around them. “Honey, why haven’t you turned on your phone?”


  “Because I know he hasn’t called, but I can’t stand to see that he hasn’t when I’m here falling apart without him. Or what if he has called or texted? He isn’t going to have anything to say other than what a shitty person I am. I don’t think I can handle seeing or hearing him tell me what I already know.”


  “Aww, sweetie.” Kate scooted closer and wrapped me in a big hug. It felt good to be taken care of; I couldn’t help but shed a few tears. Kate stood and proceeded to search my room.


  “Okay, where is it?”


  I wiped the tears from my face, suddenly confused. “What?”


  “The phone. Where’s your phone? I’m gonna take care of it.”


  “It’s on the dresser.” I pointed across the room and she snatched it up.


  “Don’t worry, Evie, I’ve got you. That’s what best friends do, right?” I nodded at her, and blinked back tears once more. Within a few minutes of messing around with the damn thing she declared she was all done.


  “Have you talked to Melissa?” she asked cautiously.


  “Why? Is everything okay? Claire’s okay?” I realized I had been so focused on my pain that I didn’t even stop to think. Lives were moving on; maybe someone was trying to reach me.


  Kate smiled. “Nah, everyone’s fine. I just wondered if you told her what happened yet. She asked me, but I didn’t want to say something you didn’t want me to.”


  “Oh. No, I haven’t talked to her. I don’t feel like talking about it, but she probably needs to know what happened. Will you tell her for me?”


  “Sure . . . you wanna clue me in? I only got the Cliffs Notes version from Jon.”


  I was surprised at that. “So you guys made up?”


  She waved a hand at me and spoke in a matter of fact tone. “Pshh, don’t worry about us. We can communicate when we have to. I’m still pissed at him, but not enough to stay away from you. I’m a big girl. I know what people think of me.”


  “Well, for the record I don’t think that about you. You’re the best friend a girl could ever ask for, and as kind-hearted as they come.” She smiled at my words and I added softly, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Tate. I know now that you would have understood. Hell, you probably could have helped me.”


  She laughed. “Well, I would have understood, that’s for sure. I mean, the man is walking sex, but my advice probably wouldn’t have been much help. Hell, I would have jumped him the first day if I knew that was an option!”


  I tried to smile but her words brought back the guilt for what I had done. She noticed the change in my face immediately, “Okay, enough chit chat for now, it’s time to get up. We’re going out!”


  “I’m not going out. I feel like shit, Kate.”


  “Don’t worry, we aren’t clubbing. I just want to get coffee with my girl.” I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew from her track record that she wouldn’t leave my room until I obliged her wishes.
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  Kate had stopped by every day since then, making me leave the apartment, even if it was only for a short walk through the neighborhood. She was a good friend who never once complained about wasting her free time to keep me from falling into a deep pit of depression.


  Tonight was different because it was our monthly girls’ night in. Part of me just wanted to stay holed up in my room, but another part knew that wouldn’t lead me back to a happy and healthy life. And I desperately wanted to believe I could be happy again.


  It was Kate’s turn to host and I was getting ready to head over. She had texted me a few minutes earlier, asking me to please pick up food on the way because she was running late. She only kept wine fully stocked in her home. I called in an order to Joe’s and, as every other Friday evening, was told it would be about an hour before my order was ready.


  I dressed in a simple black tank, light denim jeans and gray Converse. I had styled my hair back into a low twisted bun and even put on a pair of silver hoop earrings. I thought about wearing my sweatpants and college tee since we weren’t really going out, but the grief Kate and Melissa would give me was not worth the comfort. Even though I was broken inside I was tired of their looks of pity and concern. Fake it until you make it was my motto for the night. I was determined to not be Debbie Downer.


  I headed out to the living room, where Jon was stuffing his face with a giant steak and a plate of grilled veggies while watching some action film on Netflix.


  “I’m outta here. Is this what you have planned for your evening?”


  He grinned, still chewing a big bite of food. “Mm hmph.”


  I just rolled my eyes. “Okay, then. Don’t jump in front of any gunmen while I’m out! I may stay over at Kate’s, depending on how much we drink and how late it is.”


  He swallowed his food. “Okay. Text me either way so I know you’re safe.” Jon resumed his focus on the food and movie. I grabbed my bag and keys and headed out to my car. I turned on the local radio station and was feeling pretty good by the time I pulled into Joe’s. The parking lot was more packed than usual and I had to drive around before a spot opened up.


  I walked inside the restaurant and Abby looked up from the phone, where she was currently taking orders. Her face lit up with a smile. She mouthed five minutes and held up one hand of fingers, then pointed to an empty space at the bar counter. I nodded and took a seat.


  I was zoned out, caught up in the cacophony of kitchen prep that could be heard through the thin walls. Joe’s voice bellowed every so often with his deep laughter.


  “Evie?”


  I turned at the sound of my name to see Carly, smiling timidly, still dressed in her scrubs standing a few feet away. Running into her here was a shock. I looked around to see if Tate or the boys were here as well. I stood from my chair and managed a smile, both relieved and frustrated to see she was alone.


  “Hey, Carly. How are you?”


  She moved forward to wrap me in an unexpected hug before stepping back. “It’s so good to see you, Evie. We’ve missed you around the house.” She sounded genuine, but I couldn’t help but expect she was just being polite.


  “How are the boys?”


  Her smile widened at that. “Oh, they’re just great. Keeping me on my toes but I love every minute of it. They keep asking about you. You really made an impression.”


  “Well, they’re great boys, and they certainly won me over. You’re doing a great job raising them, Carly.” She blushed at the compliment.


  “Thank you for saying that. I honestly do my best.”


  “How is he?” I blurted out, and then wished I could reverse time and take the words back. “I’m sorry, that was unfair. I shouldn’t have asked you that.”


  “You can ask me about Tate.” She paused before adding. “He isn’t well. He misses you. He’d probably kill me if he knew I told you that, but it’s true.”


  “I never wanted to hurt him, but I know I did.” She nodded sympathetically.


  “How are you really, Evie?” She acted as though she was sincerely concerned about my welfare. I remembered why I had fallen not only for Tate, but his family as well.


  “I only want him to be happy. I wish nothing but the best for him, even if that doesn’t include me. I will make peace with that. You don’t need to worry about me.”


  Joe interrupted our conversation. “Evie! My dear! It’s so good to see you. It’s been a while, no? Your order is ready; you paying cash or card tonight?” He stacked the containers of wings and fried zucchini, and a box of pizza on the counter, and I handed him the cash I had readied in my pocket. “Thanks, Joe.” I smiled warmly and he smiled back before bustling back to work.


  “Well, it looks like you’re having a party!” Carly laughed lightly before adding, “It was good to see you, Evie.”


  “Oh, this.” I pointed to the pile of food. “My sister and bestie and I all get together for a girls’ night once a month. It’s basically an excuse to drink wine, overload on carbs, and laugh about stupid stuff.”


  “That sounds nice.”


  She stepped forward and hugged me good-bye, but before she stepped away she looked into my eyes, “For what it’s worth, I’ve never seen my brother as happy as when he was with you. And I’ve never seen him as sad as he is now. I’m probably overstepping, but is there any chance you two can repair what broke?


  “I’m sorry, we don’t know each other well and it’s not my place, but I know what it’s like to lose something really special. Love doesn’t come around every day. You’ve got to hold onto it with everything you’ve got. He’s a good man, Evie.”


  I nodded at her words and blinked back tears. “I know he is.”


  “Okay, I’ll let you get to your girls’ night. Have fun, Evie.”


  “Bye, Carly.” I grabbed the food off the counter and faltered my way to my car. Tears threatened to spill as I drove but I held them in. I was determined to not cry any more. I would have thought I’d be dehydrated and out of tears by now with all the crying I’d done.


  I pulled into the parking garage at Kate’s, rode the elevator to her floor, and let myself in. Melissa and Kate giggled on the oversized sofa, wine glasses in hand. Their heads turned upon hearing me enter the open loft space and their smiles dropped.


  “Oh my god, Evie, what happened?”


  “What?” I asked. Were they mind readers now? I thought I had schooled my features well before entering the room. I moved to set the food on the glass top coffee table and took a seat on the floor. I proceeded to open the food containers.


  “Kate do you have any paper plates?”


  “Evie, you’ve been crying.”


  I pressed my hands to my face, found wetness under my eyes and wiped it away. Giant smudges of black charcoal came away on my fingers. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.


  “Damn mascara! See, this is why I hate makeup. You can’t even cry without everyone noticing.” I tried to joke but Kate and Melissa weren’t having it.


  “What happened?” my sister demanded.


  “I ran into Tate’s sister at the pizza parlor.”


  “Was she mean to you? That bitch! Let me at her. I’ll give her a piece of my mind!” Kate started to work herself up and I laughed sadly.


  “No, nothing like that. She was totally nice. Sincere and sweet; just made me realize even more how much I screwed up.” I looked at their faces before adding, “I miss him.”


  “I know you do, sweetie.”


  “I’m sure he misses you too,” my sister stated, and it was my turn to nod.


  “That’s what Carly said.”


  “Wait! She told you he missed you? What else did she say?” Kate seemed staggered.


  “Something about love not being easy to find and that if there was any chance to fix things I should try. I don’t want this whole night to be about me and my pathetic life, though. Can we please just talk about something else? I’m so sick and tired of being sad.”


  My sister poured me a glass of wine and Kate brought over plates.


  “So, don’t be sad anymore,” my sister challenged, piling her plate full of greasy food.


  “That’s easy to say, hard to do.”


  “No, it’s not really. Stop being so pathetically passive about this. I mean it, sis. You know I don’t like to offer unsolicited advice, but stop standing on the sidelines and get in the game. Get mad. Get angry. Fight for what you want. Have you even tried calling him? Talking to him?” She was really worked up and I was starting to get pissed.


  “So what, it’s my fault again because I don’t go chase him down? I’m not going to beg, if he doesn’t want me, I’ll move on!”


  “Yeah, but you’re not moving on. You’re existing; that’s not the same thing. And he’s miserable too, which means he’s not moving on, either. You’re telling me if you had a chance to fix things you’d pass it by because you were too proud to go after what you wanted? For what? The fear you might look pathetic in the process?”


  Her words hit me like a punch in the gut. I set my food down.


  “You’re right,” I grumbled.


  She smirked at me. “I know. I’m always right. Can I get a recording of you admitting it for future reference?”


  I laughed. A real laugh, not forced or fake, and it felt good. An energy of excitement bubbled inside me. “Okay, what do I do? I want him back. I’m not going to accept it’s over. I’m going to fight for the man I love.”


  Kate and Melissa grinned from across the table. “That’s my girl. Now we need to make a plan. I’m sure with my endless supply of wine we can come up with something. It’s a good thing I’m always prepared.” Kate winked and I smiled. Yes, with my girls we would come up with a plan and tomorrow I would get my Tate back.
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  “YOU’RE SURE THIS ISN’T STUPID?”


  Kate was on the phone calming my nerves and reassuring me of the plan we had devised the night before. I had stopped by the dollar store earlier this morning and was quickly losing my nerve as I drove towards Tate’s house. I hoped he was working his usual Saturday schedule so I’d have plenty of time to prepare. I also hoped Carly would hold to last night’s promise and welcome my impromptu appearance at her doorstep.


  “Just breathe, okay. It’s a great plan. I have no doubt it will work. You’ve got this, Evie. I’m here for you one hundred percent!”


  “Thank you, Kate. I just needed to hear your voice. I’m pulling up now, so I’ll let you go. I’ll keep you posted.”


  “Love you, Evie.”


  “Love you too.”


  I pulled onto the curb, took a deep breath, and got out of my car to walk up the drive. Before I even made it halfway, the door swung open and Eli and Ezra shouted in glee.


  “Evie! You’re here!”


  “Mama, Evie’s here to play with us!”


  They ran over and I stooped down to accept their bear hugs. Carly’s twinkling laugh sounded across the lawn. “Hello again, Evie.” She walked to where I stood with her boys. “I’m glad to see you again, but I have to admit I wasn’t expecting it to be so soon.”


  “I thought a lot about what you said last night and I wondered if you’d help me. And Ezra and Eli too. I have some important things to say to Tate and I sort of have a plan.”


  She beamed at my words and then looked down at the boys, who seemed to pick up on my nervous excitement. They watched us with rapt attention.


  “What do you say, boys? Should we help Evie with a big surprise for Uncle Tate?”


  The boys jumped up and down and cheered a resounding yes. I couldn’t help but laugh. Their excitement had me back to thinking this ridiculous plan of mine could actually work.


  “Okay, I need to get a few things out of my car but I have to ask, how good are you boys at drawing?”


  “Ezra is like the bestest drawer in our house.” Eli answered solemnly.


  Ezra nodded before adding. “Mom’s really bad, but Eli and I are really good artists.”


  Carly laughed and I walked to the car to pull out shopping bags full of supplies. Over the next few hours, the boys and Carly, and I worked side by side preparing for my big reveal. Carly sent Tate a text while we took a short break to feed the boys lunch. She asked him if he could watch the boys so she could go out shopping for a few hours. He texted back assuring her he would be home just after two o’clock.


  A few minutes before two I moved outside to wait for Tate, and the boys went inside their room to change. Carly came out and gave me a tender hug.


  “I have a really good feeling about this, Evie. Good luck.” She stepped back, looked around, and smiled at all we had done.


  “Thanks Carly. I couldn’t have done this without your help. And the boys too. Thank you for giving me another chance.”


  “We all deserve a second chance.”


  Carly turned and walked back into the house. I waited. I had dressed simply in dark blue jeans and a fitted green tee, along with my Chucks. I self-consciously pulled at my hair tie, tightening the low ponytail that held my hair back. I heard the Charger before I saw Tate pull onto the street. I stood from the grass, wiping my hands on my jeans and waiting to face my fate.


  Tate noticed the giant sidewalk chalk mural on the driveway, and parked his car behind my own on the street. Well, that was a good sign. He didn’t drive away at the sight of me. I still couldn’t see him through the tinted glass of his car, and though only seconds passed, it seemed forever before he finally opened his door and got out.


  He had his shades pulled down over his eyes. His hair was still wet and going every which way from either a shower or sweat. He wore gray athletic shorts, a green work T-shirt and a pair of Nikes. He studied me as he walked to where I stood on the driveway.


  “Hi, Tate.”


  “Hi. What are you doing here, Evie?” He pulled his glasses from his eyes, tucking them into the front of his shirt. His glare almost made me lose courage, but I hadn’t gone through all this trouble just to run away. I had something to say and I would make him listen.


  “I want to show you something, and I hoped you would give me a few minutes.” At my words he closed his eyes, a pained expression overtaking his face. “I don’t want you to say anything until you hear me out. I just have to tell you how I feel.”


  “I’m sorry, Evie, but I’m not sure I can do this with you right now.”


  His words hurt but I persisted. “Just hear me out, okay? That’s all I’m asking. Your nephews even helped. You wouldn’t want to disappoint them, would you?”


  He nodded towards the house where Eli and Ezra stood at the window. Their beaming smiles peeked through the glass. “That’s a cheap shot, using my nephews against me.” He spoke softly but couldn’t keep his smile away as they waved at him frantically.


  “I know. Please, just hear me out. That’s all I ask. I know I have no right to ask you for anything. I know I don’t deserve it. But I’m asking anyway.”


  He looked back at me and nodded. “Okay. What do you need to say?”


  I took his hand loosely and pulled him over the chalk art pathway, a collection of hilarious drawings the boys made showcasing all the things I loved most about this man. I hoped to point these out to Tate later with the boys, but that would depend on how well things went now. We reached the covered carport where a small table covered in a long white cloth sat with two chairs.


  “Go ahead and have a seat. I want to take you on a little food tour to explain how I feel. They say the best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach and anyway, we both love food.”


  His face was impassive. It didn’t give away any inkling of what he thought or felt, and I laughed nervously. “Besides, I hoped if I bribed you with food you might listen to what I have to say.”


  I sat across from him at the small table and Eli and Ezra came out promptly, each dressed in black slacks and white shirt and black tie combos. Eli carried a silver serving platter covered with a matching dome lid. Ezra grinned, a neat white dishtowel lapped over his forearm. He played maître d’ and set a glass of water on the table. Eli placed his platter in front of Tate.


  “Your first course is served!” Ezra proclaimed proudly and removed the lid. He rushed back inside the house. Tate looked down to see a gourmet hotdog, and laughed in surprise before lifting his questioning gaze to meet my eyes.


  “Go ahead and eat while I talk.” I motioned to the food and he dug in. “You were one hot dog when I first met you. Men and women flocked the gym in an attempt to catch the eye of the hottest trainer in town. I was hired by a woman to look into you and assess your compatibility with her laundry list of requisites in a mate. She thought you might make the perfect husband, and when we first met I could see the appeal. I thought you were probably self-absorbed and conceited though, and I only focused on getting to know you better for the sake of the case.”


  At my last words he set the half-eaten hot dog down and sadness crossed his features. I was angry I put that there. If I had any shot with him, I had to relive the bad as well as the good in our journey, though. I gave a loud clap and our waiters returned, clearing out one platter and leaving another. Eli lifted the lid on one revealing a cinnamon sugar donut before rushing back inside.


  “Why do I suddenly feel I’m back in high school? Evie, are you going to ask me to the Sadie Hawkins dance?”


  Tate was full on smiling. My heart lifted.


  “Shh! You’re not supposed to talk. You’re spoiling my grand gesture.” I returned his smile before continuing. “I donut know exactly when it happened, but I started looking forward to our time together. Your text messages; our talks; hell, even our PT sessions. I knew it wasn’t right, but I rationalized my feelings by insisting everything I did was strictly for the case. Only it wasn’t, and I couldn’t help but get lost in your smile.”


  I clapped again and the boys returned. This time they left a bowl of popcorn. Tate raised his eyebrows and gave me a smirk. He chuckled quietly as I explained.


  “You buttered me up with your charms. The way you helped others; the way you were with the boys and your sister; and last but not least, your culinary skills. So when you popped the question for a real date, I couldn’t have said no if I’d wanted to. And I didn’t want to. I wanted to be with you with every fiber of my being.”


  He had only taken a few bites when the boys returned at my clap. Tate’s intense eyes bored into me, stripping me of all my fears and barriers. I felt him to my core and hoped he felt every raw emotion inside me. When Eli revealed a platter of tortilla chips with cheese sauce I continued.


  “I know it’s nacho problem, but I made a huge mistake. I thought the best thing to do was to break things off. I wanted to tell you the truth, but I also wanted to spare you the pain of my mistake. Instead, I ended up hurting you more. I never wanted to hurt you but I’m glad you know the truth. You deserve the truth. You’re a good man, Tate.”


  I paused, pulled a lollypop from my back pocket and held it out to him.


  “I suck because I didn’t trust you enough to tell you the truth about my feelings and about the real reason for us meeting in the first place. I didn’t trust us, or what we shared, to be strong enough to withstand those false pretenses.”


  I mouthed an “I’m sorry,” and clapped again. Tate finally took the candy I offered from my outstretched hand. Ezra removed the lid from the final platter, a plate of hot wings. Eli giggled. “Enjoy your meal, sir.” And both boys disappeared once more.


  “I know it’s a long shot, but I’m just going to wing it. Will you give me another chance? You have my heart. You are all that I want, all I can think about. Because I love you, Tate. I love you more than I even knew possible. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to earn your trust back. If there is any part of you that still wants me too, that still thinks it’s possible, all I’m asking for is a chance. A chance to show you how much you truly mean to me.”


  Tate met my eyes, his gaze unwavering yet unyielding of any feeling. My breath caught in my throat as I waited for a response.


  “I don’t know, Evie. I don’t know. After everything we’ve been through I’m not sure I can ever forget what you did.” He turned away with a frown and I understood. It was too late. I tried to fight for him, bared my feelings and soul, but it just wasn’t enough. Nothing I said or did would replace the hurt I caused.


  “It’s okay, Tate. I won’t bother you anymore. I understand, I do. Thank you for hearing me out. I had to know for sure if there was a chance. Now I know. I want you to be happy. I promise I won’t harass you.” I was rambling and couldn’t seem to stop. I moved to stand, gave him one last look and smile and blinked back tears.


  I turned and trudged towards my car. Though a few tears managed to escape, I was determined to not make a scene.


  “Wait! Evie, wait!”


  At the sound of Tate’s voice I turned to find him running towards me. He surprised me by scooping me off the ground and taking me into his strong arms, crushing me to him.


  “Don’t leave me,” he whispered into my ear. He loosened our embrace until we were face to face, his arms still wrapped around my waist, holding me off the ground. I wrapped my legs around him and gripped his shoulders.


  “I’ll never leave you, Tate.” As the words fell from my lips he captured them in a kiss of passion and forgiveness. We stayed that way a few minutes before Carly and the boys came outside and interrupted.


  “Ewww! Uncle Tate don’t do that to Evie!” Ezra shouted.


  “Gross! Girls have cooties!” Eli called out.


  Tate grinned and lowered me to the ground. We turned to Carly’s smiling face.


  “So, I just promised the boys I’d take them out for Fro-Yo because they did such a good job with your surprise. I’ll be back in an hour. One hour. Better get busy, little bro!” She winked and the boys clambered into the backseat of her car. Tate grinned again, his dimples winking at me. God, I loved this man.


  “So, one hour?”


  “You’re a resourceful man. I’m sure you can accomplish a lot in that time.”


  “Hell yeah, I can!”


  He laced his fingers in mine and pulled me inside the house, both of us laughing the short distance to his bedroom. Tate turned to shut and lock the door before facing me. He stalked towards me until we were standing so close I had to strain my head back to meet his eyes. I looked into his stormy green irises and couldn’t help but proclaim my feelings out loud once more.


  “I love you so much, Tate.”


  His hands came around to grip my hips before he lowered his head to mine. “I love you too, Evie. Now let me show you how much.”


  I squeaked out an “okay” as he rained kisses up and down my neck, softly tasting my skin with each movement. He gripped the edges of my shirt and peeled it off me. I returned the favor and raked my eyes and hands up and down his well-defined chest and abs. I couldn’t help but lean forward to kiss the skin before me. My tongue darted out to lick one of his small nipples and he moaned.


  One of his hands snaked behind my back, releasing my bra with a swift movement. I giggled. “You’re quite good at that.” He chuckled and picked me up. His hands gripped my ass as he walked us towards the bed and tossed me onto the covers. I lifted onto my elbows and looked up at Tate, who was still standing at the edge of the bed.


  “You are so beautiful. I’ve thought about you every damn day.”


  I smiled at him and he leaned over the bed, one hand coming to squeeze my breast while his mouth attacked the other. I moaned at the sensation. He reached out to pull off my shoes and socks. Both hands zeroed in on the button and zipper of my jeans. “These need to come off. Now.”


  I lay back on the bed and helped him as he gripped my panties and pants together and yanked them off my legs. He dropped to his knees on the floor and pulled me by my thighs to the edge of the bed, spreading me wide for his hungry mouth.


  “Three,” he said seriously. He looked into my eyes as I lifted my head to watch him.


  “What’s three?”


  “The number of times I’ll make you come before I do.”


  I couldn’t help but giggle. “Once would suffice.”


  “Once would never be enough for you. I’ll never have enough of you.”


  I smiled at the sincerity of his words and he grinned at me, his mouth centimeters from my throbbing, wet core.


  “I better get to work. I only have an hour.”


  I was a writhing, sweaty puddle of satisfied woman within a few moments of his delicious tongue working my most sensitive spots. It didn’t take long for me to reach my first orgasm. I shouted out his name as his tongue sucked, licked, and tasted me. He stood and pinned me with his intensity while he kicked off his shoes one at a time. His excitement strained through his shorts, and I licked my lips in anticipation. He gripped the waistband of his athletic shorts and dropped them along with his underwear in one slow movement.


  I sat up on the bed, my own body and mind at full attention with this unbelievable specimen of male before me. I crawled forward on my knees and met him at the edge of the bed to kiss him fully. I could taste the evidence of my own arousal on his lips. It made me even wetter than before. He moaned into my mouth as I gripped his full erection in my hands, stroking him up and down.


  He moved one of his hands into my hair, grabbed it gently at the base of my neck and gave a little tug while his other hand moved between my legs. His fingers rubbed against my swollen clit, sliding inside my wet opening. I continued to stroke him, quickening my pace to meet my building desire. I was already so close again.


  My inner muscles squeezed together against his two fingers as they slipped inside. He moved his lips to my neck, sucking against my skin. “Come for me, Evie.” At his words, I flew over the edge. My entire body shook from the waves of pleasure he had brought me.


  He pulled away and took a condom from the nightstand. He stroked the latex over himself and lowered over me. With our fingers laced together, he brought my hands high over my head, effectively pinning me to the bed beneath him. He was so strong. Had I not trusted him completely he would have been intimidating.


  His intense gaze bore into my own as he steadily moved his hips, thrusting inside me for the first time. The sensation of him stretching me took my breath away.


  “I love you, Evie. Only you. Only ever you.”


  I moaned his name as he took that moment to speed things up, thrusting deep with a steady, rhythmic pace. His mouth captured mine and his tongue danced inside me. He released one hand to reach down to my thigh, widening my legs to thrust even deeper. My moans turned to cries of pleasure and he continued his pace, hitting deeper and harder with each movement. Soon I was crying out as an orgasm overtook my body. Tate joined me with shouts of his own, slowing his pace as we each came down from our high. He kissed me slowly before rolling off the bed.


  “I’ll be right back.” He winked at me and walked over to his bathroom, closing the door behind him. He returned a moment later clad in a pair of tight gray boxer briefs, carrying a small, damp towel which he used to gently wipe between my legs. The gesture was sweet and thoughtful; I was at a loss for words. He lay down close on his back and pulled me to him, one arm wrapped around me to lazily stroke up and down my side. He tipped my chin up so I met his eyes.


  “You are so beautiful, Evie. I love you.”


  “I love you too, Tate.” I smiled and added, “And wow! All I can say is wow. I didn’t expect you to come through on your orgasm promise!”


  He grinned and laughed lightly. “Yeah, I’ll always come through for you, no matter what the challenge. And while I could stay here like this with you all night, I think our hour is almost up.”


  “Yeah, I really don’t want your nephews to catch me without my clothes on.”


  “That’s comforting.”


  We dressed and I couldn’t believe the joy and peace I felt inside. I loved everything about this man. I loved the person I was when we were together. Without him I was a broken version of myself; together he made me whole. I was thankful for that knowledge. Knowing how incomplete I was without him gave me the fortitude to never let anything, or anyone, come between us again.
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  I STRODE DOWN THE BUSY street, my black heels clicking softly on the hot concrete surface. It was a warm evening for late April and summer was right around the corner. I attempted to keep cool by peeling my light black cardigan off and stuffing it into my bright orange oversized handbag. Evie liked to tease that it was larger than most diaper bags, but it was quite useful. No one ever complained when I had a full first aid kit, change of clothes, and array of snacks within reach. It was my own version of the Mary Poppins bag. Besides, it was really cute.


  I smoothed my hands over my black and white dress before sliding my bag onto my shoulder. I loved this dress; it had a tulle skirt underneath and a retro lace overlay. It was classy and sexy and because it was sleeveless, my toned, tanned arms looked better than usual. I wore my hair straight and long down my back, using a flat iron to get the desired texture. I wore only one piece of jewelry—my staple, which was a vintage ring, a swallow shaped to seemingly wrap around my finger with one small turquoise bead at its center.


  I was excited to be meeting up with friends this evening. Evie and Tate had arranged this get together for happy hour at one of their go-to dining spots. Honestly, I couldn’t keep track of their favorite places; the couple loved food more than anyone else I knew. Evie was always raving about some great new place they discovered. I was glad they were having fun with their newly labeled relationship status.


  Evie and Tate had been reconciled for two weeks now and tonight would be the first time we were formally introduced. Of course I met Tate before, but that was during our sad attempt at working undercover.


  I walked into the restaurant and the hostess pointed towards the high top table filled with loud laughter. Melissa and her husband Drew were huddled in the corner together, his arm wrapped loosely around his wife’s back as he lazily played with her red curls. She was leaning towards the woman next to her, someone I didn’t recognize, chatting away with a friendly smile on her face. I would guess that was Carly, Tate’s sister.


  Tate and Evie sat at the center of the table, Tate’s hand tightly interlinked with hers on top of the table for everyone to see. I liked that he wasn’t afraid of telling and showing Evie his affection for her. While some guys would be embarrassed, Tate wore his emotions for his girlfriend proudly. And although she left most details out, he was the type of man who delivered in the bedroom. I was so happy my best friend found someone to cherish and love her as she deserved.


  Jon sat next to Drew, looking a little overwhelmed at all the chatter going on at the table. He seemed to be brooding, sitting back in his seat and sipping his beer. That was just his face, though. He could be happy as pie and he’d still appear pissed to an outsider. My guess was during his years of military training, he also trained his face to put up a protective front.


  To me he looked intimidating and hot as hell. I hated that I still found him attractive. I was an adult, independent woman who didn’t need a man for anything, but when it came to Jon my inner sixteen-year-old self still reigned over my emotions. I told that bitch to shut up.


  Jon caught me staring as I approached the table and gave me a slight smile. There was an empty chair between him and Evie and he nodded towards it, indicating I should sit beside him. I moved over to the tall chair, and hung my bag on the back of it.


  “Kate! You made it!”


  “Of course, I wouldn’t miss this for the world!” I hugged Evie before sitting and reaching to shake Tate’s hand.


  “Nice to officially meet the man who has stolen my best friend’s heart.”


  Tate smiled and then his face lit with recognition. “Hey! Flamingo girl! You’re flamingo girl!”


  I just giggled and Evie eyed Tate with a guilty expression.


  “Oh, shit! Really? That was part of your investigation?” His loud, booming laugh filled the table as everyone listened in humor. “Flamingo girl is your best friend, Kate. Ha! We still talk about you at the gym.”


  “Well, I do make quite the first impression.”


  “Were you faking your injury too?”


  “I’m great at faking things too, though I prefer not to.”


  Jon choked on his beer and I leaned over to pat his back lightly. “You okay, big man? They not teach you to drink properly in the Army?”


  He rolled his eyes at me—and removed my hand to the table top. “Please don’t touch me,” he said in an impassive tone.


  “Gladly.” I tossed my hair over my shoulder and turned to face Evie.


  The rest of the dinner was fun. We shared several appetizers and I had to concur, the food here was amazing. It was nearing the end of happy hour and everyone looked ready to leave.


  “Oh! I almost forgot! Evie, Jon, I have a little surprise for you both. Now that the PI firm is growing and you guys are taking on so many new clients, I thought I should right a wrong.” I reached into my bag for the box of newly printed business cards.


  I handed them to Jon. “After the last cards I had printed, I wanted to make up for my botched gift.” Evie pulled me into a side hug.


  “That is so sweet of you, Kate! You didn’t have to make us new cards. You’re the best.”


  Jon pulled one of the cards out.


  “Uh, Evie, you may want to hold off with the appreciation. Kate? Did you read these cards?”


  I spun towards Jon. His snotty attitude was getting under my skin.


  “What now? You don’t like the font, or the placement, or maybe the color isn’t to your liking? Oh my god, can you not jump down my throat for every little fucking thing?”


  Even I was taken aback at my angry rant. I must have had too many drinks tonight. Usually, I did a better job at masking my pain when Jon’s opinions hurt my feelings.


  Jon’s eyes widened.


  “Okay, then.”


  Everyone at the table must have wondered what was taking place. They all reached over as Evie pulled more cards from the box and handed them out. Tate looked over Evie’s shoulder to read along with her. Their silence and troubled expressions had my stomach in knots.


  “Um, Kate?” Evie shoved the card back at me and strummed her fingers against her wrapped arms.


  I read the card and gasped in surprise. I was officially never allowed to proofread again. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t caught the error. Again.
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  I grabbed the box from the table, threw it in my bag, and proceeded to pluck the loose cards from everyone’s hands. “Oh my god! You guys! You can’t hand these out! This makes it seem you’re pimping out prostitutes! I’m burning this box!” Everyone burst into laughter, and I couldn’t help but join in.


  They say laughter is the best medicine, and in looking around I had to agree. I was proud to call these people friends and my life was better for them. Life is better when you have good people to share your joy. In that moment, I knew mine was just getting started.


  


  The End


  


  


  Look for Uncovering Desire, Book Two in the Uncovering Love series, coming later in 2015 for the continuation of Kate’s story.


  


  [image: ]


  Thank you to my family. My husband for tolerating the late nights of writing and the clickty-click of my laptop as you watch TV each night. For the weekend writing getaways, Joe, thank you for taking care of our children solo so that I could meet my word count goals each week. To my oldest daughter, Abby, you are forever my cheerleader, and although you won’t be reading this book until you are eighteen, you have inspired me to chase my dream to become a published author. You were also my first investor; you are a smart girl with business savvy. To my son for writing his own book alongside me and telling me how “cool” I am. I’m not, but he doesn’t know that yet! JD, you may be making doodles and potty humor cartoons now, but with the imagination you have I can’t help but wonder if one day you will write books as well. To my little two-year-old bundle of joy, Gianna, thank you for greeting me every morning with a smile and enthusiasm for life. Your easy going disposition made it possible for me to write every day.


  Kerry, what would I have done without your feedback and encouragement throughout this entire process? As a fellow indie author I completely respect your opinions. It was so nice to be able to commiserate with someone who understands the crazy that goes on inside of my head. Your emails were like gold. I cannot say it enough, thank you!


  Tami, what would I do without your enthusiastic texts and hounding me for more chapters each week? Thank you for believing that I could do this before I realized I could. Melissa, thanks for your heartfelt feedback and encouragement. Although I’m still not sure you could be mean if you tried.


  To my mother, thank you for taking the time to read and edit the first draft of my manuscript. I apologize for all the scandalous parts! It’s okay that you didn’t want to read them. To my dad, for approving of those parts and for always supporting me no matter how farfetched my ideas are, even now that I’m a grown up. The support you both give means the world to me.


  Shane, I cannot thank you enough. First of all you look ridiculously gorgeous on the cover. You are such a good hearted individual. You make an effort to make others feel special, and I always look forward to your messages. Fingers crossed this book puts me on the map so we get invited to a book signing or two. Thank you for supporting and aiming for success all the way!


  Golden, thank you for taking such beautiful photographs and for finding Shane. I look forward to working with you again soon. I’m surprised you haven’t broken the internet with all the photography you bring to it!


  Sommer, the cover is beautiful. Thank you for your patience with me and making the cover something so special. You have captured the feeling of this book completely. I absolutely love the cover. I look forward to being able to work with you again.


  To my friend Andrew’s mom Terri. Thank you for teaching me how to cuss in Spanish!


  Nancy thank you for taking the time to read and review my manuscript. I appreciate you feedback and thoughts, as well as editing corrections.


  Brenda, I feel like you fell into my lap at the time when I needed you most! You have been a fantastic editor. Thank you for respecting my voice as a writer and for the encouragement throughout the entire editing process. Your feedback and guidance has produced my absolute best work. I am so proud of this manuscript and appreciate your part in that. You never once made me doubt myself or feel like any question was a stupid one despite the fact I’d never done this before. I can’t wait to work with you again.


  Jen, thank you for your enthusiasm and awesome proof reading skills! I wasn’t the least bit nervous in handing over my manuscript to you because of how positive and encouraging you have been. I cannot express how much that means to a first time author.


  Stacey, I’m writing this before I see what you’ve done with this book but I can guarantee you that I will love it. Thank you for being so kind and helpful. Seeing the formatted version of this baby is going to be like Christmas morning! I cannot wait!


  Last but not least I have to thank the numerous bloggers, pages, and insta friends that have agreed to help a brand new author like myself. I have been overwhelmed by the support and positive energy in the blogging community. From cover reveal, reviews, teasers, blog tours, and release day blitz—I am so humbled by your assistance. To every person that shared my book, told their friends and neighbors, agreed to read an advance copy and write a review—thank you, thank you, thank you! I hope you enjoyed Uncovering Love.


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  KACEY SHEA is pen name to a mom of three, wife, and part-time bookkeeper who resides in sunny Arizona. She enjoys reading and writing romance novels as much as her son loves unicorns, which is a lot.
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