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1 box Devil’s Food cake mix
1 8 ounce container vanilla Greek yogurt
1 cup water
1 tub frosting, your choice of flavor
 
You need something quick and easy to get him to pay attention. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Spray a 9 by 13-inch pan with cooking spray. Mix cake mix, yogurt and water in a bowl, just until ingredients are incorporated. No going nuts and adding too much air, or taking too long, because you’re really in a time crunch here. Mr. Right is about to make the worst decision of his life.
 
Pour the batter into the pan, then bake according to the package directions. Cool, then frost. Serve it to him with a memorable moment that will have him thinking twice about choosing that perky Barbie doll who is all wrong for him.


CHAPTER ONE
 

 
Ten days. That's all Angie Wilson had given herself to pull off a miracle. 
Well, not a miracle, exactly. More of a diabolical scheme to win the heart of the man she had loved since third grade, when he’d given her his last Starburst. She'd been too in awe of the fact that Max Blackwell had realized she was alive to do anything more than sit across from him on the bus and clutch the wrapped orange square of candy in her palm. She'd tucked the softened chewy bite in her ballerina jewelry box, a place of honor given only to the most special mementoes. 
It was still there, a hard, and now petrified reminder of the day she'd met Max, when he’d just handed her a candy for no real reason, and how that one encounter had changed everything. 
"What about this one?" Max's deep voice jerked her attention back to the glistening interior of a Boston jewelry store and the reason she was here for this self-flagellation party. 
Picking out a ring for the woman Max wanted to marry. 
For weeks, Angie had told herself that Max's infatuation would blow over, that his ardor would cool, but if anything his feelings had grown for the woman he'd met by the dollar changing machine in the neighborhood Coin Wash Laundromat. Angie wanted to believe there was still plenty of time for Max to wake up, smell the coffee and realize his perfect woman was already in his life.
That stubborn, deluded thinking had brought her here. To a jewelry store, where Angie was being asked her opinion about a marquis cut versus a princess cut. A ring meant not for Angie, but for her.
Becky Perkins, who was altogether too blonde, too thin and too sweet-as-apple-pie for serious minded investor Max—a fact that had escaped him. 
Across from them, a somber salesman in a dark blue suit waited with patient silence, his hands clasped behind his back, while he did his best to blend into the elegant store décor with its glistening counters and gold-flecked champagne colored carpeting. Warm lighting washed over the jewelry cases, adding to the luxurious dark velvet settings.
For the first time in his life, Max stood indecisive, hemming and hawing. Max’s strong, thick fingers dwarfed the delicate rings, as he touched one, then another, debating.
Max dwarfed almost everything in the world, as far as Angie was concerned. Six-foot-two, he had maintained his lean, strong quarterback build ever since college. His short dark hair made his blue eyes seem richer, almost like the sapphires propped beside the selection of diamonds. More than that, Max had presence, a way of carrying himself into a boardroom or at a banquet or even, heck, into Starbuck’s.
People noticed Max.
He didn’t dress like the millionaire he was, nor did he act like one. He pumped his own gas, trucked his laundry down to the Laundromat when his washer broke, and still went through the drive-thru at McDonald’s once in a while. He was the same person he’d always been. The same person who had helped her pass Algebra II and who had held her tight when her father died. The same person she’d known for more than two decades.
Except for this little detour into insanity with the engagement ring for Becky. Clearly, Max had had one too many Big Macs.
She knew Max had this timetable for his life, one he’d written back in junior year, already ambitious and focused at sixteen. Item #27—get married at thirty, followed by #28—start a family at thirty-two. He was five months from his thirtieth birthday, and that internal clock was tick-ticking. For a man who lived for setting and achieving goals, this one loomed big and close.
Angie couldn’t live her life that way. She made her choices by instinct, not logic. The mere thought of a ticking timeline terrified her. Maybe that was why she worked as a freelance graphic designer, instead of on the staff of an agency. She took the jobs she wanted to, took a week off for impromptu vacations when the mood hit her, and basically lived a flexible, adaptable life.
Lately, though, she’d been feeling this…itch for more. Maybe it was an allergic reaction to Max’s sudden interest in marriage. Maybe it was being around all these sparkling symbols of commitment.
Angie put her back to the counter. All that bling was blinding, as far as she was concerned, and if the man couldn’t pick a ring, maybe it was a sign he didn’t know his intended all that well. "Don't you think you're rushing into this?" she said. "You've only known her for three months."
Max shrugged. "When you know, you know. Isn't that what you always say?"
She had said that. In a long fumbling conversation where she'd tried to tell Max how she was feeling lately, how she’d finally realized that the feelings she had for him went beyond friendship, then the words got stuck in her throat and she’d ended up derailing into a discussion about ice cream. "I meant sundae toppings, not wives."
Max chuckled. "Well the same advice applies."  He picked up an intricate princess cut ring offset by an S-shaped coil of stones that encircled the main stone in a sparkling hug. "You should find someone too, Ang. Settle down, have the quintessential two kids and a dog. Move to the suburbs."
"Fit me for a cage at the same time." She shuddered. "What happened to the guy who lives and breathes this city? The guy who once told me that Boston is as necessary to you as your heart?"
"Things change."
She glanced at him, waiting for the punch line, the "just kidding." The Max she'd known for more than twenty years, who lived his life inside rigidly straight lines, didn’t change. "You’re the man who has gone to the same barber since high school, who has bought the same model of Nike sneakers for ten years, and who follows the same schedule every week. Things change? Not for you."
She didn’t add that she couldn’t understand why he was so quick to marry a dental hygienist who spent her spare time on Pinterest following boards about craft projects. Yeah, Becky was organized and neat and scheduled, but so was a grocery list.
"What?" he said. "You're staring at me."
"Because you have been replaced by an alien. This is not the Max I know."
"You know getting married by thirty is part of my life plan. It’s time I settled down, and Becky is the right one for me to settle down with."
"You make it sound like you’re choosing which CD to invest in."
He chuckled. "Says the woman who has yet to commit to a brand of shampoo."
"Hey, my hair is complicated. Like me."
He turned the ring toward her. "What about this one?"
The gaudy oversized ring stared back at Angie with a disappointed glare. She had waited too long to act on her feelings. Thought too much, padiddled around, as her grandmother called it. And now she was staring at a ring that she hated, meant for a woman she wished would disappear. Becky was all wrong for Max. Why didn't he see that?
"It's a little too much. Big and ostentatious and screaming ‘look at me,’" Angie said. "If it were me—" What was she saying? But the words kept coming, and she reached toward the case, "—I’d go for something simpler. Something like this."  She pointed to a one-carat round stone set in a filigree-patterned white gold band. 
Max picked up the other ring and turned it in the light. "I like this one but I don't know if Becky would. It’s hard to imagine it on her hand. Here, try it on for me."
"Oh, I can't. It wouldn't be—"
Max took her hand in his and slid the ring onto her finger. The protest died in her throat. "Look at that. It fits perfectly."
The soft white light in the store danced off the ring's facets and sent a shower of sparkles onto the carpet, Angie's sweater, and Max's steely features. "I...I..."
He laughed. "I don't think I've ever seen you speechless before. Must be your marriage phobia kicking in again."
"I don't...I'm not..." She tried to push the truth out but it stayed put, a stubborn lump caught between her brain and her gut. Was this all because she was just caught up in the shock of Max settling down and leaving her as the lone single one in their group? She’d never wanted to get married before, in fact, never even thought of it for herself.
Until the last couple of months. Until she woke up one day and realized all the teasing and half-flirting with Max felt different suddenly, as if she’d noticed the man, not just the friend. She’d started stuttering around him, becoming tongue-tied, worrying about things she’d never worried about like her hair and her makeup and what she was wearing, while she worked up the courage to tell him she wanted to take things beyond friends. Now Max was going to go and screw everything up by getting engaged to the wrong woman.
Once again, instead of saying any of that, she caved to her inner coward. "Just thought I'd add a little realism to the moment. You know, the whole O-M-G effect. Do you want me to scream and faint, too?"
He chuckled. "You don't need to go that far, Elizabeth Taylor. But since you're in the moment, let me try out the proposal. I'm so scared I'll screw it up."
"You won't. Everything you do is perfect."
Max grinned. "No need to butter me up, Ang. I already promised to take you to lunch for suffering through this with me."
She gave him half a smile. "You know me. Anything for a barbecue burger."
"A woman after my own heart."  Max cleared his throat, then met her eyes. His ocean blue gaze held hers for one long moment. Then he dropped to one knee, still holding her left hand. "Love is a meeting of two hearts, a risk that we take. I want to ask you to be with me for every sunrise—"
 "Gag me, Max. Oh my God, that’s awful. Did you get out of a book?"
"I was trying to be romantic."
Angie rolled her eyes. "Let me get you some pancakes for that syrup."
"Okay, let’s do it your way. Straightforward, to the point, none of that hearts and flowers bull." He cleared his throat. "Angie, you're the only one in the world who can make me laugh on the worst day of my life. The one person who always remembers I'm allergic to onions, and the one who once gave up her seat on a flight to Cancun to stay behind and nurse me through a man cold."  He grinned and the smile seared itself on her heart. "Will you marry me?"
"Yes," she said, the word a breathless, joyful whisper. "Yes."
Max got to his feet.  "Thanks. I'll come up with something better when I propose to Becky, of course, since that was all about you."
"I thought what you said was perfect."
"Well, if we ever get engaged, I'll remember that."  He gave her a light jab in the arm. "Don't look so panicked. Your marital status is still safely single."
He slid the ring off her hand and handed it to the salesman. Angie had forgotten the guy was even there. She’d been so caught up in the moment, and in the fantasy of Max proposing. For a moment her usual fear of the word "commitment" disappeared.
"I'll take this one," Max said.
"Certainly, sir."  The clerk left with measured soundless steps. 
She looked at Max, at his defined profile, the smile she knew as well as she knew her own, and the truth hit her hard and fast.
Twenty years ago, she had met her Mr. Right, and never realized it until now. At some point, she’d stopped feeling just friendly feelings for Max, and fallen for him, fallen—
In love.
No doubt about it, Angie Wilson was definitely in love with Max Blackwell. Deep, soul-sucking love that was going to hurt like an appendectomy without anesthesia when she watched him marry perky Becky. 
She opened her mouth to tell him, to say the words that were in her heart. "Max, I have to tell you…"
"What?"
She saw the anticipation on his face, the happiness that seemed to infuse his skin. Becky had brought that to his life and right or wrong, Angie couldn't wipe that look from his face. In the end, Max was her best friend, and the last thing she wanted to do, the one thing she never wanted to do, was hurt Max.
God. This love thing sucked.
Instead, she said, "didn't someone promise me a burger?"
*~*~*
Max sat across from Angie, the ring heavy in his pocket, and the burger in front of him untouched. He watched Angie eat, in that cautious way she had, with small bites, nothing that ever dripped down her shirt or smeared on her chin. When it came to food, Angie Wilson was as precise and particular as a mathematician. In every other aspect of her life, she was wild, untamable, but she took her meals seriously.
He’d known her for as long as he could remember. There was no exact moment he could go back to, a day to pinpoint when he’d met Angie. It seemed like she’d just been there, as constant as sunshine, the only friend he had maintained all the way from James K Polk Elementary through Harry S Truman High School, and beyond.
She’d gone from a short-haired tomboy who dangled off the jungle gym to a beautiful woman with deep green eyes and a sassy mouth. Angie was tall, thin, but with curves in all the right places and a long riot of black-brown curls that cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. He’d seen her more than once in a swimsuit, and knew her dedication to running had paid off in shapely calves, a flat belly and a sexy physique that had most men stuttering in her presence. She was beautiful and tempting, and had absolutely no idea of her power over men.
He’d been tempted by her—many times—but never acted upon those feelings. There was an invisible line between them, one made out of a two-decades old friendship, and as much as he might have thought about crossing that line, he hadn’t.
Tension knotted Angie's shoulders and knitted her brows. He couldn't remember the last time he'd seen her so keyed up. Maybe that whole mock proposal had unnerved her more than he thought. Of everyone he knew, Angie was the most anti-marriage. She'd once compared the union of a man and a woman to spending your life on death row, chained to someone else's leg. "You know what wolves do in that situation?" she’d said. "They chew off a limb."
That was Angie—as far from a commitment as a shark from a fish tank. It’d take a hell of a man to convince her that marriage wasn’t evil.
"Hey, I'm sorry about what happened in the jewelry store," Max said. "I shouldn't have used you for target practice."
She shrugged and took a sip of her iced tea. Around them, the diner bustled with activity and hummed with conversation. It was a dive, the kind of place shunned by food critics, but the food was amazing and the burgers better than the most expensive Kobe. "I survived." 
He laughed. "So did seven hundred people on the Titanic."
She gave him a cocky grin. "Are you comparing marrying you to hitting an iceberg and sinking into the frigid waters of the Atlantic?"
"Only if you like drowning in my love."
She pretended to gag. "Save me from tacky soap opera lines."
"Remember when we created that whole soap opera thing back in high school?"
"Oh my God, I almost forgot about that." She put her drink down, and her gaze went to somewhere in the distance as she reached back with her memory. "What’d we call it? Oh yeah, I remember. 'As the Locker Opens.' Every day we'd make up a new drama—"
"Or recap one of the real ones that happened." They’d pass notes in World History or English Lit, little scribbled dramatic scenes complete with stick figure illustrations.
"You were all anal about it, making sure we had perfect continuity, never dropped a plot thread, maintained perfect spelling—"
"While you invented crazy motivations for the ‘characters’ when we wrote their pseudo dialogue. Remember Jim Braxton and Kylie Warton?"
She laughed. Her brown eyes danced with merriment and the tension left her shoulders. "The quarterback and student teacher’s secret love, unmasked by the mascot. We couldn’t have written a better scandal if we tried."
"Had to be pretty traumatizing to be interrupted in flagrante delicto by a six-foot tall turkey." Whoever had come up with the school mascot when the school was built eons ago hadn’t thought that one through. The Truman Turkeys had been the subject of a thousand jokes. Maybe that was part of what had made Max work so hard to win every game—so the naysayers and jokesters could see the team might have a stupid name but they were not dummies on the field.
Angie pushed her burger to the side, half-eaten. Yet another clear sign she wasn’t feeling like herself. Max and Angie had been coming to this diner for three years, and she’d never left so much as a speck of ketchup on her plate. "You still planning on proposing on Valentine’s Day?"
"Yup." The ring felt even heavier in his pocket, but he told himself that was because the whole thought of finally settling down had him a little off-kilter too. This was right, though, he knew it. Becky had every quality a man could want in a wife, and every quality that had been on Max’s personal checklist.
Yes, he was that anal retentive that he had a checklist for the perfect wife. He’d written it twelve years ago, tucked it in his wallet, and kept it there, as a reminder of what he was looking for. He wasn’t a man who wasted his time or frittered away his days. He made goals, and went after them. Marriage was just another goal, and something he had wanted to achieve before he was thirty. And he would, if all went well with the proposal.
"That’s only ten days away," Angie said.
"Yup." What was Angie getting at? She wasn’t just tense, she was distant, all un-Angie traits.
She twirled the straw in her drink, her gaze downcast. "So she fits the list?"
He’d shared his perfect wife list with Angie years ago. She’d laughed and told him he had a better chance finding life on Mars than one person who fit all those bullet points. "Yup."
"Did you ever think that maybe finding a wife by filling in little checkboxes might not be the best method?"
"What, you think I should trust it all to here?" He patted his chest, above his heart. "That’s how people make irrational decisions. And you know me, Ang. I’m as rational as they come."
"Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you should just let loose, see what happens."
He found comfort in lists. Angie was the one who didn’t mind a detour, a change in plans. Over the years, she had gotten him to loosen up, to not worry as much, while he hoped he’d taught her that a little forethought was a good thing. Still, when it came to relationships, he had seen firsthand the disaster a lack of planning could create, and he had no intentions of doing that. "You’ve known me forever, Angie. How often have I done that?"
"Not often enough, if you ask me." She wagged a finger at him. "You need a wild romance, the kind that sweeps you off your feet and makes you think with your dick instead of your head."
Just the way she said the word sent his mind down roads he never visited with Angie. She was his friend—muddling that with sex would destroy the friendship, which meant more to him than any amount of time in bed.
Back in high school, they’d gone on one date—just one—and it had been a disaster. It had taken a month for their friendship to recover, and Max had no intentions of making that mistake a second time. So even though she had awakened his libido with that one word, he stuffed the feeling away. "Anyway, I think just proposing is letting loose enough. I’ve got the whole thing all planned out. Romantic meal at a rooftop restaurant—"
Angie mocked a yawn. "Sorry. I nodded off there for a second."
"You might not find a romantic evening on the town very exciting, but I’m sure Becky will."
"I’m sure it’ll be perfect for her." Angie gnawed on her bottom lip, a gesture Max knew well.
"Go ahead, say it."
"What?"
"What you’re thinking. You’re stewing about something. I can tell because you are doing that thing with your mouth."
"What thing?"
"This…" He pressed his index finger against her bottom lip. Angie inhaled, and her gaze met his, startled, wide.
Heat curled inside him, sliding through his veins, bubbling like a long simmering pot that had been forgotten on the stove. He jerked back, and let out a cough to cover for the movement. This was Angie, for God’s sake. His best friend. Only an idiot tried to muddle that with sex. "I gotta go," he said, reaching into his pocket and tossing several bills onto the table. "Becky’s car is in the shop, so I’m taking her to the airport."
"The airport?"
"She’s got some kind of dental hygiene convention to go to. Then she’s visiting her mom in Tulsa, so she won’t be getting back until just before Valentine’s Day." He grinned. "Guess you’ll be stuck hanging out with me for the next couple weeks. If that’s not too painful for you."
"I think I can suffer through it." A smile flashed across her face, then she dropped her head and fiddled with her silverware. "Before you go, let me ask you one thing."
"Anything."
She met his gaze. "Have you ever had a relationship that put you on edge? That made you crazy with want? That kept you up at night, wondering what the other person was doing, wondering if they were thinking of you, wondering if they would ever love you as much as you love them?"
He chuckled. "That sounds like infatuation."
"Maybe. Or maybe it’s just that meant-to-be kind of thing."
"You know me, Angie. I don’t do anything on the edge. Except with you. You are a bad influence on me." He fished his keys out of his pocket. "Anyway, I gotta go. Pancakes tomorrow?"
"Ugh. You’re going to make me run again first, aren’t you?"
"Think of me as your friendly neighborhood—"
"Masochist." She made a face. "All right. I’ll be there. Complaining the whole time."
He chuckled, then headed out the door. Angie watched him go, his tall, lean frame like the silhouette of a tree against a stark winter landscape. Max climbed into his car and pulled away from the curb. Angie let out a sigh. Was she crazy for thinking she could win Max’s heart in such a short period of time?
More to the point, how the heck was she supposed to get this oblivious guy to sit up and take notice? Then her gaze lit on a sign hanging in the window of a small glass front shop named Gift Baskets to Die For, a happy little bright business sitting across the street.
LET SOMEONE SPECIAL KNOW YOU’RE THINKING OF THEM!
UNIQUE, TAILORED GIFT BASKETS FOR EVERY OCCASION.
And in that moment, a plan hatched itself in Angie’s mind. One that might be just crazy enough to work.



 
 
1 ½ cups all-purpose flour
3 ½ teaspoons baking powder
1 teaspoon salt
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
1 1/4 cups milk
1 egg
3 tablespoons butter, melted
 
Nothing like a carb overload to take your mind off how hot your running partner looks, and how distant she’s been acting lately. Heat a flat pan over medium heat and spay with cooking spray. Mix dry ingredients in one bowl, mix wet in another bowl, then stir wet into dry. I know, it seems complicated, but really, it’s easy, quick and keeps you from staring at her legs and her smile.
 
Let batter sit for 30 seconds or so (let that baking powder do its job) then pour pancake-sized circles onto the pan. Flip when bubbly on top and golden brown on the bottom. Finish cooking through, then serve with butter and syrup. And try not to stare at the syrup glistening on her lips because fantasizing about your best friend can only lead down a no-return path. One where you lose the friendship and the girl.


CHAPTER TWO
 

 
Angie hated the first mile of their Sunday morning runs, hated it with a passion that bordered on murderous. And when the temperature was in the low teens, like it was today, that first mile was ten times worse. Her lungs burned, her legs froze, and she wanted to stop from the second she started. But she kept pace with Max, running along the Esplanade, because if she stopped she’d have to walk back to the car, and as much as she hated running in the cold, walking in it was worse. "You are…an…evil…man," she stuttered out between breaths.
He grinned. "You’ll thank me when swimsuit season is here again."
"If I…live…that…long."
"We’ll just go three today, okay? And right there, at the sign, is halfway." He waved toward the path ahead. "Come on, Angie, you can do it."
She hated him for running without panting. For being so chipper. For a hundred reasons that mostly started with cold and ended with torture. "I…hate…you."
He laughed that off, and kept on going. "Did I tell you about the delivery I got last night?"
She shook her head. She wasn’t sure her head actually moved, being that it was a wedge of ice on top of her shoulders.
"Someone sent me a gift basket. Not the dorky kind with fruit, or some girly one with chocolate, but a gift basket of real man stuff. Wedges of cheese, little smoked sausages, crackers, and a whole bunch of Red Sox swag. Even a foam finger."
"Huh. Cool." She forced her voice to sound nonplussed.
"And here’s the weird part. All the card said was ‘from a secret admirer.’ At first, I thought maybe Becky did it, but given how much she preaches to me about heart health, she’d be more likely to send a basket of spinach and kale." He laughed, still breathing easy. "Then I thought who else knows about my passion for the Red Sox, and I wondered if you did it as a joke."
They rounded the halfway mark, which gave Angie a second to compose herself before she answered. "Me? I…I wouldn’t…do that." She sucked in a breath. "You know me…not a romantic…bone…in my…body."
"True. You are the least romantic woman I’ve ever known. You’d rather take a motorcycle ride than a moonlight cruise."
"Yup. That’s…me." God, running sucked. She started thinking about the pancakes. Thick, fluffy buttermilk pancakes, drizzled with butter and syrup. They were only a mile and a half away. Pancakes, pancakes, pancakes. "Can we…just…run? Talk…later?"
Especially about the gift basket. She wasn’t exactly a pro at lying, and definitely not good at lying to Max.
"Sure." Max kept pace beside her, as they finished the run, and headed inside a small diner on the corner. For years, they had come here almost every Sunday morning, indulging in pancakes and crappy coffee after their run. Then Becky had come into Max’s life, and the runs had become more sporadic.
"Thanks for coming today," Max said after they were seated. "I’ve missed those runs."
"I’ve missed the pancakes."
He laughed. "One of these days, you’ll admit you love running."
"I’ll admit a lot of things, but not that." She signaled for coffee, and rubbed her hands together under the table to get the circulation going again. The waitress deposited two steaming mugs before them, then took their order and headed into the kitchen. Angie cupped her hands around the warm ceramic cup. "So who do you think sent the gift basket?"
"I don’t know. I’ve never had a secret admirer before. I gotta say, it’s pretty good for the ego." He grinned. "Especially for a man who’s about to be off the market."
"Permanently. One woman, for the rest of your life. No one else. Ever. Just Becky’s shining face in yours every morning."
"You make it sound like a death sentence."
She shrugged. Kept her gaze on the coffee. If she didn’t look at him, maybe he wouldn’t discern the truth. "Well, clearly someone out there wants you."
"Yeah. Either way, I’m not going to dwell on who it could be. All that will do is distract me."
The hope that had peaked inside her when he mentioned the basket deflated. She’d thought maybe having a secret admirer would get Max to see there were other fish in the sea, fish better suited to him than Becky. Instead, he was going to pretend it never happened, and keep focusing on little miss dental hygienist. Any other day, she liked Max’s ability to hone in on one thing, unlike her scatterbrained approach to life. Today, though, she couldn’t seem to get him to forget his marriage to Becky before he hit thirty plan.
She needed to come up with another idea. A different approach. Max was right—Angie didn’t have a romantic bone in her body. She didn’t play games. Didn’t flirt and bat her eyelashes. She was a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of girl.
And maybe that was why Max had never seen her as anything other than a friend. Pretty Becky, with her flouncy skirts and overly white smile had game. She had that innocent-me sweet-as-pie game that men tripped over themselves to score. She was the quintessential helpless female. Angie, on the other hand, had changed her own oil more than once, switched out a tire on the highway and replaced the faucet in her apartment, all without asking for one bit of testosterone help. Maybe it was time to show Max she could be domesticated. "Hey, what are you doing tonight?"
"Same as last night. Sitting on the couch, making manly grunting noises while I watch whatever sport is on TV."
"And you wonder why women are falling at your feet?" She laughed and shook her head. "How about coming over to my place for dinner?"
"You mean, how about I pick up takeout and we eat it at your coffee table?"
"No, I mean a real meal. With plates and napkins and everything."
"You. Cook." He laughed. Hard. "Riiiighht."
"I can cook." Grilled cheese, tomato soup from a can, and if hard-pressed, a pot of spaghetti. "Just be there at six and I’ll prove it to you."
He grabbed a napkin out of the dispenser, then scrawled a number across the front. "Keep this handy."
"What is it?"
"The number for the pizza place around the corner." He grinned. "Just in case."
She got to her feet. "Hold on to your hat, Mr. Blackwell, because I’m about to surprise you." Then she crumpled the napkin and threw it on the table. "Hopefully in more ways than one."
*~*~*
The acrid smell of burnt meat hit Max’s senses first. Angie threw open the door at his knock. "Do not say a single word."
He made a motion of zipping his lip, and bit back the laughter in his throat. Poor Angie. She meant well but she was never going to be June Cleaver or even her distant cousin. He didn’t care if Angie could cook. He never had. It was her heart and spirit that he valued, but for some reason, Angie had this domestication bug up her butt.
"What’s—"
"I said don’t say a word." She whirled away from him, and dashed toward the kitchen. Max deposited the wine he’d brought on the table, then headed into the small galley style space.
The contents of Angie’s pantry had exploded on the counters and floor. Flour dusted nearly every surface, potato peelings lined the sink, and three cookbooks with newly cracked spines lay open under a mound of spices and grocery bags. The oven timer beeped a steady high-pitched tune, while smoke billowed from behind the door.
"Ang? I think dinner’s done," Max said.
She pressed the off button, then jerked open the oven door. A gray cloud rushed out first, followed by the smell of charred steak. Angie started cursing, a steady stream of words that would make a trucker blush. "Stupid stove. Stupid steak. Stupid recipe." She yanked the pan out, then let out a shriek and dropped it on the floor. The overdone steak bounced off the broiler pan and landed on the tile floor with a soft thud. Angie cradled her hand against her chest.
"You burned yourself," Max said. "Here, get that under some cold water." He pivoted toward the sink, and started the tap, then tugged Angie’s hand away from her chest and to the faucet. She winced. "Keep your hand there. I’ll go get some bandages."
He headed down to her bathroom. All the time he’d known Angie, he’d never gone through her cabinets or medicine chest. It felt a little like snooping, he thought, as he moved aside moisturizers and razors to find the bandages and antibiotic cream. A box of condoms sat in the corner of the medicine chest, sending a flare of jealousy through Max. He shook it off. He wasn’t Angie’s boyfriend. He had no right to wonder who she was sleeping with.
His hand lingered over the box. For a second, he pictured Angie in bed, her lithe body soft and hot beneath his, her mouth open in breathless invitation, her breasts arching against his touch. He imagined himself plunging into her, hearing her sweet gasp of pleasure and surprise, then—
"Max? How long do I have to keep the cold water on it?"
"Uh, just a second." He grabbed the bandages and cream, then shut the medicine chest and headed down the hall. His body was still caught in the fantasy of having sex with Angie, a fact that would be very evident if he didn’t do something about it. He paused in the hall, closed his eyes and tried to picture Miss Shnack, his third-grade teacher. Didn’t work. He drew in a breath, and tried to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. His mind switched to Angie’s face when he reached the word "republic".
"Max?"
The pain in her voice jerked him back into action. He hurried back to the kitchen, reached past Angie to shut off the water, and led her over to the small table in the corner. "Here, let me bandage this for you."
She watched him as he took her hand in his, then with gentle movements, spread the cream on the angry red burn and wrapped it with gauze. She had beautiful hands, he realized. Delicate long fingers that ended in short, no-nonsense nails, painted light pink. He couldn’t remember if Angie had ever painted her nails before or if he’d just never noticed.
He liked the feel of her hand in his, soft yet strong. A perfect representation of the Angie he knew so well.
"Uh, Max? I think you’re done."
"Oh, oh, yeah." He released her hand, then got to his feet. "You got an ice pack?"
She shook her head. "I have peas."
It took him a second to make the connection, a second he blamed on the fact that half his brain was still picturing her naked, and now picturing those sweet pink nails wrapped around a very hard, not so delicate part of his anatomy. "Peas. Oh yeah, right." He turned away, grabbed them out of the freezer and pressed the bag into her hand.
She winced again then she sighed when the ice pack did its job. She looked around the kitchen and let out a small, sad sound. Tears brimmed in her eyes, and he wondered why she cared so much about a couple of steaks. "I’m sorry. I had such great plans."
"Angie, it’s okay. Not everyone can cook. That’s why God invented Chinese food." He got to his feet, then leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead. It was meant to be a friendly, comforting gesture, but when the delicate floral scent of her perfume met his senses, his brain went into hormonal overdrive again. For a second, he had the crazy thought of kissing her. Of taking her in his arms, and finding out of if she tasted as wonderful as she smelled. Of taking this attraction, which had always brimmed beneath the surface of their friendship, to the next level. Then he caught himself. This was Angie, his best friend. And he was a smart man, one who didn’t screw up the only thing going right in his life.
So he stepped away and picked up the phone, then started cleaning up the mess. By the time the kitchen was set to rights and they were eating Moo Shu Pork out of white cardboard containers, the urge to kiss Angie had passed.
Max told himself that was a good thing.



 
 
30 jalapenos, seeded and split lengthwise (use gloves!)
2 pounds ground sausage, cooked
2 8-ounce packages cream cheese, softened
¼ cup cheddar cheese, shredded
 
Okay, okay, so you can’t cook. At all. But maybe this recipe will show him you’re hot in the kitchen and a hot and spicy addition to his love life (maybe show a little leg while you’re at it, to show him you’re hot in a whole lot of ways).
 
Preheat the oven to 375 degrees. Mix sausage and cream cheese in a bowl, then stuff jalapeno halves with the mixture. Bake for 20 minutes, sprinkle cheddar cheese on top, then bake for another 3-5 minutes, or until cheese melts.
 
Serve with a really good beer and a sexy smile. Make him think twice about you—instead of thinking at all about Miss Wrong.


CHAPTER THREE
 

 
Whoever invented high heels had to have been insane. Angie wobbled across the parking lot, nearly empty at the end of the day on Monday, sure she was going to come crashing to the pavement at any second. She cursed the salesgirl who had talked her into the platform pumps. "Ooh, they make your legs look long and sexy," the salesgirl had said.
She should have added, as long as you stay upright.
The winter wind kicked up under Angie’s skirt, sending a chill into places that should never be chilly. Angie drew her coat closed, and wondered if it was too late to go back to the car and go home. Then she pictured Becky’s face when Max proposed to her in a week. That was enough to spur Angie forward.
Angie was tired of letting fear rule her life. She’d always thought she was the brave one, thinking her lack of commitment meant she wasn’t afraid to take a risk, to live on the edge. Deep down inside, she knew the truth.
She was afraid. Of a thousand things—rejection, abandonment, disappointment—pick your Dr. Phil buzz word and pin it on Angie like she was the analysis donkey at a birthday party. The only constant in her life had been Max. Angie’s flighty mother had flitted in and out of her life, leaving Angie with her father more often than not. Then her father died in high school, and Angie and her mother had moved six times in two years, so often that Angie stopped bothering to put their name on a mailbox because chances were she’d be gone before the tape could start to stick.
Max, though, had been as dependable as the sun. The one who convinced her to concentrate on school, on the things she could control. Together, they’d muddled their way through their teen years and college. He’d spent most weeknights at her house, avoiding his alcoholic father, making out his lists and notes, while she taught him the culinary fun that could be had with a can of Cheez-Wiz. Now she wanted more than that, more than their friendship, and the only way to get that was to keep putting one high-heeled foot in front of the other.
She made it into the building and the elevator, trying to ignore her complaining feet. As the elevator rose, she shifted her weight from foot to foot, but it did little to alleviate the ache in her arches. The elevator doors slid open, and there was Max. His brows arched in surprise. "Angie? What are you doing here?"
Her heart did a little skip beat. Angie started forward, her gaze locked on Max’s blue eyes. "I’m—"
Then she was falling, her brain scrambling to process why one foot had moved forward, and the other hadn’t. Her hands pinwheeled at her sides, reaching for salvation, grabbing only air, and then, with an oomph, she landed, face first on the gray speckled carpet. Something hard and cold banged on either side of her right ankle.
"Angie? You okay?" Max’s voice, coming from somewhere six feet above her head.
"Yeah." Just completely humiliated. Angie almost wished she’d fallen down the elevator shaft instead. "What the heck happened?"
"You got your heel stuck in the crack of the elevator door." Max held up the offending platform. "First time on the new legs?"
"Ha, ha. Very funny."
Max chuckled. "I thought so, too. Come on, Crash, let me help you up." His hand went to her elbow, helping her into a sitting position. He reached down and tugged her right leg forward. Her skin sizzled when he touched the bare skin, and even in the humiliating position of being flat on the floor of his office, she wanted more, wanted him to slide on top of her and kiss her and—
He sat across from her. "Okay, spill. What's up?"
Thank God most of the people who worked for Max had already gone home, so her humiliation was relatively small. She shifted into a sitting position, then accepted Max’s hand as he hauled her to her feet again. She smoothed her skirt and tried to look cool. "What do you mean?"
"The manicure. The heels. The dress. The condoms in—" He cut off the sentence. 
"How do you know I have condoms?"
His face reddened. "I, uh, I saw them when I got the bandages for your burn." He shifted his stance. "Can we not have this conversation?"
"You brought it up."
"It's just hard to imagine you having sex."
"Am I that asexual?"
"God, no. You're sexy as hell, Angie. With those legs and that way you smile when you—" He shook his head and cursed.
"When I what?"
If he told her, it would tell Angie he had noticed her as a woman. Which he had, a million times since they were in seventh grade and he'd seen the strap of her training bra peeking out from under her tank top. It was that moment when he'd realized that Angie Wilson wasn't just his friend; she was a girl, a living, breathing girl with all the right equipment.
He'd spent a solid month acting like a bumbling fool around her, a month that had ended with Max placing a sloppy kiss on her lips. His first kiss, and Angie’s too, a terrible fumbling attempt that was far from any Hollywood version. He saw the look of surprise and confusion on her face and made up some excuse about the kiss being a joke.
He’d forgotten that in high school when he’d asked her on a date, thinking maybe they were older, more mature, and they could go out. Instead, it had been that middle school kiss all over again, only ten times more awkward. He’d realized that if he kept seeing Angie as a girl, he'd stop seeing her as a friend. He'd had to choose, and in that moment and all the ones that followed, he'd chosen friendship. Angie meant more to him than some sexual urge and always would. 
That didn’t mean he didn’t see her legs in that skirt and think about taking her to the nearest bedroom. It just meant he wouldn’t be dumb enough to act on those thoughts.
"Don’t you like my shoes?" she asked.
"A monk would like those shoes," he said. "You know you rock a skirt, Ang."
She smiled. "Glad you noticed."
Oh he’d noticed all right. And that was the whole problem. He wasn’t supposed to look at her that way. "Some guy is going to be lucky as all hell to have you."
She shook her head and let out a gust. "Will you quit saying that?"
"You gotta settle down and fall in love some day." Though the thought of it pained him.
She parked her fists on her hips, which emphasized her hourglass shape. He swallowed hard and told himself to stop seeing his best friend as a sex kitten. "How do you know I haven’t already fallen in love?"
He laughed. "You are the last holdout to single-ness," he said. "Listen, why don’t you let me fix you up? Introduce you to someone who will treat you right."
And maybe once she was in a committed relationship, his brain would stop thinking of her legs and her lips and her breasts. He was supposed to be getting engaged himself, and he was still fantasizing about Angie. What was wrong with him?
She bit her lip and shook her head again. "You don’t get it, Max. You just don’t. I’m not interested in you fixing me up. I want…"
"What?" he prompted when she didn’t finish.
"Never mind." She spun away and pushed the down button. The elevator doors dinged open, as if they’d been waiting to help her make her escape. "Just never mind."
Then she was gone, and Max was left feeling like he had missed something important and fundamental.



 
 
2 pound pork tenderloin
Salt and pepper
¼ cup orange juice
1 tablespoon grated orange rind
¼ cup soy sauce
2 tablespoons hoisin sauce
¼ cup brown sugar
 
Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Sprinkle tenderloin with salt and pepper. Easy, right? Well, as you know, cooking isn’t exactly my forte, but I keep on working at it, sort of like with a certain sexy man who has yet to get a clue.
 
Mix the juice, rind, soy sauce, hoisin sauce and brown sugar in a small bowl. Add a little more brown sugar if it’s not as sweet as you want it—remember you catch more flies with honey than vinegar. Baste the pork with the sauce, then cook another 10 minutes until it does something fancy—caramelizes.
 
Take the roast out of the oven (use oven mitts; no need to repeat that steak disaster). Let it rest for five minutes before slicing. That should be enough time to give him the message that you’re not giving up easily. Even if the odds are stacked against your happy ending.


CHAPTER FOUR
 

 
"Are you sure you want to be here?" Max had to shout to be heard above the roaring crowd. Beside him, a couple of drunks arm-wrestled over the last bit of popcorn in the paper bucket, while on the other side, two guys took turns calling wolf-whistles at the women walking the inside perimeter of the ring.
"Sure. I love wrestling."
He chuckled. "Honey, this isn’t wrestling, it’s all out fighting. Like to the death."
Angie just grinned, and settled back in her seat with her nachos, as if she came to UFC fights every night of the week. He’d been surprised when she had texted him that day, saying she’d scored two tickets to the fight and did he want to go. He’d looked at the pile of work on his desk, looked at Angie’s text again, and decided in a heartbeat that spending time with Angie beat out anything else in the world. Plus, he was still curious about the changes in her and the way she’d run—well, hobbled—out of his office yesterday. Something was up with Angie, but what it was, Max couldn’t figure out. Which was weird, because he had always been able to read Angie’s thoughts before. For a man used to looking at the facts and arriving at a logical conclusion, the whole thing felt…weird. Like he was standing on an unbalanced seesaw.
"Two muscular sweaty guys battling it out?" Angie said. "Of course I want to be here. It doesn’t get much better than that."
"If you say so," he said, settling in beside her. "I know Becky would never come with me to something like this."
Angie just smiled and propped her feet up on the back of the chair in front of her. This time she was wearing jeans and practical, low-heeled boots with a V-necked sweater that kept drawing his attention, especially when she slumped down a little in her seat like she was right now and he caught a peek of her cleavage. Hot, that was the best word to describe Angie. Hot and sexy.
She’d scored second row seats for him, which was about as close to the action as one could get without actually climbing in the ring. The two fighters—a couple of scrappy kids from Roxbury and Somerville—snarled and snapped at each other like two dogs facing off. They circled right, left, throwing out test jabs, while the crowd roared and demanded action.
Of the eight hundred or so people filling the arena, only about five were women, but if that fact bothered Angie, she didn’t show it. She’d always been game for anything, as long as Max had known her. If she hadn’t been his best friend, he’d have thought she was the perfect woman—beautiful, adventurous, sassy. One of these days some guy was going to capture her heart.
And that wasn’t a day that Max was looking forward to seeing.
Insane. He was getting married himself. Of course he wanted Angie to be happy, too. Heck, he’d tried fixing her up yesterday. Except a part of him didn’t want her to meet someone else. A part of him wanted her to always be there for him, to be his rock, his UFC buddy, his everything. A very, very selfish part, clearly.
He glanced at her, at her dark red lips and her deep green eyes. His gaze traveled down, over the enticing cleavage beneath her sweater, past the flat expanse of her belly, to the taut thighs outlined by her jeans. He cleared his throat and reminded himself that he was supposed to be in love with Becky. He refocused his attention on the fight, instead of Angie.
The Roxbury kid was built, with dark hair and shadowy stubble already showing on his clean-shaven chin. He kept his head down, his chin tucked in, and his fists up. The kid from Somerville was so white he might have been a ghost, with red hair and a scrawny chest that looked like it had never seen a bench press. But he was tough, and he dodged Roxbury’s punches with deft movements. Then Roxbury surprised him, slipping Somerville an uppercut, and driving him back into the ropes, so close to Max and Angie, they could see the sweat dripping down the kid’s temples.
"Hit him, for Chrissake!" screamed one of the drunk guys on their left. "Hit him!"
"Come on, McNeil, you look like a goddamned slug! Fight! Fight!" said the other drunk, roaring to his feet for the words, then dropping back into his chair with a thud. "This is wicked boring. We might as well be watching the wife’s bullshit soaps."
McNeil, aka Somerville, must have heard, because he surged forward, swinging with his right, hard, fast, connecting with Roxbury’s cheek and sending him flying. A tooth popped out of Roxbury’s mouth, spiraling up in a high arc, coming down at the same time the fighter did. The force of Roxbury’s landing popped him out of the ring, across the first aisle—
And into Angie’s lap.
The crowd roared, the drunks cheered and poured beer on him, while the ref declared Somerville the winner. Angie shoved the sweaty man off her lap and onto the floor, letting out a little oof as she did. "Okay, that might be a little closer to the action than I wanted to be."
Max chuckled. "You’re so tough, Ang, you could give either one of those guys a run for their money."
"Me? Tough? I’m as soft as a kitten."
"Right." He laughed. "You punched me so hard in third grade, my mother thought I’d fallen down the stairs."
"You tried to steal my dessert at lunch. You know how I feel about brownies."
He rubbed his arm, as if the spot was still sore. "Oh, I know. Too well."
She gave him a light jab. "Now you’re just milking it."
"Maybe." He grinned. "But seriously, you are one of the toughest women I know. Heck, I’ve only seen you cry twice in twenty years. You’re practically one of the guys."
Any other time he’d said that to her, Angie had laughed, or teased him about challenging Max to an arm-wrestling competition. But this time, something that looked a lot like hurt flickered on her face.
Then she worked up a smile, and got to her feet, gathering her coat and purse. "And that, Max, is part of the problem."
Before he could ask what she meant by that, Roxbury had gotten to his feet, grabbed Max’s shoulder for stability, then collapsed again, leaving Max with a beaten fighter in his arms and a lot of questions about the one person he once thought he knew better than he knew himself.



 
 
Tortilla Chips
Shredded cheese
Salsa
Diced jalapenos
Diced onions
Sour cream
Any other fixings you want
 
Okay, so this isn’t really a recipe, but for Pete’s sake, your brain is fried. You can’t stop thinking about her, can’t focus on anything but the questions she’s raised in your mind. The high heels, the cleavage…oh wow.
 
Preheat the broiler. Line a cookie sheet with foil, layer the nachos, cheese, salsa, vegetables. Broil until the cheese is melted, then top with sour cream. Eat as many servings as it takes to forget the questions that seeing her as a woman, not just a friend, has been raising in your mind lately. Focus, man, focus.




CHAPTER FIVE
 

 
So far, her grand plan to win Max’s heart had scored a huge goose egg. Angie sat in the diner where she and Max had been on Saturday, picking at a platter of fries, wondering if maybe the whole thing was a lost cause. Maybe Max would never see her as anything other than a friend. Maybe she’d misread the attraction between them. The man had offered to fix her up, after all. If anything spelled not interested, that was it.
The door to the diner opened and a trio of women entered, chatting and laughing. Candace, Maria and Rebecca, the women who owned Gift Baskets to Die For, and three of the friendliest women Angie had ever met in Boston. They spied Angie, and headed to her table. "How’d that basket work out?" Maria asked.
The shapely dark-haired Italian woman had been the one who helped Angie pick out the contents of the basket she’d sent to Max. Rebecca, a slim brunette, had rung up the order while blonde Candace offered advice on delivery timing to make the maximum impact.
"Not like I hoped," Angie said. She pushed the fries aside. Not even a plateful of fried dietbusters was going to make her feel better today. "I just don’t think he’s interested."
Maria slid into the seat opposite Angie. "Well, what have you tried so far?"
Angie told them about the disaster of her cooking, the nightmare of getting stuck in the elevator and the messy boxing match. "I think he thinks I’ve just lost my mind. He still talks about Becky this and Becky that."
"Seems to me it’s time to up the stakes," Rebecca said. "Men can be dense sometimes. They need a nudge—"
"Shove is more like it," Maria interjected.
Rebecca nodded. "Shove in the right direction."
"I thought I was doing all that. I’ve tried everything I can think of."
"Have you made him jealous?" Maria asked. "Nothing like a man seeing a woman with another man to bring out his deepest feelings."
"I don’t know if that would work. I mean, I’ve dated guys while I’ve known Max. He’s never said a word."
"Let me guess," Candace said. "He might not have complained, but he always found something wrong with every single one of them. No one you dated was ever good enough."
Angie thought about that for a second. "Yeah, but I thought he was just being a good friend."
"Maybe," Maria said. "Or maybe he was just subconsciously trying to keep you from falling in love with someone else."
"Only one way to find out," Rebecca said. "You need to give him something to worry about, and see how he reacts."
"Where am I going to find a hot guy who’s head over heels for me? I need an insta-boyfriend. I don’t think they sell those at Shaw’s."
Candace laughed. "No, but we might have one at Gift Baskets that you could borrow."
Angie looked at the three women, confused. Candace glanced at Maria, then at Rebecca. A conspiratorial smile curved across all three of their faces. "Michael," they all said at once.
"He’s already taken," Candace said to Angie, "but he’s a good sport, and would surely give up a few hours of his time to advance a good cause."
"The cause of another happy ending," Maria explained. "Because if there’s one thing we all are, it’s hopeless romantics."
"Are you sure Max is going to believe that I fell for someone so fast?" Angie said. "I mean, no offense, but what if Michael isn’t believable?"
"Trust me," Candace said. "That man can charm the wedding dress off a jittery bride-to-be. He’s done it once before. If seeing him with you doesn’t make Max jealous, then nothing will."
*~*~*
Something hot and dark coiled in Max’s stomach before he even reached the table inside the Drop Inn on Wednesday night a half hour before karaoke was scheduled to start. At their usual table, Max saw a dark-haired male leaning so close to Angie he could have been her Siamese twin. Where had this guy come from? And what was he doing here, at Max and Angie’s regular table?
Then Max chided himself. He’d brought Becky a time or two to the Wednesday karaoke, but Angie had never done it. Never invited a date to any of the things that were just Max and Angie. He was the one who had broken that rule. Not Angie.
He’d met her boyfriends over the years, of course, at group things like parties. There’d been the inevitable double dates and movie nights, but by and large, Angie kept her dating life separate from what she called her "Max World." And now she had gone and invited a stranger into that space. He knew he should get used to it—after he married Becky, there’d naturally be less Max and Angie time. Angie had every right to find her own perfect match.
That didn’t mean Max had to be happy about it.
For God’s sake, he’d offered to fix her up. Now he was all worked up about her dating someone? What was wrong with him?
He forced a smile to his face, then sat down at the table. The stranger had even taken Max’s usual seat, the one between the bar and the table. Max tried not to hate him on sight or pull a few of the UFC fighter moves on the guy. "Hi, Angie," Max said.
"Max! Glad you could make it." She pulled a few inches away from her companion. "This is Michael. Michael, meet Max, my oldest and dearest friend."
It seemed like Angie put extra emphasis on the word friend, and for some reason, that grated on Max. He fought the urge to scowl. God, he was grumpy tonight.
"Nice to meet you," Michael said, extending a hand to shake with Max. "Angie’s told me a lot about you."
"Funny, she hasn’t told me anything about you," Max said. What the hell was that about? He sounded like a jilted lover. Which he wasn’t. At all.
"That’s because we’ve wanted to keep this just between us until now," Michael said with a tender look at Angie. She smiled, then nuzzled Michael’s neck.
That hot, dark snake coiled tighter in Max’s gut. Get a grip, Max. In a few days, he was going to propose to Becky. Settle down with her. Live the life he’d had planned out since he was old enough to make a bulleted list.
That’s who he should be focused on—Becky, not Angie. Except he was having trouble remembering what Becky looked like or why he’d made that list in the first place.
Max settled back in his chair and faced Michael. "So how long have you two been together?"
"Long enough to know she is one incredible woman," Michael said. He placed a tender kiss on Angie’s forehead and Max’s fist curled at his side. "Honestly, I don’t know she’s remained single this long. Seems some smart man would have put a ring on her finger."
And would that be you? Max wanted to ask. But he didn’t. He drew in a breath that did nothing to tame the beast growing inside him.
"Oh, you are so sweet," Angie said, then kissed Michael’s cheek.
Max had never seen her like this. So…so smitten. Her eyes danced, her smile glowed, heck, her entire body radiated joy. For a second, he wondered what it would be like if she looked at Max like that. If he was the one enjoying those kisses, that touch.
But he wasn’t, and for good reason. Angie was his best friend, and losing that friendship was the one thing Max couldn’t do. If he listed his possessions, the most valuable was Angie’s friendship. She was his rock, the ground he stood on when life got crazy, the only person in the world who understood his moods and read his thoughts before he spoke them.
And as a friend, he should want her to be happy. Should wish her and Michael well, hope that they got married and made little Michael clones someday. Instead, Max got to his feet so fast the chair let out a squeal of protest. "I…I have another commitment tonight," he said. "Sorry, Angie. You’ll have to enjoy the Drop Inn without me."
She turned to Michael, gave him a smile that would put the brightest lightbulb to shame, and made Max’s gut clench in ways it never had before. "Oh, I’m sure I can do that, Max. Besides, you’ll be doing the same with Becky soon, won’t you? We’ll have to double date sometime."
"Yeah, yeah." But the thought didn’t fill him with the anticipation he’d expected. Instead, the thought of being here with Angie and Michael as well as his soon-to-be-fiancé filled Max with something akin to…
Dread.



 
 
2 ½ cups graham cracker crumbs
2 ¾ cups confectionary sugar
1 cup peanut butter
1 cup butter, melted
16 ounces semisweet chocolate chips
 
When you can’t decide, try to have both. In a large bowl, mix together the graham cracker crumbs, confectionary sugar, peanut butter and butter. Press peanut butter mixture into a greased 9 by 13 pan.
 
Put the chocolate chips in a glass bowl, and microwave 30 seconds, stir, microwave again, stir, repeating until they’re melted. Hey, this recipe is so easy, any guy can do it. And best of all, no oven. Once the chips are melted, spread them on top of the peanut butter mixture. Let cool for at least five minutes, then serve. Both the peanut butter and the chocolate are delicious, but at some point, you’re going to have to pick one—
 
And that means giving up the other. For now, try to enjoy the best of all worlds.


CHAPTER SIX
 

 
Max rolled over, stuffed a pillow over his head and prayed the phone would stop ringing. The day had already dawned, and if this had been any other day, he would have been at the gym, finishing up his daily workout before heading to the office. But he’d spent the last night tossing and turning, watching really bad movies on late-night TV. He kept thinking about Angie and Michael, and the high heels and the condoms, and all it had done was torture him more.
The phone rang again. He picked it up and barked a greeting.
"My goodness, sweetie, is that any way to greet your girlfriend?" Becky’s bright and perky voice bloomed in his ear.
"Sorry, sorry. You surprised me, that’s all." He tried not to be annoyed at the call. He hadn’t talked to Becky in two days, after all. He’d missed her.
Or he’d tried to. Honestly, he’d barely thought about her in the last few days. His mind had been on Angie, which wasn’t right. Angie was his friend; Becky was going to be his fiancé. When did he get his priorities all reversed?
She laughed. "I surprised you? Now that’s something I don’t do very often. You are the least surprise-able man I know."
That wasn’t who he’d been last night, but he didn’t tell Becky that. Funny thing was, the person he most wanted to tell about his sleepless night was Angie, and she was the only person he couldn’t talk to about it. What a mess.
Maybe it would all look better after a few cups of coffee. He swung his legs over the bed, then padded out to the kitchen in his boxers. The room was pristine, as always, everything set where he liked it by a housekeeper who came by daily. That made him think of Angie’s cluttered apartment, the way she hung mementos all over the walls, how she filled the bookcase with little knick-knacks that others would set out at a garage sale, yet each one meant something to her. How she didn’t fret over a spilled drink or a few crumbs at a party. Every time he went to her apartment, he felt relaxed, comfortable. Here…
Well, here was a place to store his clothes. And his coffee mugs.
"Did you hear a word I said, Max?"
"Sorry. I was getting coffee. Tell me again."
"Silly man. You’re always distracted when I talk to you. I swear, unless I’m standing right in front of you, your mind is a million miles away."
Actually, less than one mile away. In an apartment with a braided rug in the kitchen and a sassy woman who saved the ticket stubs from every movie they’d ever gone to together. He shook his head, and refocused on Becky.
The woman he wanted to marry. The woman he’d already bought a ring for.
Except, he’d bought the ring that looked best on Angie. And when he’d done that practice proposal, it had been about Angie, not Becky. Because he had some subconscious desire to marry—
Angie?
No, that was all wrong. It was merely that Angie was such an integral part of his life. That was all. He had his list damn it, he had his plan, and he didn’t need to throw a monkey wrench into this.
He crossed to the Keurig, and brewed an extra-strong cup of coffee, then leaned against the counter while he drank it and listened to Becky’s recounting of her conference, and all the cool new things she had learned about oral hygiene. "Sounds like a great conference."
"It was so great, I’m almost sorry to see it end. At least I’ll get to see my family for a few days. And then I’ll be back in Boston again, with you." Becky sighed. "I so wish you were here, honey bear."
The endearment grated on his nerves, which made no sense. Becky’s daisy-like attitude about everything was part of what had attracted him to her in the first place. It was number one on his list of things to look for in a potential spouse.
He’d grown up in a house that was about as happy as a funeral parlor, always stuck in that perpetual cloud of stress his father brought home from work and decanted with his first martini of the night. Max wanted the polar opposite of that—high optimism, chatty bright attitude, a constant smile. A woman who was warm and giving and cuddly.
Angie, of course, wasn’t a cuddly optimist. She was a plain talking realist, one who he could count on to always tell him the truth but to also always have his back. With Angie, there was no glass half-full or glass half-empty, there was merely, here’s a glass, what are we going to do with it.
Damn it. Once again, his thoughts had drifted to Angie, and away from the woman he intended to marry. What was wrong with him?
He glanced at the clock, and for the first time since he’d met Becky, he wanted nothing more than to end the conversation and get to work. "Hey, Becky, listen, I hate to cut you off, but I have a meeting this morning I need to get to."
He could almost hear her pouting on the other end of the phone. "Okay, honey bear, but remember, I’ll be traveling all day tomorrow, and then at Momma’s, so I might not have a chance to call for another day or two."
"That’s fine. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, right?" If he said it enough, maybe it would be true. Because right now, he was having trouble remembering what Becky looked like, never mind why he wanted to propose.
Twenty minutes later, he headed out the door. His phone buzzed a constant melody of emails, texts, voicemails. He flipped past them all, looking for one name. Angie.
Nothing.
Because she was still sleeping? Or because she was wrapped in that Michael’s arms, and too distracted to do anything other than—
Okay, not the best train of thought.
His mind, however, didn’t get the message, and pictured Angie in bed, her naked body under a tangle of sheets, that long riot of brown hair spread out on the pillow in a dark, tempting cloud. It had to be the manicure and the heels and the condoms, because his brain kept going down one path and one path only with Angie.
His thumb found the number one, and before he could think twice, he was ignoring the office and speed dialing Angie. "Hey, sunshine."
She laughed. "Only you would sound so chipper this early in the morning. God, don’t you sleep?"
"Of course I do. Just not as much as some people." He smiled. Every time he talked to her, his world turned right-side-up again. That made him question again the wisdom of his list. Of choosing a wife based on bullet points he’d written up in high school.
Was he making a huge mistake? Or was he just having a case of cold feet?
"Hey, some of us need our beauty sleep," Angie said. "And some of us go without it."
"Are you saying I’m not beautiful?" What was he doing? Fishing for a compliment? He really had gotten up on the wrong side of the bed today, hadn’t he? Since when did he care if Angie found him attractive?
"No, Max, you are not beautiful," she said with a laugh. "Anyway, I can’t talk long. I’m….in the middle of something." She paused. He could hear the shower running in the background.
That made him picture Angie naked. Soapy. Naked and soapy, and with him. His libido roared to life, and all he wanted right now was to run to her apartment, strip off the suit he’d just put on and offer to scrub her back. And do a hell of a lot more.
"You want to play hooky this morning?" she asked him, as if she was reading his mind.
"I think I can be persuaded." Hell, his mind hadn’t been on work for days. Why even pretend it was?
"Good. Meet me at my apartment. I’ve got…something to show you."
"Oh really? And what might that be?"
She laughed. "It’s a surprise. I know how you love surprises—"
"I hate surprises."
She laughed. "That’s why I’m not telling you what it is. Just get here. As soon as you can."
*~*~*
Nine minutes later, Max was knocking on Angie’s door. Had to be a record. She’d never known him to get from his place to hers that fast. A whisper of hope, that he’d rushed here because he couldn’t wait to see her, rose in Angie’s chest. "What’d you do?" she asked him. "Take the Bat Plane?"
His gaze swept over her and the grin she knew so well flashed across his features. "Well, I heard the shower running and thought you might have soap in some uncomfortable places."
That thought caused a rush of heat to run through her, chased by the urge to kiss him, to do so much more that involved a horizontal surface. "So you’re here to rescue me from too many suds?"
"At your service, ma’am." He gave her a mock salute. Then the tease dropped from his voice, and he was back to being just Max, not a flirt. For a second there, she’d almost thought he really did want to hop in the shower with her.
A feeling she knew well. Because she’d pictured him naked and soapy about a billion times. She swallowed back her disappointment. Did he really not see her as desirable? Or was he trying to stay true to Becky?
"Well, I’m glad you’re here because I need help." She stepped back and waved him into the apartment, and back to her real reason for having Max over. Step six in her plan to win his heart—show him her softer side. "Meet my new best friend."
There was a yip, and then a bundle of golden fur bounded out of the oversized cushioned bed set in the corner. When she’d had this plan late last night, she’d thought it was brilliant. Show Max that she could be a nurturing, caring woman. Not the tough-as-nails friend he knew, the woman who had beat him at the Ruckus Race last year. The woman who didn’t shriek when she saw a spider, or when a sweaty, bloody boxer tumbled into her lap.
The Cocker Spaniel puppy had been an impulse buy, but even though he’d kept her up half the night and had her outside three times to teach him all about the joys of doggie toilet training, she already loved him. He’d melted her heart in ways she hadn’t expected, and she couldn’t imagine a day without the dog.
"You got…a dog?" Max said. He bent down and rubbed the puppy’s head. The dog returned the favor with a furious tongue licking of his hand.
"Yup. And I named him Chewie."
Max lifted his gaze to hers. Recognition dawned in his deep blue eyes. "You did?"
Angie lowered herself to the space between Max and the dog, and gave Max a smile. "We agreed a long time ago that there was no better name for a dog."
Emotions washed over Max’s face. Surprise, joy, then a tenderness she rarely saw in strong, Type-A Max. His blue eyes became as soft as clouds, and a smile wavered on his face. The gesture, so vulnerable, so open, warmed her. "Angie, you’re amazing. I can’t believe you remember that I said that."
"It was fifth grade. We were sitting on the swings and talking about what we wanted to be when we grew up. You said you were going to be a firefighter—"
He laughed. "Yeah, I’m pretty far from that."
"—and you were going to have a dog and name him Chewie. I said I wanted a dog too and that Chewie was a cool name."
Max gave the puppy a tender pat and his gaze went somewhere far away, somewhere he rarely went, rarely talked about. "My dad never wanted us to have a dog. Said they were too much work, too much of a mess. I vowed when I grew up, the first thing I’d buy is a dog. But I never did. Why?"
"I don’t know, Max." She truly didn’t. They’d been friends forever, but the subject of his childhood was one they left in the past. She knew it hurt him, but tough guy Max allowed few peeks behind that strong façade. And she never pushed because she, of all the people in his life, understood about childhood disappointments and empty spaces in your heart.
"Because I got too busy with my job. My life became…" he let out a long breath, "my father’s, except without the vodka punctuation mark. And when I’d think about getting a dog every once in a while, I’d think about the mess and the work involved, and tell myself later. There’d be time later."
Oh how she could relate to that. How many things had she put off, because she convinced herself there’d be time, when really, it wasn’t about procrastination, it was about fear. She and Max were such similar creatures, deep down inside.
"Later is now, Max. Stop waiting for what you really want." She covered his hand with hers, a hand she knew as well as her own, the hand she had held when his father kicked him out for the tenth time, the hand she’d held when her mother announced yet another move, the hand she’d clasped when she got nervous before her first job interview. It was strong and warm and dependable.
Whether or not her plan worked out, she knew she could never walk away from Max. He was more than her best friend—he was the rock she stood on. And she hoped she did the same for him.
"Chewie here’s for rent," Angie said, holding tight, just as he had done for her a thousand times. "Anytime you need a dog fix, you can have him. I figure we can share him. The best of both worlds for everyone."
"Share him?"
"Yup. It’s a baby step into commitment. For both of us."
"That sounds like the best way we could do this," Max said. "Thank you, Angie. For…everything. I’ll be taking you up on that," he said. The puppy scampered away, tugging a chew toy out from under the sofa. Max grinned, then turned to Angie. "You know me so well. And yet, you still manage to surprise me and push me out of my stodgy old comfort zone from time to time."
"Gotta keep you on your toes," Angie said, her voice light and flirty, covering for the lump in her throat and the racing beat of her heart. If she could have, she would have bought a hundred dogs, if only to see Max smile like this. To know she’d brought him joy.
Oh, hell. This being in love thing was terrifying and exhilarating all at once. Sometimes she wanted to run and other times she wanted to stay right where she was.
"Keeping you on your toes is one thing a puppy will definitely do," he said, laughing as Chewie tried to wrestle Max’s shoe off his foot. Max gave the dog an ear rub, then turned to Angie. "What made you get a dog now?"
She shrugged. "I guess I was just feeling lonely." She dropped her gaze to the golden fur before her, and avoided Max’s eyes. Yeah, look who could give advice about going after what you wanted—and not take it herself.
"Lonely? We’ve been spending almost every day together."
"Yeah, but soon we won’t. When you marry Becky, you’ll be with her all the time and we won’t see each other very often."
"That’s not true, Angie. I—"
"She’ll be your wife," Angie said, even though the word scraped her throat raw, "and because of that, she’ll be entitled to, and expect, your attention whenever you aren’t working. Friends take a backseat to that."
"The same thing will happen when you fall in love, you know. Maybe with that Michael guy."
"That was…a short-term thing." She wanted to say she’d already fallen in love, but then the dog climbed onto her lap and licked at her cheek, her ear and she defaulted to her safety zone. "Besides, I already have a lifetime companion right here."
"Letting a dog into your heart isn’t the same as letting a man into your heart," Max said, his voice quiet.
"I know."
"Do you?" Max waited until her gaze met his. "When was the last time you fell in love?"
Here was her moment, her chance to tell him. No more waiting, putting it off. She took a deep breath and this time, didn’t look away. "Right now."
He chuckled. "I meant with a man, not a dog."
Damn. Max had totally misread her. That’s what she got for letting Chewie be a part of the conversation.
"Let me guess," Max said before she could correct him. He thought a second, then held up a finger. "I got it. Sixth grade. Eric Kennedy. Your first and only love."
"I can’t believe you remember that." She shook her head. "That kid was always lugging a camera around everywhere he went."
"Didn’t he grow up to work for The Globe?"
"Yup. I fell for him because he made me feel pretty. He always wanted to take my picture. Of course, I found out later that’s because he thought I was ‘quirky looking,’ but at least back then it made me feel good." Angie shrugged.
"That’s what makes you unique," Max said.
"Yeah, and that’s a trait that men are always looking for in women. Oh, she’s unique and quirky." Angie laughed. "Those are code for the opposite of pretty."
Max reached up, and cupped her jaw. Her heart stopped, her breath caught, and her gaze held his. Hot, strong, tight. "You are beautiful, you know. Absolutely beautiful. Stunning. Unforgettable. And any man who doesn’t see that is a fool."
"The kind of beautiful that men fall in love with?" she asked, the words almost a whisper. Men like you?
"Any man could fall in love with you," Max said, his thumb running along her cheek for a moment before he lowered his hand and disappointment flooded her. "If you would stop being so afraid of being in love."
"I’m not afraid of that."
Max arched a brow. "Then take a risk and do what I’m doing. Get married, settle down."
Anger and frustration bubbled up inside of her. How could he not see that she’d been trying her damndest to take a risk this entire week? And he was doing the opposite, not to mention, missing every clue she tried to give him. "Don’t talk to me about taking risks, Max, when you’re proposing to a woman just because she fits your checklist of the perfect wife."
Max got to his feet. Chewie propped his paws on Max’s pant leg, but he only gave the dog an absentminded pat. "At least I’m taking that risk, Angie. You’re…" he looked down at the dog, then at her, "you’re just pretending to."
"You don’t know that." She shook her head. "You don’t know anything about me."
"I know everything about you."
"No," she said softly, "you don’t."
"I know the first time you got kissed." His thumb traced over her lips. "I remember that day very well."
She opened her mouth, took a breath. "It was a terrible kiss."
A smile curved up one side of his face. "I was inexperienced. I’m better now."
"Are you?" She grinned.
"Much."
"Oh really? I wouldn’t know." She gave him a teasing smile. She felt comfortable on this ground, joking with Max, treating him like a friend and date at the same time.
He reflected her grin with one of his own, a smile that made her heart flip. "Maybe we should try again."
"Ooh, I don’t know. That could be risky."
"You think us kissing is risky?"
She affected a nonchalant pose, as if his words a moment ago hadn’t struck a nerve. As if she didn’t care what he said or did. As if she hadn’t thought about kissing him a million times, and didn’t feel this growing wave of desire blooming inside her. "If you kiss me, really kiss me, you might throw that checklist out the window."
"Maybe. Maybe not." He watched her face for a long second, then the smile curved deeper into his cheeks, and he cupped her jaw, closing the distance between them. She caught the dark notes of his cologne, felt the warm pulse in his touch. "Only one way to know."
The puppy, maybe sensing the tension between Max and Angie, had gone off to the corner to chew on a toy. The air stilled, Angie’s breath held, and then, Max’s lips met hers and the world disappeared.
He took his time kissing her, a long, sweet, tender kiss, the kind she had dreamed of all her life. His hands cradled her face, so gentle, she almost cried. The kiss touched her, deep, deep inside, and if there was any doubt about how she felt, those hesitations evaporated in that moment.
Too soon, Max drew back, then pressed his forehead to hers. "Oh, Angie, what are we doing?"
"Taking a risk. Something we should have done a long time ago." She grinned at him. "Since the invention of the kiss there have been five kisses that were rated the most passionate, the most pure. This one..." she sighed, "was even better than all of them."
He returned her smile. "The Princess Bride. With your own twist."
"How many times have we seen that movie? A dozen? It’s still my favorite."
"Inconceivable, Buttercup."
She chuckled. "Nothing’s inconceivable if you believe hard enough, Miracle Max." She’d dubbed him that years ago, after the sarcastic medicine man played by Billy Crystal. It had become their code, for holding on against impossible odds, whether they be chemistry tests or business launches.
Or falling for your best friend.
He met her gaze, and for a second, she was sure he was going to agree. Then he shook his head and got to his feet. "What we already have means too much to me to let this," he waved between them, "ruin it with sex. We’re friends, Ang. Anything more would be a mistake."
Then Max was gone, leaving her sitting on the floor, broken hearted. Chewie scrambled to his feet, pounced on Angie’s legs and tried his best to make his new mistress smile again. The trouble was, everything that embodied the happy ending she wanted—
Had just walked out the door.
 



 
 
1/3 cup granulated sugar
2 tablespoons water
2 egg whites
3 tablespoons rum
6 ounces cream cheese, softened
8 ounces strong coffee, cooled
9 lady fingers, split in halves
2 ounces semisweet chocolate chips, chopped
 
After the last few days, you need something that starts with alcohol and ends with chocolate. For sure. Make this one before you get too deep into the Bacardi’s bottle. In a saucepan, bring the sugar and water to a boil, stirring often. Boil one minute, then remove from heat. Beat the egg whites to soft peaks with an electric mixer. Pour in the sugar syrup and beat until the whites are stiff and glossy, kind of like the tears brimming in your eyes.
 
Beat for another two minutes, until the mixture cools and your thoughts are clearer. Add the cream cheese and beat until smooth. Now comes the fun part. In a separate bowl, combine the coffee and rum. Feel free to add more rum, as misery dictates. Dip the lady fingers in the coffee mixture, then arrange on the bottom of a serving bowl. Spread half the cream cheese mixture on top of the lady fingers, sprinkle on half the chocolate chips, then repeat layers. Drizzle with any remaining coffee mixture. If you need that chocolate and alcohol relief, go ahead and eat it now. Or refrigerate for 12 hours and serve. In the meantime, try not to think about the man who breaks your heart at every turn.
 
And whatever you do, don’t sleep with him. Bad decisions are made over too many rum and cokes.


CHAPTER SEVEN
 

 
Angie spent the entire next day wallowing in regret. Well, Chewie didn’t let her do much wallowing. The puppy’s energy went from sleep to run in less time than a Ferrari could hit 100mph. So she walked the dog, ran with the dog, played with the dog, and in general, avoided thinking about kissing Max and what Max had said.
Was he right? Was she ruining the friendship she valued above all others? Was she making a huge mistake, trying to combine love with their relationship? Or was she looking for something that just wasn’t there?
Either way, she didn’t want to see Max. It hurt too much. The way he’d run out of there after they’d kissed—
God, what a fool she had been.
She texted Max a little after ten to say she wasn’t feeling well and was canceling their regular Friday night takeout and movies plan. When he texted back with a question mark, she ignored it. And ignored the next text after that, and the one after that.
Stop being so afraid of being in love.
His words kept coming back to her. He was right—she was afraid. She felt the emotion, but then didn’t say a word. Because she was afraid of exactly what had happened—
Rejection.
All this time she’d thought Max had been the one living his life by a set of stringent rules, a checklist of do’s and don’ts. When it turned out, she was the one keeping up walls. Walls kept her heart safe, kept her from being hurt. And kept her from the truth.
That despite everything she had done, she was still too afraid to come out and say the words to Max.
Chewie climbed onto Angie’s lap, slobbering all over her face and planting his paws on her thighs, her shoulders. "Silly puppy," she said, laughing and cradling the dog tight to her chest. "You have no boundaries, do you?"
In answer, he started eating her ponytail. That lasted about five seconds, then the dog apparently reached his play limit, headed off for his doggie bed and fell asleep.
As Friday afternoon edged into evening, Angie’s phone buzzed with invitations from her other friends to go to movies, to go out for a few drinks. She thought about all the effort of getting dressed, and then putting on a happy face, and decided she’d spend some quality time with Netflix and that bottle of Bacardi’s that Max had given her at Christmas.
Two romantic comedies and half a bottle of rum later, Angie was right back to wallowing. Valentine’s Day was only a couple days away, which meant Becky was going to come back, Max was going to propose, and the two of them would go off into the sunset, together. Forever.
"Maybe Max and me aren’t meant to be," she said to the dog. "Even with a bad rhyme like that."
Chewie was busy with a rawhide bone and thumped the floor with his tail in response.
"Maybe I should just go over there," she said, and for a second, couldn’t remember where there would be—Max’s apartment? Becky’s pretty little studio off of Mass Ave?—and decided it didn’t matter because she wasn’t going to do it anyway, "and tell him how I feel. Just flat out say, I love you, Max, and see what happens."
The dog wagged his tail some more. Across from Angie, Meg Ryan was declaring her love for Tom Hanks, and happy music was playing, as the credits began to roll.
That’s what she needed. Happy music. She got to her feet—whoa, the room spun a bit—and flicked on the stereo, then turned off the TV. She refilled her rum and Coke, skipping the Coke this time, and turned to Chewie. "Here’s the deal, Chewie. If Max comes over here right this second," she pointed at the floor to emphasize the point, "I’ll shpill the beans. If not…" She threw up her hands. "He can marry Betty. Benny. Becky, whatever her name is, and I’ll sit there and hold my peace. Though I might need another one of these," she held up her drink, "to do it."
*~*~*
After he left the office on Friday, Max logged eight hard miles, running from his apartment and through the city, ignoring the winter blast that had kept most sensible runners inside. By the time he got home, he was cold, he was hungry, he was sore, but he hadn’t come any closer to figuring out why he had kissed his best friend—
And why he had wanted to do so much more.
It wasn’t that Angie wasn’t a desirable woman. With that long dark hair and her sleek runner’s body, she was—and always had been—a knockout. A woman who stopped men’s conversations when she walked into a room, a woman who turned heads wherever she went. She had a natural, easy sexuality about her, something he didn’t even think she knew. Except for that awkward kiss in middle school and single high school date, he’d never acted on those feelings, keeping their friendship up as a wall.
Then he went and tore down a little of that wall when he’d kissed her. In the hours since, he hadn’t thought of Becky at all. He’d thought of Angie, of the one woman in the world he had vowed he would never sleep with, because in Max’s experience, sex messed up everything.
After his run, he spent a half hour wandering around his apartment, aimless, before he realized he had no idea what to do with his Friday nights when he wasn’t with Angie. Usually, he’d be grabbing some takeout and a few movies to watch with her. Becky had reserved Friday nights for girls’ night, which left that one night as Max and Angie night, a tradition that he’d held for so long, Max stood at a loss with the empty hours ahead of him.
Finally, he gave up and did what he always did when he was at loose ends—he headed back into the office. At least there, he could spend some productive hours. Friday would blur into Saturday before Max even noticed. He told himself that if he could just get from here to Valentine’s Day, to the day he proposed to Becky, then his world would be set to rights again, and he wouldn’t feel this…
Need.
No, not need, a craving. It went beyond sex, and into a part of Max that was deep inside his brain and heart, the part that had been touched by Angie’s friendship, yet still cried out for more.
Insane thoughts. He was just nervous about proposing, that was all.
The light in the office across the hall was still on, and Max beelined for that space first. "I see I’m not the only one working after hours."
Todd Hawking, Max’s partner, looked up from the pile of papers on his desk. Todd was tall and lean, with dark hair and a ready smile. "It’s the only time I can get anything done. No phone ringing, no one stopping in my office to ask me a question, no meetings. Just me and all this fun."
Max settled into the dark brown leather chair across from Todd’s desk. "Working Friday nights is counterproductive to having a life, you know. And didn’t you say that having more free time was your New Year’s resolution?"
Todd took off his glasses, leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples. "Did I say that at the company Christmas party again? You gotta stop serving bourbon, Max. It makes me maudlin."
"Yup. Just like you said it last year, too. And I think the year before."
"If I remember right, we both made that promise. Last year. And the year before."
"I’m the one with an engagement ring already bought."
"Bought, not given yet." Todd arched a brow. "Waiting to be sure?"
"Becky’s out of town. She’ll be home on Valentine’s Day. I’ve got a whole romantic evening planned."
"You’re really going to do it? Propose to someone you’ve only known for three months?"
"She fits all the parameters of the right woman for me—"
"There’s a romantic statement if I ever heard one." Todd chuckled. "God, you sound like an accountant."
"Or a financial advisor?" Max grinned.
"Takes one to know one."
"True." Max had known Todd for ten years. They’d met in college, joined the same study group, and found that their personalities and approach to investing meshed. When they graduated and Max threw out the idea of going into business together, Todd jumped at the idea. Within a year, the pair had taken the company from a drafty two-room office in Southie to their present location a block from Government Center. A staff of forty managed the day-to-day in the Boston office, and plans were in place to open a second location in Manhattan next year. The business had surpassed all their expectations and made both of them very, very rich men. But at a cost, they both knew. A cost of having a wife, children, a life outside the demands of entrepreneurship.
"You know what we’d say to a client that did that?" Todd asked, pushing his work to one side. "Someone who made a checklist of pros and cons and tried to make a financial decision based solely on a spreadsheet?"
"We’d tell them to trust their gut, to go with what they felt deep inside was the right choice."
Todd steepled his fingers and leaned forward. "And why would picking a wife be any different?"
"Are you comparing investing to getting married?" Max snorted. "They’re not even close to the same thing."
"Then why are you treating them that way?"
The words hit Max hard. A hundred justifications leapt to mind, but he knew that’s all they were—justifications. For a man who spent his life in a risk-filled industry, he’d become risk-averse in everything else.  "It just made sense to do it that way," Max said.
Todd laughed. "If there’s one thing that never makes sense, it’s love. I may not be married, but even I know that. The happiest people I know got married for all the wrong reasons. You might try that for yourself."
Max got to his feet. "If there’s one thing I’m not taking a risk on, it’s marriage. Thinking with your dick instead of your brain just leads to bad decisions."
"Maybe. But don’t you want to be with a woman who makes you think with both?"
Max didn’t have an answer for that. So instead, he did what he did best—retreated to the comfort zone of work.
*~*~*
He told himself he should turn around. That the way he was feeling right now, he wasn’t going to make a smart decision. But when Max tried to think of the right choice to make, nothing came to mind. Nothing but raising his hand and knocking on Angie’s door.
He’d spent the entire evening at work, pausing only to order some takeout. It wasn’t until the delivery guy showed up that Max realized he’d ordered all the dishes Angie liked. A clear sign he’d spent way too many Fridays with her, calling for Moo Shu Pork and General Tso’s Chicken so they could work their way through her Netflix queue without interruption. They’d been doing that ever since he was nine and heading to her grandmother’s house instead of staying in his silent, tense home. Even as an adult, nine times out of ten, he opted to hang out at Angie’s cozy apartment, so much warmer and more welcoming than the sterile, ordered environment of his own. Around eleven-thirty, he gave up on working and headed out of the office—ending up here, outside Angie’s apartment. He glanced at the door and realized this destination had always been a foregone conclusion.
Light glowed from under the door and music played from inside. Max raised his hand to knock, and realized he wasn’t choosing one environment over another. He was opting for her, for Angie. 
For as long as he’d known her, Angie had had this way of making his world feel right. Of calming his worries, smoothing his troubles. She could read his moods in an instant and transform the worst day into one that had him laughing so hard tears streamed down his cheeks. She knew him, in ways no one else ever had, and he suspected, ever would.
She pulled open the door and he thought she’d never looked sexier, with her hair tumbling around her shoulders, an old T-shirt of his knotted at her waist, and a pair of baggy pale pink sweats that dipped to expose her bellybutton. Her mouth opened in a little O of surprise and something flipped deep inside him. "Max."
He started to speak, to try to explain why he was here in the middle of the night, and why he thought they shouldn’t kiss again. But all those reasons disappeared when he opened his mouth. "I, uh, wanted to—"
She raised her hand, and leaned forward, no, swayed really, which told him she’d been drinking. She placed a finger on his lips and her eyes met his with a devilish gleam. A gleam he knew well. Rum. Probably mixed with Coke. "Shhh. Don’t say anything. I promised myself that I would say this to you. As soon, as soon as…as possible."
All her s sounds came out with a sh. Okay, drinking a lot. "Angie—"
She pressed harder on his lips, then her gaze sharpened, and she drew in a deep breath. "Max Blackwell, I am in love with you."



 
 
3/4 cup all-purpose flour
1/4 teaspoon baking soda
1/4 teaspoon salt
1/3 cup butter
3/4 cup sugar
2 tablespoons water
1 (12 ounce) package semi-sweet chocolate chips, divided
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
2 eggs
1/2 cup nuts, chopped, optional
 
You need some serious chocolate fortitude right now, especially after just spilling your heart to the man you love. Preheat the oven to 325 degrees. In a medium sized bowl, mix the flour, baking soda and salt. In a saucepan, melt the butter, add the sugar and water and half of the package of chocolate chips. Stir until melted and combined. Remove from stove, and beat in the eggs, one at a time, then gradually add the flour mixture and remaining chocolate chips. If you like nuts in your brownies, add those. If not, hey, don’t.
 
Pour into a greased 9-inch square pan and bake for 30-35 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean. Put on a really sad and sappy romantic comedy and eat the whole pan of brownies, or as many as it takes to stop feeling like you just made the hugest mistake in the world.


CHAPTER EIGHT
 

 
The wall clock chimed midnight, and somewhere in the back of Angie’s head, a little warning bell sounded, but the message had been muted by the alcohol and the overwhelming need that had been brimming inside her ever since that kiss. She’d needed to tell him this, needed to tell him quick, before her fear got in the way again and he married the pretty little dental hygienist who was all wrong for him.
"You’re drunk," he said, laughing, taking her arm, and leading her into the room.
"Tipsy," she corrected, waving her finger.
"Whatever you say, Ang. Here, let’s get you on the couch. And I’ll make some coffee." He lowered her to the puffy loveseat in the corner of her living room and started to turn away. She grabbed at his arm. He wasn’t getting this, wasn’t believing her.
"Max, I’m not kidding. It’s not the Bacardi’s talking, well, it is, but only as liquid courage." She met his gaze, held it. "I’m in love with you. I have been for…well, forever."
"Angie—"
"And I think if you marry Becky, you’re making a major mistake. She’s…she’s all wrong for you."
"Let me get you some coffee." He broke away from her, and headed into the kitchen. Damn it.
She heard the water running, then a few minutes later, the quiet gurgling of the coffeepot. Max returned to the room, and grabbed an afghan off the armchair. "Here, why don’t you lay down and I’ll—"
"Max, stop." She sprang to her feet, her head clearing a bit with the movement. "Will you quit ignoring me?"
Max sighed, and dropped the blanket onto the arm of the loveseat. Chewie watched the entire exchange from the soft comfort of his doggy bed in the corner. "You aren’t in love with me, Angie. You’re—"
"If you say drunk one more time, I’ll punch you."
"Okay. You’re…not thinking straight. We’ve been friends a long time and—"
"Shut up, Max."
He sputtered to a stop. "Oh…okay."
"Shut up, before I lose my nerve." Then she took two steps forward, grabbed the lapels of his jacket, raised onto her tiptoes, and kissed him.
Electricity jerked through Angie’s body when her lips met his. Hot, sizzling, demanding, twice as strong as when he’d kissed her the other day, because now she knew how amazing a kiss with Max could be. To hell with playing it safe. To hell with caution and waiting and worrying about losing him as a friend. She wanted Max, and if she didn’t hurry the hell up and show him, she was going to lose him forever to a flower wearing perky dental hygienist.
She reached for his head, pulled him closer, and then darted her tongue into his mouth. He resisted for a split second, then his arms went around her body and she was so close she wasn’t sure where he ended or where she began. She did, however, notice the hard, long erection he was sporting between them. That alone gave her the courage to reach between them and slide a hand over his length.
He groaned. "Angie, what are you doing?"
"If you have to ask, then maybe you should repeat Health class."
He laughed, then drew back and cupped her face with his hands. "If we do this—"
"When we do this." She swallowed hard, and forced back the fear that still hung on the edges of her thoughts. Take a risk, she told herself. Take a risk. "I think that’s always been a chapter we knew was coming someday, don’t you?"
Their eyes met, and in that way that came from knowing someone for two decades, the knowledge that she was right, that this was a moment that had been coming ever since that first fumbled kiss, curled a tight grip around them. Max nodded. "There’s no going back, you know that, right? It’ll forever change things between us."
"Good," she said, running her hand over his erection again. "Because it’s about damned time things changed."
He held her gaze for one more long second, then leaned in and kissed her again, this time, hard, hot, fast. His hands worked at her shirt and hers worked at his belt and fly. A few seconds of fumbling, and his jeans were on the floor, followed by her T-shirt. He slid her sweats down to the floor, and she pushed his jacket off, then tugged his sweater over his head. She stood there, wearing nothing more than a pair of lacy panties, and thinking that even though Max had seen her a hundred times in a bikini, she had never felt more naked or sexy in her life.
A slow smile curved across his face. "You are….amazing."
She flicked a glance toward the bulge in his boxers. "I could say the same about you."
He chuckled. "I definitely think you…" he raised his hand to her shoulder, then let it slide slowly, oh so slowly, down her chest, slipping over her breast, then along the hollow of her waist, and around to the curve of her hips, "are the more amazing one."
She cocked a grin at him. "Well, I might need a close up view to properly vote." She reached for his boxers, bolder than she had ever been in her life with any man, and pulled them down. His erection sprang forward, and her pelvis tightened. "Oh. Yeah. Uh, you win."
"Yeah, I did. The day I met you." Max bent down, scooped Angie into his arms, then crossed to her bedroom. He lowered her to the bed, then looked down at her with a look of such tenderness, Angie almost cried. "Last chance to back out."
The moonlight coming in the windows kissed his strong features, and glinted in his eyes. Angie’s heart clenched, and she thought she had never loved anyone the way she loved Max. And maybe never would. Even if he did marry someone else, she would have this night.
It would be enough.
She hoped.
"I’m not going anywhere," Angie said. She reached for him, and Max lowered his muscular frame onto the bed. Her double, which seemed so vast when she was alone, shrank in size, bringing her chest to chest with him.
He ran a hand down her waist, slipping a finger under the lace waistband of her panties. His eyes seemed to darken, and the humor dropped from his features. "Oh God, Angie. If you only knew how much I’ve wanted you."
"Then stop wanting and start doing."
He smiled, then moved into position over her. She lifted her hips, he slid off her panties, and instead of plunging into her, he took his sweet time, kissing her, stoking a fire that was already roaring. His fingers worked magic between her legs, and before he slid into her, she was panting and gasping. She clawed at his back, clutched his tight ass, and begged him with her legs, her hands, her mouth, to make this an unforgettable night.
Because it might be the only one she ever had with the only man she’d ever loved.



 
 
1/3 cup quick cooking oatmeal
2/3 cup water or skim milk
½ teaspoon vanilla extract
¼ cup peanut butter
¼ cup jelly
 
You need a fast, easy breakfast that offers nutrition and an apology for last night. Mix oatmeal and water or milk in a bowl, microwave for 90 seconds, then stir in remaining ingredients. Leave on her bedside table with a note. Yeah, it’s taking the easy way out, but you’ve just screwed up the best thing you had going in your life and the repercussions are going to be huge. Oatmeal is, at least, a start, at setting the world back to rights.


CHAPTER NINE
 

 
Max woke up with Angie curled into a warm, naked ball beside him. Sunlight washed her body with gold, danced light in her hair, the dark tendrils spread across the pillow in a dark tangle, just as he’d pictured it in his fantasy a few days ago. His first thought was how could he get so lucky to have a woman like her in his life?
His second thought? How could he be such an idiot to screw up his relationship with her?
Already, he wanted her again. Even after making love to her twice last night—okay, the first time was sex, the second time, slower, longer, definitely making love—his body wanted more. He reached out toward her, then drew his hand back.
This was Angie. His best friend. What had his father always told him? Never muddy the sheets where you sleep. When he was sober, Max’s father was given to long lectures about things like keeping business and pleasure separate, about being smart in every decision, an irony that seemed to escape the elder Blackwell when he mixed himself a martini.
Maybe Max’s father had sought out the drinks because his life was more of a slow death. His parents had been friends who married, and after the first blush of the wedding faded, they’d found themselves locked in a relationship devoid of passion. They’d been roommates, people who exchanged pleasant conversation over the newspaper each morning. There’d been no fights, no raised voices. Nothing but this quiet, dull existence that laid a suffocating pall over the house. His mother had spent every spare minute cleaning while his father poured himself into work. And when his father drank, Max’s mother sat to the side, her lips pursed in disapproval. Max often wondered if that’s where all that unspent, unanswered passion went—to the sterile worlds of work and home they could control.
Max slid out of her bed, and padded out to the living room to retrieve his clothes. Chewie danced at Max’s feet, eager to eat, go out and play all at the same time. Max threw on some clothes, took the dog for a quick walk, then headed inside to feed him. Angie was still sleeping, and Max debated waking her or just slipping out the door. Yeah, it was the coward’s way out, but he didn’t know how to tell her the truth.
That if he so much as looked at her right now, he’d be back in that bed with her, and whatever friendship they had left would be a casualty to his inability to control his desires. Far smarter to marry Becky, and not get swept up in a bonfire that would destroy everything that mattered to him.
"Were you planning to say goodbye?"
He started to reach for his coat, but Angie’s voice drew him up short. He jerked away from his jacket and spun around. She stood in the doorway, a short pink robe tied around her body, her hair rumpled and sexy. "I thought it was best."
"God, when did you turn into such a jerk?" Hurt echoed in her voice, like a knife to Max’s heart.
Better for her to think he was a jerk than for him to tell her how much he wanted to stay, how hard it was for him to grab his coat, how impossible it was to look in her eyes and say what he needed to say. "I’m marrying Becky, Angie. We can still be friends but—"
"You are such a coward." She advanced on him, her hands on her hips, her green eyes flaring. "You and I both know that something fundamental changed here last night, and instead of dealing with it, you’re running away."
"I’m saving you from heartbreak."
"Bullshit."
He pivoted back to her, the fire of want roaring in his gut—coupled with frustration that Angie just didn’t get what he was trying to say—rushed to the surface, colored his words. "You think I don’t want you? You think I don’t want to go back to that bedroom right now, with you, and stay there for a week? Hell, a month? I want you, Angie, I want you in ways I’ve never wanted anyone or anything."
The truth poured out of him, an unstoppable river that he’d held back for too long. He’d denied it, pretended he wasn’t attracted to her, that he didn’t think about her in anything other than friend terms, but he’d been lying to her and himself.
"Then why are you marrying Becky?" Angie asked.
He sighed and lowered himself onto the arm of the loveseat. "Because you mean too much to me."
She snorted. "That’s rich. I mean too much to you so you’re going to walk out of here and marry someone else?"
"Your friendship is the most important thing in my life, Angie. It always has been, and it always will be. You don’t understand. I—" He cut off the sentence.
She closed the distance between them and put a hand on his arm. "What, Max? Tell me. That’s what I’m here for, to listen."
It was the tenderness, the care in her voice that hit him the hardest. Here he was, breaking Angie’s heart and her first concern was him. He let out a curse and shook his head. Angie’s apartment was small, and with the two of them and the dog, there was no room to leave, to gain space, to avoid the subject. "We’re two similar creatures, Angie, aren’t we? Both of us so afraid of repeating what we grew up with, that we run in the opposite direction. Me with my lists and logic, and you by avoiding commitment."
"I’m trying to change, Max, I really am. I don’t want to be afraid anymore and maybe lose the best thing that ever happened to me."
He reached up and brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. "I feel exactly the same way. I don’t want to lose you."
"Max—"
"And if keeping us as just friends is the only way I can do that, then I will." He sighed. "I’m sorry."
Her face fell, and the light dimmed in her eyes. "Me too. Because I think you’re making a big mistake."
"I probably am." He ran a hand through his hair and looked at the dog she had bought them, sitting on the braided rug, watching the conversation with wide brown eyes. "Do you remember that day I came to your house, after my father kicked me out the first time?"
She nodded. "My mom let you sleep on the sofa."
"That night, I made a vow that no matter what, I would never let you down. Never hurt you. You were there for me when I needed you most, and all I ever wanted to do from that day forward was to do the same for you."
"Max, you haven’t—"
"I have. Last night. Today. I made love to you and I broke your heart, and if we did this again, if we took this to the next level, I would let you down. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but down the road, we would become my parents. And in the process, we’d lose our friendship and everything that makes us special." He cupped her jaw, and realized he was breaking two hearts today. Was he making a mistake? Or would he look back on this moment and be glad he had saved them both a lot of heartache? "You deserve so much more, Angie."
"How can you say that? You’re marrying Becky—"
"And maybe I shouldn’t even be doing that either." He let out a breath. "I thought by making a list, I’d avoid all this…" he waved a hand.
"Emotion? Complications?"
He chuckled. "Yeah. Exactly. Picking a wife by a checklist takes the emotion out of it, and makes it a sensible choice."
"No, Max. It makes it a losing choice. For you and for her. And I can’t understand why you, a man who has made a career out of taking risks, can’t see that." She raised on her tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his cheek. There was no passion in the kiss. Instead, it felt a lot like a goodbye kiss. "You’re the bravest man I know, Max Blackwell, and also the dumbest."



 
 
1 14-ounce can sweetened condensed milk

Kosher salt

3 sticks butter (3/4 pound), unsalted, room temperature

1 cup sugar, plus extra

1 teaspoon vanilla

3 1/2 cups flour

1/4 teaspoon salt

Sugar, sugar, sugar. That’s the key to forgetting the man who broke your heart, and to admitting your plan went horribly awry.
 
First, make the caramel. Preheat the oven to 425 degrees. Pour the milk into a pie plate, stir in 1/4 teaspoon kosher salt, and cover it tightly with foil. Put the pie plate in a big roasting pan, and fill the pan with hot water, until it reaches halfway up the sides of the pie plate. Bake for 1 to 1 1/4 hours, adding more water if necessary. Let cool, then whisk until smooth. The caramel is AMAZING, no lie, so eat some quick, and save the rest for the shortbread.
 
Meanwhile, make the cookies. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Cream the butter and sugar in a mixer. Add the vanilla. Mix the salt with the flour, then add the dry ingredients a little at a time and mix until the dough comes together. Form into square logs, wrap in plastic wrap and refrigerate 30 minutes.
 
Slice or cut the dough into 1/4 to 1/2 inch thick cookies. Sprinkle with reserved sugar. Bake for 20-24 minutes, switching the cookie sheets halfway through to get even cooking. Keep an eye on them because they go from perfect to burned fast, just like your heart this past week.
 
Put wax paper under your cooling rack. Remove cookies from the oven, place on the cooling racks. Heat the caramel for 30 seconds in the microwave, then put it in a Ziploc bag and snip one end (to make a homemade pastry bag). Drizzle cookies with caramel, then sprinkle with kosher salt. Eat until you forget. Maybe even make another batch, and vow to never, ever let your heart get broken again.


CHAPTER TEN
 

 
Becky was all brightness and sunshine on Sunday morning, beaming from ear to ear when Max picked her up at the airport. She flung her arms around his neck, called him honey bear, and covered him with kisses. Almost two weeks ago, he’d dropped her off at the airport, secure in the knowledge that when she returned, he’d propose to her and take the next step on his life plan.
The ring box burned a hole in his coat pocket. The velvet container was light, but it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, and every move he made brought a tiny tap from the box’s edge. A reminder of what he intended to do tonight.
"Oh, I’m so glad we’re together for Valentine’s Day," Becky said, sighing and pressing her head against his chest. They were standing outside her building, while people hurried past on the sidewalk, enjoying the mild high thirties temperatures. "I’ve missed you so much, honey bear."
"Same here, Becky."
"We’re going to have the most romantic night ever. I think we should take a carriage ride, then hit the Top of the Hub for drinks and dinner…"
Becky kept on talking, and though Max tried to listen, he had tuned her out already. His hand went to his coat pocket, fingering the box first, then he felt a piece of paper. He tugged it out.
A ticket stub.
"What’s that?" Becky asked.
"It’s from The Princess Bride." God, how many years had it been since they’d seen that movie? He hadn’t put the stub in here, so how had it ended up in his pocket? Then he thought of Angie saying goodbye, of her hand on his waist, and realized she’d been trying to send him one last message before he left. Ah, Angie. Who knew him better than anyone in the world. "I saw the movie at one of those tiny little theaters in Cambridge that show old and classic films."
"How quaint." Becky laid a hand on his arm. "Now, Maximillian, where do you want to go first? I thought we should start with the carriage ride, then—"
He turned to her. "Why do you love me?"
Becky let out a little laugh that was almost a cough. "Why do I…love you?"
The hesitation gave him his answer, before she said anything more, but still he pressed forward. "You don’t, do you?"
"Oh, Max, I care about you a lot, and you are my honey bear," she smiled and patted his arm, "but love? Goodness, that’s such a big word."
"One we’ve said to each other before." Becky had been saying she loved him almost from the first date. She’d signed her emails with love, never hung up the phone without saying it.
"Well, yes, but I meant it, well, not like love-love." She let out a little laugh. "You silly man. We’ve hardly known each other, and well, you know, being in love is a pretty big thing."
"And you’re not in love." It wasn’t even a question, it was a realization. Two weeks ago, he’d told himself he would be perfectly happy with that. Removing the emotions made it less complicated, he thought.
Maybe it did. But it also made a relationship less fiery, less memorable. He thought of how fast he’d run to Angie’s apartment, and realized that a part of him liked that complicated, scary, heady rush.
"No, Max, I’m not in love with you," Becky said, her normally chipper face taking on a serious cast for the first time since he’d met her. "I mean, I care about you a lot, and maybe someday down the road…"
He glanced at the ticket stub in his hand again. "Inconceivable," he whispered under his breath.
"What’d you say?" Becky asked.
"Not the words I needed to say," he said. He took Becky’s hand in his. "Becky, I’m sorry, but I just don’t think we’re right for each other. You’re a wonderful woman, and someday you’re going to make some man very, very happy."
"But that man isn’t you?"
He shook his head. "No, it’s not. I’m sorry."
She considered that for a moment, her gaze going past him, to the busy street behind him. "There’s someone else, isn’t there?"
"Not really."
A bittersweet smile crossed Becky’s face. "Oh, silly, yes there is, and maybe you just don’t know it. You’re in love with Angie. Maybe you don’t want to admit, but I always suspected. It’s in the way you talk about her. Even when you’re just talking about seeing a movie ten years ago. You couldn’t give your heart to me, Max, because you already gave it away a long time ago." Then she placed a soft kiss on his cheek, and headed up the stairs and into her building.
*~*~*
Angie and Chewie made three laps around the park near her house, half walking, half running. The puppy had no problem keeping up, but Angie didn’t want to push him too hard on his first run. She could already tell that he was going to love running, which meant she’d have a new running partner soon.
Just in time. Because her regular running partner was getting engaged today.
Tears burned the back of her eyes. She cursed them. Angie Wilson never cried. Never got emotional. Except, it seemed, when she was losing her best friend and the man she loved all at the same time. The tears rose to the surface, and slid down her cheeks, slow, sad.
Chewie propped his paws on her leg, and let out a little whine. Angie bent down and gathered the puppy to her chest, burying her face in his fur. She let the tears fall, not caring that she was in a park, that there were people around, that she never cried.
"Maybe we should rename him Kleenex."
Max’s voice came from behind her, with that combination of tease and compassion that she had heard a thousand times before. Angie took in a breath, swiped the tears from her face, then got to her feet, still holding Chewie, as if the puppy could be a wall against her emotions. "Sorry, just having a bad day."
"I’m sorry, Angie." He took a step closer, and her stubborn heart leapt with hope.
When was she going to learn? When was she going to give up, let this go? Max was marrying someone else, and she was just going to have to learn to live with that fact. Even if it broke her heart in the process. "I’ve got to get Chewie home," she said, turning away because if she looked into Max’s eyes for one more second, she was going to start crying all over again, "because he’s hungry after our walk."
"Then let me go with you."
She shook her head. "Don’t. I’ll be okay. Besides, it’s Valentine’s Day." She worked a smile to her face, but it hurt like hell. "You’re supposed to be with the woman you love."
"I am."
The two words hung in the chilly air, and for a second it felt as if she could touch them, hold them, keep them warm in her pocket. "You…" She shook her head. "I’m confused."
"I am with the woman I love," he said. "Right now."
"Becky—"
"Wasn’t right for me. I was trying to fit her into this neat little checklist because that was easier than taking  a risk. Than letting my heart do the thinking." He reached out and took one of her hands in his. Between them, the ticket stub crinkled in his palm. "I got the ticket you left in my pocket, and it made me realize something. You know me so well, better than I know myself."
Angie tore her gaze away from him, afraid to believe, to trust. "Max, I—"
He pivoted her chin until she was looking at him. "Here I was preaching at you to take risks when it was me who was afraid. Afraid of losing you."
Now a smile curved across her face, and took hold. "Don’t you know, after more than twenty years together that you could never lose me?"
"I know it now." He traced her lower lip, and she opened against his touch. "And because of that, I don’t think we can be friends anymore."
"What?" Those damned tears rushed to her eyes again, burning. "What do you mean?"
"Because we’re going to be so much more." His gaze met hers, held. "Husband and wife sounds much better than best friends, don’t you think?"
Had she heard him right? He wanted to marry her? "This isn’t about your timeline, is it?"
"Not at all. I don’t care if you marry me before we’re thirty or before we’re a hundred. As long as you marry me someday. Because Angie, what I said before is true. You're the only one in the world who can make me laugh on the worst day of my life. The one person who always remembers I'm allergic to onions, and the one who once gave up her seat on a flight to Cancun to stay behind and nurse me through a man cold. And that is true love, the kind that will be there tomorrow and the day after that and all the days down the road."
She smiled and her heart sang. "That really is an amazing proposal."
"And the only one I should have been making. I was afraid to end up like my father, and I hadn’t even realized until today that by choosing Becky, I was repeating the very mistakes I wanted to avoid. You’re the one who makes me laugh and cry and scream and…" he grinned, "a lot of other things. You’re the one who makes my life…whole."
Whole. Yes, that was exactly what she felt when she was with Max, how she had felt since that first day with the Starburst on the bus. "You do the same for me," she said. "You always have."
He slid the ring out of the box and onto her left hand, then closed his palm over her fingers. "I love you, Angie. As a friend, as a woman, as my other half. Will you marry me?"
She curved into Max’s chest while their dog danced around their feet, tangling them in the leash. "Anything else is inconceivable."
They laughed, the merry sound carrying on the winter air, as lovers walked past and Valentine’s Day caught the city in its magical, romantic spell. And in one tiny corner of one tiny park in the massive city of Boston, two best friends found happily ever after in each other’s arms while a puppy named Chewie slobbered over them both.
Enjoy reading The Millionaire Tempted Fate?
Keep reading for excerpts from the rest of Shirley Jump's Sweet and Savory Romances series!
 



Excerpt from The Bride Wore Chocolate
Book 1 in the Sweet and Savory Novel series
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Candace Woodrow stared at the gooey, sunken mess inverting onto itself like there was a Hoover under the table. "This was supposed to be a groom's cake, not a pancake."
Rebecca poked at the chocolate failure. "Did you cook it long enough?"
"I thought I did," Candace said. "I lost track of time because Trifecta needed to go out."
"I've seen you with that dog." Maria wagged a finger at her. "Taking a three-legged dog for a walk is a comedy of errors." She gave an indulgent smile to Candace's shelter-rescued mutt, dozing in the front part of the shop, separated from the kitchen by a glass door. "We still love ya, Trifecta, even if you are a living tripod."
Candace laughed. The best thing about working with her friends every day was the laughter. Without them, she swore she'd have gone crazy planning her wedding.
Two years ago, the three of them had started Gift Baskets to Die For in the basement of Candace's Dorchester duplex. Within a year, their food-themed baskets had hit it big with the corporations in Boston, allowing them to open a storefront in a quaint building not far from Faneuil Hall Marketplace. Business had been brisk enough to pay both the rent and decent salaries for all of them.
Candace's life was settled, secure. On an even, planned keel. She was twenty-seven, three weeks from being married, and her life was chugging along on the path she'd laid out.
Everything was perfect—except the cake.
"Maybe the eggs were spoiled," Candace said. "I mean, look at this thing. It's an overgrown hockey puck."
"It's a sign." Maria nodded and her shoulder-length chestnut curls shook in emphasis. "Yep. Definitely a sign."
Rebecca shushed her. "Will you stop with that? This is Candace's wedding we're talking about. Don't make her more nervous than she already is." She took another look at the cake. "I think you just underbaked it. Besides, this was a trial run. We'll make another one before the wedding."
"What if it is a sign?" Candace threw up her hands. "Look at all that's gone wrong with my wedding. The DJ I booked had a heart attack—"
"He said the wheelchair won't stop him from spinning CDs," Rebecca pointed out.
"If he doesn't electrocute himself with the IV drip," Maria added.
"And then last week Father Kenny ran off with the church secretary."
"Who turned out to be a Daniel, not a Danielle like we all thought." Maria grabbed a raspberry thumbprint cookie from the Tupperware container on the counter and took a bite. Maria Pagliano's method of dieting involved buying the latest issues of Cosmo, Glamour and Woman's World, picking and choosing the parts she liked from their diets of the month, then chucking the whole thing on weekends.
"Don't forget the fire at the dress shop. I still can't believe the store burned to the ground, and with your dress inside." Rebecca twisted a scrunchie around her straight brown hair, creating a jaunty ponytail. On Rebecca Hamilton, almost any hairstyle looked good. She had one of those long, delicate faces made for Cover Girl. "It was kind of heroic, though, how that cute fireman kept you from going in after it. He saved your life."
"I would have rather he saved my dress," Candace muttered. "At least I have insurance. But I still need to find another dress. I can't get that particular one anymore and even if I could, there's not enough time to order it."
"You haven't bought one yet?" Maria's jaw dropped. "But Candace, the wedding's only three weeks away."
Since Candace had said "I will" to Barry, it had been one disaster after another. If she put stock in things like signs, she'd have called off the wedding months ago. But she didn't believe in any of that. The disasters encompassed string of bad luck, no more. Marrying Barry was the right choice. When she’d weighed the options, Barry had come out high on the good idea side. She’d looked at her upcoming wedding as she had every major move in her life, with careful research, planning and analysis.
Only once had she stepped out of that box. A long time ago. Ever since then, Candace had subscribed to the "more control is better" life mantra. That was what made Barry perfect for her. They matched like plaid and stripes.
On her marrying Barry list the pros had far outweighed any cons. Now if Murphy's Law would just see that too.
Candace sighed. "Between the business and all those last-minute glitches, I haven't had time to find another dress."
Rebecca looped her arm through Candace’s. "Tonight we're going dress shopping, and then we’ll get good and drunk because tomorrow is Sunday, our day off, and we don't have a single delivery due on Monday."
Of the three of them, Rebecca’s status as the oldest by four months had made her the unofficial decision maker. She was also the thinnest and the only one who came equipped with both an iron will and a Blackwell-worthy fashion sense. And, as the sole married one, the wisest when it came to matters of weddings and bridal gowns.
"Wow. An instant vacation." Maria grabbed a second cookie and finished it off in two bites. "I hope the bar is well stocked."
Rebecca gave her a wry look. "You mean you hope the bartender is well built."
"Yeah, that, too." Maria smiled. "But if he doesn't know how to make a killer margarita, what good are looks?"
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Maria Pagliano was serious this time.
No-holds-barred, no-prisoners-taken, no-cheese-allowed serious. She had eight weeks to do what she'd never been able to do before—lose twenty-five pounds.
This time, she vowed, was going to be different. She wasn't going to cheat and fall victim to her own desires. But in order to stick to her plan, she needed a little help, which was why she had come here on a Tuesday night.
To a meeting of the Chubby Chums support group.
In the lime green basement of a tiny church in Boston's North End, a dozen or so people sat on folding chairs in a circle. Above them, a fluorescent light flickered and hummed like a pathetic disco ball. Maria crossed her legs, pantyhose swishing in the quiet, trying very hard not to think about the lone manicotti from Guido's Italian Cafe sitting in her apartment refrigerator.
"Welcome, group!'' A woman in tight jeans who looked like she'd never been tempted by a bowl of raviolis in her life stepped into the room and opened her arms wide, in an all-encompassing group hug. "And how are my Chubby Chums tonight?"
"We're peachy with light syrup!"
Maria looked around at the group, all laughing at their practiced pun. Had she accidentally stumbled into the Lunatics with Heart Support Forum?
The pixie leader's name badge said, Hello, my name is: Stephanie, with a smiley face and an exclamation point. Stephanie took a seat in one of the chairs, thrusting out her hands. The group copied her, becoming a human circle of joined palms. A portly guy—his tag declared his name was "Homer"—grabbed up Maria's left hand with a sweaty palm, giving her a smile that lacked a few teeth. "Jillie," a middle-aged sniffling woman, put down her stash of tissues to take Maria's right hand in a floppy fish grip.
Then, as if on cue, the group dropped their heads to their chests and began to recite: "God grant me the serenity to accept my goal weight, the courage to resist anything with more than three hundred calories, and the wisdom to check the fat grams before I open my mouth and insert a fork."
Goose bumps rose on Maria's arms. Bunch of lunatics.
She should leave. But...
Mary Louise Zipparetto had gone from a size twenty to a size two, with the help of the Chubby Chums. Mary Louise had told her mother, who'd told Maria's mother, who'd told Maria over a cheese danish, that Mary Louise would be wearing a sleeveless Band-Aid of a dress to the class reunion to show off her new figure.
No way was Maria going to let Mary Louise be the best-looking woman in the Sons of Italy hall. All her life, Mary Louise had been the one to compete against. The first one to get an "A" in Mr. Marcetto's impossibly hard geometry class. She'd run for class president and won— two out of four years in high school. The other two, Maria had taken the top spot and made Mary Louise serve as veep.
And now, Mary Louise was skinnier and planning on taking the spotlight at the reunion.
Over Maria's dead bruschetta-fortified body.
Maria straightened in her seat, yanked her hand away from Homer, who let out a sigh of disappointment, and started paying attention. Stephanie's hands danced around her head as she talked, dramatizing her clear joy at being among a crowd of wannabe-thin people.
"Let's get started with a little bit of sharing! Tell us the last food you ate today and then name an animal you'd most like to be."
Mary Louise Zipparetto. In a size two.
Starting today, Maria intended to leave the double digits behind for good. She'd been okay with herself as a ten, but as twelve edged toward fourteen, she'd begun to dread shopping. Getting dressed. Looking in the mirror. But most of all, she now dreaded dating and the inevitable getting naked part. For a woman who enjoyed sex as much as pasta, that presented a few problems.
Then the invitation to her ten-year class reunion had come in the mail, followed by a phone call that had sent her pulse—and her diet dedication—into overdrive.
Antonio Lombardi, captain of the football team in high school and God's gift to a sex-starved woman, had asked her if she was coming, and if she was still as pretty as the rah-rah cheerleader he remembered. He'd said something about letting him see her in just the pom-poms and she'd babbled some kind of agreement. It was, after all, Antonio, and she'd never been able to say no to him, not even on prom night.
Over the course of her life, she'd done every diet— the seven-day grapefruit plan; the all-the-meat-you-can-eat regime and the starve-yourself-until-the-dress-fits desperation diet only to make a mad dash to Macy's and buy the next size up. Nothing had worked. Inevitably, she gave in to the first thing with tomato sauce and cheese, her diets failing faster than a one-hit-wonder’s second album.
But now, there was no turning back. Hanging in her closet was a little black—and very expensive—dress from Saks in a size eight that she'd bought this afternoon. The dress, and the thought of Antonio eyeing Mary Louise at the reunion instead of her, kept Maria rooted to her seat.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
One of the first things to greet Meredith Shordon to Boston was a man in a pair of Fruit of the Looms, playing a set of bongos.
She'd come here looking for a man—but not one like that.
Meredith stood in the middle of the bustling airport subway stop and stared. Exactly like every other tourist beside her. If there was one thing she hadn't wanted to do, it was look like a gaping Midwesterner who'd never seen a big city in her life.
Well, there went that plan.
Heck, she'd been gaping since she left Indiana. First, there'd been the quartet of Patriots fans who'd been on the second leg of her flight, returning from an out-of-town game. They'd brought the ongoing celebration with them, from the red and blue stripes painted on their faces to the way they yelled "Go Pats!" at odd times, like they had a rare, two-word form of Tourette's syndrome.
Then, the clouds had parted and revealed the massive skyline through the oval window of the jet.
She'd forgotten the NFL fools behind her and stared at the massive stone behemoths of Boston's skyline. It looked more like Neptune than Heavendale, Indiana, where she'd been a few short hours ago. There were none of the wide expanses of green land and patchwork quilts of farms she was used to.
She'd stopped staring long enough to get off the plane and through the overwhelming crush of people to meet her cousin's friend, Maria Pagliano, and to claim her baggage without looking too much like a bewildered farm girl.
Until now.
The man tum-tummed on the two drums hanging from a leather strap around his neck, his long, dark, curly hair swinging in concert. He danced to the rhythm, a contented smile on his face, as if bongoing hit a high sex never could.
He caught Meredith's stare, hit his bongos harder and thrust his slim hips to the left, toward a big white bucket with a handwritten sign that read TIPS FOR THE HIPS.
Meredith drew her caramel leather trench coat closer around her, resisting the urge to button up. She hadn't seen a man this naked since she'd walked in on Bobby Reynolds getting his football physical at the end of senior year.
Unfortunately, she'd opened the locker room door right in the middle of his hernia screening.
For two years after that, she'd been unable to look Bobby in the face. Or eat pork products ever again.
"Don't give a dime to Bongo Boy," Maria said, grabbing Meredith's arm and hauling her away. "He makes more than most investment bankers."
"He does?" Meredith craned her head over Maria's, casting one last look at Bongo Boy's swiveling anatomy.
"He heard about that naked cowboy who plays guitar in New York—"
"There's a naked man playing guitar in New York?" Geez. She needed to travel more. Scratch that. Travel, period, considering this was only the second time in her life she'd left Indiana, if she even counted that trip to the Ohio State Fair.
And this time she hadn't left. Exactly. More like run away. She'd abandoned a whole lot of people's expectations, leaping at the chance for something new, exciting, different.
She just hadn't expected the first exciting thing she saw to be a man in his tightie whities pounding out Yankee Doodle Dandy.
"The Naked Cowboy isn't really naked. I saw him once in Times Square." Maria shook her head, clearly disappointed. "I tell you, there's no truth in advertising anymore."
The instant she'd met her, Meredith decided she liked Maria. Maria was one of the trio of business partners at Gift Baskets to Die For, along with Meredith's cousin, Rebecca Hamilton, and another woman named Candace Woodrow.
A buxom Italian brunette, Maria wore a bright red dress and medium heels that set off her fabulous legs and made virtually every man in a thirty-foot radius stop and stare. The complete opposite to Meredith's long, straight and uninspired blond hair and dark blue eyes, all about as exciting as a Honda in a lot full of Ferraris.
Brash, outspoken and unafraid of color in her clothes, Maria was everything Meredith was not. Most of all, Maria was a perfect friend for what Meredith wanted to accomplish while she was staying in the city: a major overhaul of her life and her self.
"I think it's great that you're doing this for us," Maria said, shouting a little to be heard as they made their way through the crowds. "Dropping everything to come and help Rebecca while she's on bed rest. We were desperate for the extra help."
Desperate was something Meredith understood. When Rebecca had called yesterday morning to ask if Meredith could help out while Rebecca was home working on a healthy pregnancy, Meredith couldn't say yes fast enough. Undoubtedly, her blue-ribbon past at the Indiana State Fair and familial loyalty made her the first choice for helping them out of a jam.
Meredith circumvented a businessman with a lethal briefcase that kept swinging into her knees. "When Rebecca called, it took me about a half second to give my notice at Petey's Pizza Parlor, hang up my uniform for good, pack my bags and hop on the first plane out of Indiana."
Maria laughed. "A little eager to leave?"
"Oh yeah. I'd have crawled to Boston from Indiana to finally find a life that involved more than cows and corn." She glanced back over her shoulder at Bongo Boy. "I just didn't expect to have it thrust in my face, percussion complement included."
"Hey, get used to the unusual. That's part of what this city is all about."
Bongo Boy's native pounding was silenced when she and Maria stepped onto the subway car and the doors swooshed shut behind them.
Crowds shoved their way through the jam-packed Blue Line conveyance. Meredith thought of the hundreds—maybe thousands—of hands that had touched those silver poles today. She wasn't so sure she wanted to hold one, not without some gloves and antibacterial gel.
"Come on, let's grab a seat," Maria said.
"But they're all full." Besides, who knew what had sat in those seats? She was glad she was wearing long pants. Didn't want anything ... foreign crawling up her legs.
"Not for long." Maria turned and flashed a flirty smile at two men with bright yellow construction hats, sitting side by side on the long plastic benches. A second later, the two men rose and gave up their seats.
"I thought men didn't do that kind of thing anymore. Chivalry is dead and all that," Meredith said after they sat down.
"You just have to know how to work with men, Meredith, and they'll treat you right." Maria crossed one leg over the other. Above them, the two men watched her bare legs move with undisguised appreciation. "And remember to use the top view to your advantage."
"It helps that you have a top. I'm a little barren up there." Meredith glanced down at her 34Bs, looking flat beneath her jacket and white turtleneck, and sighed.
"Different strokes for different folks." Maria winked. "I hope Bongo Boy didn't give you a bad impression of Boston."
"Not at all. Calvin Klein should snatch him up, though."
Maria laughed. "Now that's an ad I'd like to see when I open up my Cosmo."
Meredith clutched her purse in her lap, holding it tight to her chest. For the third time since she'd landed in Boston—and the tenth time since she'd left her apartment that morning—her cell phone vibrated against the inside of her bag. She peeked inside, glanced at the missed call list and let out a sigh.
She doubted even the witness protection program could hide her from her mother.
The subway car rushed around a curve, sending the bench of people against each other like a human wave. The lights flickered. Across the aisle, a burly man in a winter cap and a holey gray sweater gave Meredith a toothless smile. The scent of humans—sweat, perfume and desperation—swept through the enclosed car.
The closest she'd come to such a confined space was Elmer Tyne's annual Halloween hay ride. Most of the smells on that one came from Elmer's plodding and gassy mare, Heloise.
"Boston is just a little different from what I'm used to." Meredith shut her purse without answering the call. "But I'm still going to do what it takes to experience it all while I'm here."
"I can show you the Prudential and the Aquarium—"
"I didn't mean that kind of experience." Meredith started to lean back against the seat, remembered the germ quotient, and straightened. "I come from a town of three thousand people," she explained. "I haven't exactly lived yet. Heck, I've barely seen the "real world."
Maria laughed. "If you want the real world, you've come to the right place. It doesn't get any realer than this."
The train continued its rushing path along the tracks, the riders journeying along, looking as passive and unanimated as the ads for safe sex and language schools that decorated the metal walls. No one here looked real. Heck, they didn't even look alive.
"Good," Meredith said. "Because I want..." She glanced around, then lowered her voice to a whisper. "A man."
Maria blinked. "A... a man?"
"Yeah. I want to ... well, fill in the gaps in my education." She raised a brow to complete the meaning of her sentence. "Hopefully more than once."
Maria leaned back in her seat, a smile of appreciation on her lips. She thrust a hand out to Meredith.
"Welcome to Boston, Meredith Shordon. I'm definitely going to like working with you."
Meredith's phone vibrated again, as if her mother was sending a protest all the way from Indiana: Don't think about sex. Doing it, watching it or even spelling it in a crossword.
Ignoring the call was cowardly, but it bought her some time. Time to figure out who she was, what she wanted and how the city of Boston could change Meredith Shordon.
For the better.
But...
That little word grumbled inside her brain and sent an arrow of doubt through her hastily arranged plans.
If she'd found men playing bongos in their underwear here, what else did the city of Boston hold that Meredith hadn't expected ...
And wasn't prepared to handle?
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