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            There was nothing average about her.

          

        

      

    

    
      “You are stunning,” he said, enunciating each word. “I could stare into your eyes for hours and find more to discover.” He reached out and ran the back of his index finger along the side of her neck and then back to brush the nape of her neck. “This curl is definitely not average.”

      She shivered from his touch, feeling her breasts suddenly very perky. She crossed her arms over her chest, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “What curl?” she asked faintly.

      “You have a perfect Victorian curl right here.” He touched it again. “Last night when I walked into Clancy’s, it was the only thing I saw, your neck and that curl.” He ran a finger along her neck again. “And I wanted to walk up to you and put a kiss right there.”

      She bit her lip to keep from moaning out loud. “Are you always this direct?”

      “Yes.”

      Gosh, she liked that. “Good to know.” She took a sip of her lemonade, hoping it’d cool her off.

      Nope, didn’t work—not with him looking at her like that.
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        “I simply adore Kathia's novels. Her series are fun and delightful to read. She knows how to add enough drama to the story to make it interesting, while at the same time making it something that could happen in real life. I love how she takes beautiful strong women and makes them even stronger by falling in love.”
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        “In truth, Kathia’s super power is creating very real, very relatable characters that sort of just suck you in. Her secondary super power is inserting those characters into fun scenarios and situations that keep the plot moving along quickly and most interestingly.”

        Rolo Polo Book Blog

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I can't help the ear-to-ear smile I have plastered to my face when reading any of Kathia's books… She makes me laugh out loud, even on a crowded bus!"
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        "[Kathia's] writing is fluid, with a touch of sexiness and loads of romance, just what you need to relax after a long, hard working day."
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      His mum claimed a photo was worth more than a thousand words, but as Jamie watched the Chicago streets out the taxi’s window, he only heard one word: FREEDOM.

      He took out his mobile and snapped a few shots. It was midmorning, and the best light would be around seven o’clock, he figured, but his mum always said the best photos were ones that were spontaneous rather than planned. These would be especially great because they captured this moment of liberty.

      In Chicago, he wouldn’t be Jamie MacNiven, star forward of Italy’s number one football club and one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors. He wouldn’t be son of legendary football player Ian MacNiven and heir to one of Scotland’s finest boutique whiskey brands. He wouldn’t be the son of Titania Summerhill, one of the world’s most renowned photographers. For the next three weeks, he’d be some anonymous bloke in town with his two mates.

      Three weeks of anonymity, of being able to stroll without being stopped every few feet by paparazzi or to take a selfie with a fan. Three weeks to be behind the camera instead of in front of it. Three weeks without women throwing themselves at him because of his fame and fortune.

      Three weeks of peace.

      It was also three weeks to figure out what he was going to do about his life because his current trajectory wasn’t working for him.

      The car jolted over a rough patch of road. Lowering his mobile, he held on to the handle on his side of the door. Didier, his friend and former teammate who sat next to him, muttered a curse in his native French. “Les anglais conduisent mieux que ce mec.”

      Jamie smiled despite the slur against his countrymen. “Nous arriverons.”

      “Encore vivant, j’éspère.” Shaking his head, Didier went back to his own silent contemplation of the passing scenery, the practice ball he traveled with settled loosely on his lap.

      He’d been surprised when Didier had unexpectedly shown up and said he was tagging along on this trip. Didier Pascal wasn’t the baddest boy in football, but he was up there. A talented and disciplined player, he was one of Manchester United’s stars, but being half French, half Moroccan, Didier had exotic good looks that the media gushed over as much as they did about his skill.

      Meaning he scored a lot—both on the field and off.

      Quite frankly, they all did. Being an international football superstar meant you had plenty of money and plenty of women who had their eyes on that money.

      Hence this trip to Chicago.

      In Chicago, Jamie wouldn’t have to wear a disguise, like he had to in Europe—especially in the UK. In the UK, if you’d been born there and you played football, other Brits believed they owned a piece of you.

      Soccer, they called it in the States. A sport that took a back seat to American football and baseball. Here, the chances of being recognized were blissfully slim.

      Which was the first part of the plan: go somewhere where they weren’t household names. Where people didn’t know their net worth off the top of their heads.

      The second part of the plan: to find Erik Nilsen, a young footballer who played with Didier, a nice girl.

      Jamie slouched in his seat. That night two months ago when he’d run into Didier and Erik at a popular London lounge, it’d hit him hard that he’d fallen into a pit of numbness and apathy, not carrying how women used him. He’d inured himself, having had his illusions shattered that first year he’d started playing professionally, at sixteen. As Ian MacNiven’s son, there’d been a lot of expectations laid on him—from his football club as well as fans.

      And especially women. At sixteen, he’d had an immediate education. He remembered Claudia, and his jaw tightened.

      But he’d learned the lesson.

      Erik, however, hadn’t. At twenty-one, there was a naïveté about the kid that had pulled at Jamie, compelling him to want to protect it. So when Erik exclaimed that he just wanted a nice girl who would love him for himself and not his money or fame, Jamie had been prompted to help.

      It was what he was good at: winning. It was what he did. He’d spent his life identifying the goal and running toward it until he led his team to victory. On the field or in life—it was all the same thing. This was just a different application of the same principles.

      “Do you think this is crazy, what we are doing?” Didier asked in a low voice.

      Jamie glanced at him. “You having doubts?”

      Didier made a distinctly French sound. “Non, pas du tout. I just wonder what Erik is going to do when we find this girl for him. He lives in Manchester for now. Will she want to live there?”

      “They’ll figure that out.” Details were the easy part.

      His friend made another sound and continued his contemplation out the window.

      The taxi driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “You guys on vacation?”

      “Yes.” Jamie smiled easily. “We’re meeting a friend here.” Erik had come ahead and was already at the house they’d rented.

      “You been to Chicago before?” the driver asked, his curious gaze more on them than the road ahead of him.

      “I have, with my parents, a long time ago.” It’d been before he’d started playing professionally. He’d met a girl that trip, a little older than he was, whom he’d had a holiday romance with. She’d been so sweet and kind. “I liked it here. The girls were nice.”

      “They still are.” The driver stopped at a red light. This time he twisted his body to look over his shoulder at them. “I came out here from Jersey to visit a cousin twenty-five years ago and met a nice girl and stayed. Now I have four daughters, sweet as can be. Here’s their picture.”

      Jamie leaned forward to look at the picture on the screen of the driver’s mobile: four girls with blond hair, all arranged in size with identical smiles that reflected their obviously sunny outlooks. “They’re beautiful.”

      “They are.” The driver put his mobile away as the light turned green and he began forward again. “You single?”

      “Yes, but it’s our friend who’s looking for a girl.”

      The man looked at him in the rearview mirror. “He as good-looking as you?”

      Jamie grinned, thinking about Erik’s Nordic good looks. Tall, with a chiseled face and long blond hair, Erik Nilsen was a Viking god come to life. “He’s better-looking.”

      The taxi driver whistled. “Hard to imagine.”

      “Imagine it,” Didier interjected.

      The man snorted. He changed lanes with a sudden jerk of the wheel, passing a slower car. “Your friend make a good living?”

      “Yes.” Erik wasn’t the highest paid player in Europe, but for only being in the league for a couple years, he made an incredible salary—a testament to how he played the game. And that wasn’t counting endorsements, which usually exceeded salary. Jamie was one of the higher paid players in the league, and he made twenty times more money a year on the few endorsements he accepted.

      “He make his money legally?” the man asked, spearing him with a blunt look.

      “Yes.” Though the underwear ad Erik had just been featured in should have been illegal, they had the kid show so much skin.

      “Take my card.” The man reached behind, a business card between his fingers. “Your friend needs a date, you call me. I’ll set him up with one of my daughters.”

      They’d been in town for half an hour and already they had candidates lined up for Erik. This was going to be easy. They’d have him settled with a nice girl by the end of the weekend. “Thank you,” Jamie said, taking the card and tucking it inside his coat pocket.

      “It’s win-win,” the driver said, his wrist propped on top of the steering wheel. “You can’t get better than that.”

      They drove in silence for a few minutes before Didier leaned in. “This taxi smells like the first time I had sex,” his friend said quietly.

      “It smells like onions and cigarettes,” he pointed out.

      “Oui, exactement.” Didier sighed, his expression almost wistful. “I was fourteen, and we were at the house of my father’s friend for dinner. He had a daughter my age, and her room was next to the kitchen. It was delicious.”

      “Dinner or the girl?”

      “Both.” Didier flashed him a grin.

      He’d known Didier for a long time, but he never talked about his youth in Marseille. It was as strange as him suddenly deciding to come to Chicago to help Erik find a girl. “Feeling nostalgic?”

      “Bof.” Didier shrugged dismissively and turned to stare out the window once more.

      They turned off the main street onto a quieter one. The brick and cement buildings gave way to apartment buildings and rows of houses that looked divided into flats. The neighborhood was called Hyde Park, which amused him, given he was from London originally.

      Finally, the taxi rolled to a stop. “Here we are,” the driver said as he hopped out of the car.

      Jamie got out, staring at the building in front of them. It looked like a squat version of the Tate Britain, with columns along the stone façade. In front there was a black gate, open, that separated the building from the street. A small patch of well-maintained grass and some flowers tried to add charm to the imposing Greek architecture.

      Didier came to stand next to him, his football tucked under his arm. “Are we staying in a museum?”

      Jamie turned to the driver, who was getting their bags out of the boot. “It’s this one and not the house over there?”

      The driver looked at the red brick house he pointed at, hidden in the shadow of this building. “The address you gave me is definitely this one.”

      He looked at Didier.

      Didier shrugged in his French way. “I like art.”

      “It doesn’t look like the pictures,” Jamie said, picking up his bag. “In the pictures it looked modern. Sleek and open. And it’s close to the University of Chicago, so I figured there would be a lot of girls Erik’s age around.”

      His friend looked up and down the empty street. “I don’t see them.”

      Frowning, he walked over to where he’d been instructed there’d be a lockbox. He put in the code he’d been sent and took out the set of keys. He turned to catch Didier handing money to the taxi driver.

      The man brightened, staring at the bills in his hand. “Gee, thanks! You guys call me if you need to meet good girls. I have one for each of you. Take it easy!”

      “How much did you tip him?” Jamie asked as he picked up his leather duffel.

      “Apparently enough to buy one of his daughters.” The Frenchman shrugged. “Allons-y.”

      Bags in hand, they went up the walkway and let themselves into the atrium. They found the door to the townhouse he’d rented and he let them in. Didier set his things down and began to wander.

      “Fortunately, there are three bedrooms,” Jamie said, closing the door. “If I knew you were coming, I’d have found something bigger.”

      “Non, this is good.” Didier opened a door to one side of the foyer and flipped on the light switch. He jogged down the stairs.

      Jamie dropped his bag and followed him. The narrow staircase opened to what looked like a man cave, with a big-screen TV and leather couches wide enough for a large man to sleep on. To one side, there was a door that led to a full bathroom with a large shower in the corner.

      Didier stood in the middle of the room, hands in his pockets, surveying it. Then he nodded. “I will sleep here.”

      Jamie frowned. “Are you sure? There are enough bedrooms upstairs.”

      “I like this. There is space, and I can do my workouts here.”

      He shrugged. “If you’re sure.”

      “Let’s go find your room,” Didier said, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

      They went back to the main level and did a quick tour of the kitchen, which he’d had fully stocked. There was a bedroom on the ground floor at the back of the townhouse with a modest-sized bed and fluffy pillows. Based on the Manchester United bag on the bench at the foot of the bed, Erik had taken this one. Otherwise, it was immaculate—no discarded clothing, no wrinkled duvet, no personal items on the dresser. The only other sign that it was inhabited was the towering stack of books on the bedside table.

      “He will get a cramp trying to sleep in that bed,” Didier said. Then he wandered to the nightstand and picked up the book on top. “Trés intéressant.”

      The Anatomy of Hope: How People Prevail in the Face of Illness. Somehow it didn’t surprise Jamie that Erik would read that.

      Leaving the kid’s room, Jamie grabbed his bag and led the way upstairs, where there were two larger rooms. The room at the end of the hall was more of a suite, large and spacious in earthy colors. It had a connecting bathroom with a freestanding tub with the sun streaming in through large opaque glass blocks.

      “Take this room,” Didier said from the doorway. “The other room is smaller.”

      “You sure you don’t want it?”

      “I like the room downstairs.” His friend edged out of the room. “I’ll take my bag down. You do your photos.”

      Didier knew him so well, though he guessed that wasn’t a surprise given they’d played together for Barcelona. Three years traveling together created a certain intimacy. Didier had watched Jamie go through his settling-in ritual too many times to count.

      Lifting his bag onto the bed, Jamie unzipped it and took out the first framed picture—the one he’d taken of his parents on their thirtieth anniversary—and set it on the dresser.

      He’d been traveling for games since he was sixteen. Fourteen years of being on the road most of the year taught you to take a piece of home with you wherever you went. It helped with a positive mental attitude, which was key for a championship outlook. Getting despondent and homesick didn’t breed success.

      He kept connected by taking his favorite photos of the people he loved that he’d taken over the years. He had one of his grandmother Jacs laughing, her head tossed back, regal as ever. He had one of his mum surrounded by all her sisters on a rainy afternoon during a family reunion. And, of course, he always brought one of Coco, his cousin and best friend. He’d taken it when she’d come to visit him when he’d first moved to Turin.

      He was about to set it next to the others on the dresser when he heard a knock. He turned around and looked at the open door.

      Didier stood there, two coffees in his hands. The scent of spices wafted up, like the holidays in a cup. “Un café?”

      “Merci,” Jamie said, setting the picture down and accepting the cup. He had his photos; Didier had his coffee. Didier never went anywhere without the means to make Moroccan coffee. Jamie hadn’t understood why coffee and not mint tea until one night after a lot of vodka, Didier had admitted that making Moroccan coffee made him feel closer to his mother, whom he’d lost young.

      Didier leaned in, frowning at Coco’s picture. “C’est qui, cette femme?”

      “My cousin Coco.” He grinned at Didier. “You look at her like you’ve never seen her. I thought you’d met.”

      “We haven’t.” He shrugged in his French way, lifting his cup, his gaze still on Coco’s face. “She’s very beautiful, non?”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “She lives in London?”

      “Paris. She’s a fashion designer.” He frowned. “Are you interested in her?”

      Turning away, Didier shrugged. “I am a Frenchman. That is like asking if I’m breathing.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t have to warn you to stay away from the college girls, do I?”

      Didier recoiled, looking like he smelled something bad. “I’m not interested in children.” Then his look of horror grew. “How old is your cousin?”

      His mobile rang right then. Grinning, he picked it up. He always got a lot of calls, especially from his teammates—someone always needed advice about something—but seeing who was calling him made his humor drain.

      “A woman?” Didier asked.

      “No. My agent.”

      His friend made a commiserating sound.

      Jamie hadn’t always felt that way about his agent. His first agent had been no-nonsense and to the point. She hadn’t played games or pulled any power trips. But she’d decided to take a few years off to spend time with her young children, so he’d had to find another.

      Enter Brad Chandler, hotshot sports agent from the largest talent agency in the world. He’d worked his way up the ladder, having started in New York and then relocated to London. The majority of the elite athletes, regardless of sport or gender, were represented by Brad.

      On paper, Brad had been exactly what Jamie had wanted: an aggressive negotiator, willing to go the extra mile for his clients. In talking with other players, Brad came highly recommended, and his numbers were off the charts. In the two years since Jamie had hired Brad, Jamie had made more money on endorsements than most of the footballers he knew, combined.

      But lately Brad had been pushing him in directions that he wasn’t on board with, and that didn’t sit well with him. Add that his contract was due for renegotiation, and that had Brad rabid. There was nothing his agent liked more than money, and given that Jamie had just led his team to a winning season, it had Brad foaming at the mouth for a record-breaking deal.

      “I’ll leave you to your call,” Didier said, leaving and closing the door behind him.

      Sitting in a chair in the sun, Jamie answered the call. “I only have a few minutes,” he said as a greeting.

      “A few minutes are all I need,” Brad said in his flat American accent. “The management of Torino FC came in with a deal. They want to offer you a three-year extension and an additional fifty percent over what you made this year. They’re also impressed with your leadership skills this year as captain and the way the other players come to you for guidance, so they’d like to discuss you coaching when you decide to retire.”

      He wasn’t sure if it was part of his general apathy, but signing on to continue living the way he had been felt like a prison sentence. He looked out the window at the freedom Chicago offered. “I’ll think about it,” he said finally.

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Jamie, I don’t think I need to remind you that you’re thirty. This is an excellent offer. Three more years guaranteed to play—”

      Unless he was injured. The words were very clear between the lines.

      “—And then a spot on the coaching team,” his agent continued, as if reading his mind. “Most players don’t get the opportunity to transition so easily into retirement.”

      He didn’t need to be reminded about any of that. His dad had driven home at an early age that playing football was a finite privilege. His dad’s career had been ended, for the most part, in a car accident when his leg had been crushed. He’d played—and won—one last championship game and retired to start a boutique whiskey distillery with his father.

      From day one when Jamie had said he’d wanted to play football, his dad had told him that one day he wouldn’t be able to play competitively any longer, whether that was because of injury or age, and that he needed to find something that would fulfill him.

      He still had no idea what that was.

      He knew one thing: it wasn’t coaching football. He already mentored his teams—younger and older alike. Doing it in an official capacity? You had to be mad. “Thank you, Brad,” he said again. “I’ll think about it and let you know.”

      “They want to know right away,” his agent said. “I told them I’d talk to you. I figure we can negotiate at least another ten percent. Let’s discuss it when I see you on Friday.”

      “Friday?”

      “I’ll be in Turin. They have a photoshoot scheduled for publicity for the next season that you need to attend, so I set up a meeting with all of us to discuss terms. I’m arriving in the morning.”

      Jamie shook his head. “I’m unavailable. It’s off-season, and I have other plans for the next three weeks.”

      “You know they can call you back,” he said.

      “They can, but I’ve already left, and if they’re interested in me signing with them for another three years, they won’t insist.” He suddenly felt claustrophobic, so he stood and opened the window. A breeze wafted in carrying a lightly floral scent that reminded him of the jasmine in his grandmother’s orangerie. “I’m out of the country on holiday, and I’m not compromising on that.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Chicago.” Just saying it—breathing in its air—gave him a renewed purpose.

      “What’s in Chicago?”

      A nice girl for Erik, and hopefully some clarity for him. Not that Brad would understand any of that if he tried to explain. “Is that all you had to report?”

      “I have some sponsorship contracts for you to review.”

      “I’ll do it when I return.”

      “When is that?”

      “Three weeks.” Erik had a commercial to shoot at the end of June. It wasn’t a problem—they were sure to find a nice girl in a matter of days. The odds were stacked on their side.

      “You’re in Chicago for three weeks,” Brad repeated slowly as if he didn’t believe it. “On a lark? Or are you visiting someone there?”

      “I’m here with a couple mates.”

      There was a pause, and then Brad asked, “Is this about a woman?”

      For him, no. He believed in love—God knew his entire family was proof that happily ever after wasn’t a fairy tale—but he wasn’t ready for it. He didn’t have anything to offer a woman.

      Except money. He had gobs of that. But that wasn’t the type of woman he wanted beyond a night. Lately, even a night with someone like that was too long.

      He pushed aside his own cynicism and the questions about his future. That was for later. Right now, he’d focus on Erik and finding him the nice girl he wanted.

      But he wasn’t inclined to give his agent any details. He looked at his watch. “I need to go. Email the paperwork to me and I’ll take a look when I’m free.”

      He hung up before Brad could argue more. Then he tossed the mobile on the bed and headed back downstairs to find Didier.

      His friend was in the kitchen, putting together a snack. He’d opened a window, so the room smelled like jasmine and the prosciutto he was laying carefully on a plate. Didier looked at home in the sleek room. The main difference between this kitchen and Didier’s was that the art on the walls were colorful abstract prints instead of the dreamy expressionist art he preferred.

      Aware of Didier’s searching gaze, Jamie pulled out a stool from the counter and sat down. “They want me to coach.”

      “Bien sûr.” Didier nodded, arranging slices of apple that he’d already cut alongside the meat. “They would have to be idiots not to see how the men look up to you. You are always helping them, more than the sports psychiatrists, I would say.”

      Jamie snorted, thinking about all the texts he had from his teammates. He should probably look at them. They’d probably heard about the deal he’d been offered. “I help the ones who want it. The last thing I want is to coach entitled punks.”

      Didier grinned. “Like I was when you met me?”

      He chuckled. “You said it, not me.”

      “If you do not want to coach, don’t coach.” Didier sat back in his seat. “Unless you need the money.”

      “Money is the last thing that motivates me.” He’d been comfortable all his life—he was fortunate that way—but since football and his endorsement deals, he had more money than God.

      “What motivates you?” Didier asked, setting the snack in front of him and taking the stool next to him.

      He shook his head. “Lately, the only thing I’ve been excited about was this trip and helping Erik.”

      Nodding, his friend rolled up a piece of prosciutto and took a bite. “Maybe you just need some space away from the field to relight your passion for it.”

      “Maybe.” He doubted it though. The more he thought about playing more football, the more he dreaded it. The only thing keeping him in the game was his teammates and his responsibility to them.

      Didier reached for some strawberries. “Focus on finding Erik his nice girl. It’ll keep your mind occupied.”

      “My mind won’t be occupied long. It’s not going to take long to find Erik a woman. That part is going to be very easy.” Their taxi driver had offered to introduce his daughters, for fuck’s sake. Not to mention that the kid was honest and sincere. At twenty-one, the kid had been playing football professionally for a couple years—he’d been recruited later than most players—but somehow he’d managed to preserve his open inquisitiveness and a bit of naïveté. Combined with his good looks and movie star hair, he’d win any woman over.

      They heard the front door open.

      It had to be Erik. “We’re in the kitchen,” Jamie called out, popping a strawberry into his mouth.

      They turned around right as Erik stepped into the doorway. Tall and lean, the kid wore shorts and a T-shirt that he lifted to mop the sweat off his face. Obviously he’d been running. His hair was—

      Gone.

      Jamie stopped cold, mid-chew. The long blond hair the kid had had was—mostly—shaved except for thick asymmetrical ridges, like a labyrinth gone wrong. He looked like a blond hedgehog who’d gotten caught in a barbed wire fence.

      Not the sort of haircut a nice girl would find attractive. Jamie imagined Erik picking up one of the taxi driver’s daughters looking like that.

      “Ah putain,” Didier breathed.

      Oh fuck, indeed. He winced. So much for finding a girl by the end of the weekend. Looking at Erik, Jamie wondered if three weeks would be long enough to get this done.
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      “Always remember, Rachel Morgan, that the right word can change everything,” her grandma Lottie still repeated to her. Lottie believed words could build you up or tear you down. They could inspire you, taking you to places you hadn’t imagined.

      She believed that too. The right word had changed her marriage—to divorce, truth be told—but it had changed her. She’d gotten her freedom.

      Rachel sat barefoot on the floor of her cubicle, looking at all the words she’d cut out and collected from magazines. She needed a new word STAT—before “loser” was permanently associated with her.

      She was not a loser. She was just unfortunate. She’d married the right person who’d turned out to be wrong. She’d quit her PR job at the height of her success because of said guy. And now she was living with her grandmother—whom she loved, even though she felt like a teenager instead of a grown woman.

      A woman who was going to turn thirty-five in two months.

      She’d thought she was going to have to worry about turning forty, but it was really turning thirty-five that had her in a tizzy. Thirty-five crept up on you, unaware, bursting the false sense of peace you tried to hold on to, and smacked you upside the head. Thirty-five whispered to you in the dark that you were halfway through life and you hadn’t done ANYTHING yet.

      But that was about to change.

      Without looking, Rachel picked three pieces of paper and lined them up in front of her.

      
        
        RELEASE

        TROUBLE

        ORGASMS

      

      

      She snorted. She had released—a year ago she’d finally left her husband. It’d taken her two and a half years to admit that she’d made a mistake in marrying Kevin and that their relationship was hopeless. She hated to give up—and that was definitely what it’d felt like.

      But, really, she should have known. Her first clue should have been that he hadn’t been on board with the word she’d picked for their relationship. Apparently “happy” wasn’t something he was interested in. She shook her head and tossed that slip of paper back into the pile.

      Trouble? That was easy. She’d quit her job when she’d married Kevin. She should never have done that, but all of the partners’ wives at the finance company where he worked stayed at home, and since he was on a fast track to partner, he’d wanted her to stay home too. Besides, they’d planned to start a family.

      She snorted again. She should have clung to her word.

      She’d come back to the agency nine months ago after spending three months searching for work. Turned out that when you stopped working for a period of time, employers believed you forgot all your skills. It didn’t help that she was in her mid-thirties, either—not when all the new hires were fresh-faced kids out of college.

      So she’d finally cried uncle and gone back to her old firm, despite the fact that they could only offer her an entry-level position. Good old Taylor & Mackenzie. Her former boss, who’d known her before Kevin, had promised her the next open account manager post. Only then the company had been bought by a larger New York agency (it’d become Taylor, Mackenzie, & Inglewood—TMI was NOT a good acronym for a PR firm), and they’d brought their own people in (so her boss was out).

      They kept the name, though. She thought that was short-sighted.

      So here she was, still an entry-level copywriter, with a new micromanaging boss who had no experience with Midwest media.

      It had not been her year.

      Rachel looked at the last slip of paper. Orgasms. Ha! The only love affair she’d had in the past two years was between herself and Bob, her battery-operated boyfriend. She couldn’t imagine diving into the dating pool again—not until she straightened out her life.

      She mixed up the pieces of paper and selected a new one.

      
        
        FOCUS

      

      

      “Focus,” she muttered, testing it on her tongue. She liked it. Instead of focusing on what she didn’t have, she’d focus on what she wanted: to help people succeed in their businesses by helping them find their right words. She’d focus on earning her promotion.

      Which was going to be tough given that Hailey didn’t trust her with anything beyond the simplest of tasks.

      Rachel had gotten very good at unjamming the copy machine.

      “Hey,” a voice whispered behind her.

      Startled, Rachel tried to block what she was doing with her hand and looked behind her.

      Over the wall of her nondescript cubicle, her friend Alice from accounting peeked over.

      Rachel wilted in relief. “Oh. It’s you.”

      Alice opened her mouth but when she saw the mess on the floor she blinked, obviously forgetting whatever she’d been about to say. “Are you planning on ransoming someone?”

      “I’m figuring out my life.”

      “That was my second guess.” Alice came around to the opening of the cubicle. Arms crossed, her thorough auditing gaze took everything in.

      Rachel sat back and looked at it like she figured Alice saw it. Her shoes kicked off and discarded to one side. The random snippets of paper covering the generic gray carpeting. Her skirt wrinkled and her hair likely already disheveled—what she usually looked like at the end of the day, not before lunch.

      “It’s going well,” Rachel summarized, erring on the side of optimism.

      “I can see that,” Alice said skeptically.

      She grinned ruefully. “Because you’re astute.”

      “Well, the smoke coming out of your ears was a dead giveaway.” Her friend tipped her head. “I came to wish you good luck on your meeting.”

      “Oh crap. Is it that time already?” Rachel struggled to her feet, straightening her twisted skirt as she stood. It used to be a snug pencil skirt, but since the divorce she’d lost weight and hadn’t gained it back, so it hung on her kind of loose.

      “You look fine,” Alice said in solidarity. “Besides, Hailey isn’t going to care, as long as you don’t look better than her.”

      “True.” Her boss, Hailey Allen, was paranoid about her looks. Rachel was just average—shoulder-length brown hair, plain gray eyes, not tall but not short, not flat but not curvy. Just average. Plus, she was seven years older. Personally, she didn’t think she was a threat, but Hailey acted otherwise.

      Still. She tucked her polka-dot blouse back into her waistband and fluffed the bow at her neck. She’d taken care to dress extra nicely for today’s meeting because their CEO had scheduled it.

      Why would Robert want to talk to her? No idea. But she wasn’t going to be at a disadvantage—not if she wanted to convince them to let her move into account management.

      “Five minutes,” Alice said, reaching for a Kleenex from the edge of Rachel’s desk. “Come here. You have ink on your face.”

      Before she could react, Alice began scrubbing her cheek with the tissue.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Standing back, Alice surveyed her. “You’ll do,” she said, tossing the Kleenex into the trash. “Don’t forget to put your shoes on before you go.”

      “Right.” Wincing, she wedged her feet back in them. They crimped her toes. Sighing, she shrugged into her black blazer. “How do I look?”

      “Like you could take names and kick butt.” Alice raised her hand for a high five.

      Nodding, she slapped her palm against her friend’s. “I’m going to see Chris tonight. Want to go with me?”

      Alice stilled. “At Clancy’s?”

      “I’m coordinating a speed dating event for Sunday and wanted to go over a few details with him beforehand.” Her best friend Chris had inherited his grandfather’s bar two years ago and was struggling to honor the promise to his grandfather and make Clancy’s successful again. Gentrification had displaced a lot of the old businesses in their old neighborhood.

      She’d offered to help him, of course. They’d known each other since first grade, when they’d been placed next to each other. He’d told her that he wanted to work in a circus, and she said she wanted to be a teacher, and then at recess they’d shared the best parts of their lunches before playing pirates. Since they were both babysat by their grandparents after school, they walked home together—her to Lottie’s and Chris to Clancy’s. Fast friends, Lottie called them.

      The good thing about being low on the totem pole at the agency was that she had barely anything on her plate, so she could devote her time to putting together a marketing plan for Clancy’s. She’d already put a couple things into motion to bring new customers into the old space, including the event on Sunday.

      “Chris won’t mind if I’m there?” Alice asked.

      “Of course not.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “It’s a bar. He encourages people to come drink there.”

      “Okay then.” Her friend nodded. “Come get me when you’re ready to go.”

      “Great.” She squeezed Alice’s arm and headed toward her boss’s office. She tried to smile, to push her shoulders back and fake it until she made it, the way her grandmother had taught her, but it was harder by the day. For the first couple months she’d been back at the firm, each time she was called to a meeting like this, she’d wondered if it’d be the day her promotion came through. But now she just wondered what menial task she’d be given to perform.

      Focus on the positive. Taking a deep breath, she put some pep in her step. It was just a matter of time. She was good at what she did—they’d realize that sooner as opposed to later and reward her.

      She certainly deserved it. She was doing all the work that she used to do, albeit at her lower pay rate and without the accolades. Those went to Hailey, who’d come from the New York office to manage the group Rachel was in.

      She heard Grandmother’s voice telling her everyone had a place. Rachel tried to figure out what Hailey’s place was, except to make her life more difficult. She didn’t mind having a boss who was younger, but not if she was going to have to babysit the woman.

      Which was exactly what had been going on the past three months. Hailey didn’t know anything about the Midwest market, or how Chicagoans saw the world. Meaning Rachel was doing all the legwork and making sure their clients were happy with what they were receiving.

      That didn’t endear her to the younger woman. At all.

      She wouldn’t have minded working for someone that she could learn from, but Hailey wasn’t that person. Since Hailey had started, Rachel’s workload had increased, not because she was getting more responsibility but because Hailey wasn’t pulling her weight, and it was left up to Rachel to take up the slack.

      It had made one thing clear: she was much more savvy than she’d have given herself credit for, being out of the game for almost three years.

      Sighing, she tried to shake it off so she could walk in confident and positive. Putting a slight smile on her face, she strode up to Hailey’s office.

      The door was open. Rachel peeked inside and saw Hailey, hunched over her laptop, rapidly typing. Even partially blocked by her desk, Hailey looked like she belonged in fashion rather than at a PR agency. She had blunt hair cut in an avant-garde way that wasn’t common on the Chicago streets and she wore matching black head to toe, a sheer mesh top peeking out from under her jacket.

      They may wear lingerie to work in New York, but it wasn’t done in Chicago. It was a good thing they didn’t have any meetings with clients today—their clients would either have a fit or rush off, offended by Hailey’s inappropriate attire.

      How management didn’t recognize that was beyond her.

      Shaking her head, Rachel knocked on the frame.

      “Come in,” Hailey said, not looking up, her tone clipped like usual in her strong accent.

      Rachel walked into the large office. It’d been hers before she’d quit. She’d had colorful framed prints on the wall and plants in the corner. She’d had her desk pushed to the side and the chairs and couch situated like a living room, so when her team met it was casual and intimate. She’d thought it made for better collaborations.

      Hailey had her desk front and center, like an unbreachable fortress. Two seats faced it, vulnerable, like twin electric chairs. The couch was pushed to one end of the room, and the pictures on the wall were of Manhattan. Rachel wondered if she was the only one who thought that was weird, given they were a Chicago-centric PR firm.

      She sat on one of the chairs. It wouldn’t have surprised her if a bright light blinded her and the inquisition started.

      There was a bustle at the door, and suddenly Robert, their CEO, strode in. He smiled at her. “Rachel. Hailey.”

      “Hello, Robert,” Hailey said before Rachel could open her mouth. She closed her laptop and smiled.

      Rachel just barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes.

      Robert dropped into the chair next to her, tugging his pants straight as he crossed his legs. “I’ll just jump in, shall I? Rachel, I know you’ve been interested in a promotion.”

      “Yes, I am,” she said, suddenly alert. Total understatement, but she didn’t want to burn any bridges with Hailey. Hailey did not like what she viewed as competition.

      “Do you know Margaret Finnegan?” Robert asked. “She’s leaving to go to New York, and her position as account manager is opening in four weeks. Management wants to promote from within, so I’ve suggested you.”

      Rachel sat forward, her heart beating with hope. “How many other people are being considered?”

      He made a dismissive gesture. “No one as qualified as you. Unless you royally mess up in the next weeks, you’re guaranteed the position.”

      Dare she hope? Gosh, it’d be a great birthday present. “Thank you, sir,” she said with cautious enthusiasm, trying not to picture her own office again. Or the extra money. Or the respect.

      Hailey cleared her throat. “Rachel is a valuable member of my team, Robert.”

      He nodded. “I know she is. Don’t worry. We’ll find someone to fill her shoes.”

      “Great,” Hailey effused, not sounding like she meant it.

      “Now, the next reason I wanted to meet with the two of you was because we’ve signed Threshold Properties as a client.”

      Hailey sat up, her eyes widening. “The real estate developers?”

      Robert nodded, clearly elated. “Yes.”

      “They’re huge,” Hailey said, leaning forward.

      Rachel frowned at them each in turn. “I’ve never heard of them, and I thought I knew every large real estate development firm in Chicago.”

      “Threshold is one of the largest development companies in New York,” Robert explained, facing her. “This is their first Chicago project, and they want us to launch a campaign on a new development they have going on the South Side. In Hyde Park.”

      “I see,” she murmured, trying to look as enthused as they were. The thing was, Chicagoans didn’t take kindly to people coming in and redeveloping their city—especially outsiders—and there was a lot of controversary around Hyde Park as it was. Doing a project there was going to be a tough sell to the locals.

      “I’m told you’re an expert on that area,” Robert continued.

      “That’s my neighborhood.” Lottie’s house was on the fringes of Hyde Park, a mishmash of already revitalized properties and old places like her grandma’s where the owners were trying to hold on to their homes as long as they could. That was what Chris was facing as well—an influx of trendy businesses that were pushing out the old guard.

      “Good. Then you’ll definitely be an asset.” Robert rapped his knuckles on the chair’s armrest. “You’ll know exactly how to promote the new development project. They like what we did with the Bell Tower downtown and want a similar treatment. I’m told you had a hand in that campaign.”

      “Yes, I did.” She’d had more than a hand—she’d had her whole heart. She’d loved that project. Chicago was a wonderful old town, and the revitalization they’d done celebrated that instead of tearing it down.

      But development by an out-of-state company… She shook her head in doubt.

      “I’ll be lead, correct?” Hailey asked, baring her teeth in what she probably meant as a smile.

      “Of course,” Robert replied easily. “But since Rachel has more intimate knowledge of the city, I expect that you’ll work together very closely on this project.”

      She looked at Hailey. Her boss didn’t look thrilled.

      That was okay—she’d figure out what everyone wanted and help them get it. That was what she did, and she was good at it.

      Plus, the promotion. Focus was all she needed.

      Robert stood, hands in his pockets. “This client is very important. He and I roomed at Harvard together. We have a meeting scheduled with his team next week. I’ll send the details in the meantime. Make me look good, ladies.”

      They watched him stride out of the office.

      Rachel turned back around to find Hailey staring at her. She smiled assuredly. “This sounds like an exciting project. I can’t wait to get started on it.”

      Hailey gave her the stink eye. Then she opened her laptop, lowered her head, and began typing furiously again.

      She supposed she was dismissed. She backed out quietly, like she was trying to leave a wild animal’s den without disrupting it.

      When she got back to her desk, she texted Chris.

      
        
        Rachel

        News of big development project in the neighborhood.

        Could be excellent for Clancy’s.

      

      

      He got back to her right away, which meant he didn’t have much business. Unfortunately.

      
        
        Chris

        I’ll take anything I can get. The books don’t look good.

      

        

      
        Rachel

        Chin up! We’ll fix this.

      

      

      She set her phone aside and bit her lip, worried about him. Clancy’s had been popular when his grandfather had run it, but all its customers had passed away or moved on. Chris needed to draw in younger people.

      Hence her speed dating idea. She knew it’d work—as long as Chris could hang in there long enough. Maybe she’d ask Alice to take a look at Chris’s accounting to see if there was anything they could do to save some money.

      But things were already looking up. A new development in the community would likely bring in more people, and that could only be good for Chris. Plus, her promotion was in the offing.

      Plopping on the floor, she put her hand on the pieces of paper and closed her eyes. “Give me a sign,” she whispered before she picked a random word.

      Opening her eyes, she read it.

      
        
        BEGIN

      

      

      Yes—it was time. It was all coming together. She could feel it. If she reached into the air, she bet she could touch the hope all around her. Finally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      They sat in the living room, sipping Didier’s coffee like they were ladies at tea. Like nothing was wrong.

      Except there was so much wrong. Jamie stared at Erik’s head, not sure what to say. Gone was the Viking romance model. In his place was a thug out of a post-apocalyptic movie.

      Jamie shook his head. “You said you lost a bet?”

      Wincing, Erik rubbed a hand over his violated scalp. “I didn’t think I was going to lose. It was a mathematical improbability.”

      Didier stretched to put his empty cup on the table. “Who placed the bet?”

      “Rodgers.”

      Jamie exchanged a look with Didier. He knew Allen Rodgers from his days playing for Bayern München. Rodgers didn’t play fair, on or off the field. Erik had to have known that. The kid was smart, and no one was that naïve.

      He couldn’t help wondering if there was a part of Erik that wasn’t ready to find a nice girl because this had self-sabotage written all over it. Conscious or unconscious, it amounted to the same thing.

      So much for this being an easy goal.

      “We can take him to a barber,” Didier suggested.

      He stared at the kid’s head. “I think the only way to fix this would be to shave it off completely.”

      “So you’re saying he can continue to look like a rapper, or he can look like a mental patient.” The Frenchman shrugged. “Tough decision.”

      Erik set his coffee cup down with a loud clack. “It’s that bad?”

      “Yes,” they both replied.

      Jamie sat up, holding his cup cradled in his hands, between his legs. “We came here to be incognito and find a nice girl for you, Erik,” he began patiently.

      The kid nodded. “I know.”

      “With hair like that, it’s going to be hard to go unnoticed. And you don’t look like someone who’d want a nice girl now,” Jamie explained just as patiently.

      “What do I look like?”

      “Like you’re Eminem’s younger brother.”

      Erik ran a hand over his head, his expression worried. “I’m sorry, guys. I didn’t mean to ruin our chances before we even started.”

      Jamie had doubts about that, but he wanted to assess the situation a bit more before he acted on it. “Don’t worry. We won’t let this dictate our success.” What was done was done, and there wasn’t anything they could do about it. Jamie patted the kid’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go out and get a drink. We’ll set up a game plan.”

      Erik perked up. “I saw a bar on my way back from running that looked nice. It’s a few blocks away.”

      They had a light dinner from the groceries that had been stocked for them and then went to clean up. Jamie told them to keep it casual so they wouldn’t attract too much attention the first night. He needed to get the lay of the land.

      As a concession, he decided to leave off the coat from his three-piece suit and roll up his sleeves. Hipster chic, Coco would call it. He ran a hand through his hair and called himself ready.

      He glanced at the picture of her he had on the dresser in his room. “Wish me luck. I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”

      Downstairs, Erik was already waiting. He’d changed out of his sweaty workout clothes into a suit as well. It was an expensive suit, if understated, but the kid looked uncomfortable in it. No woman was going to want him if he looked like he was wearing his father’s clothing, especially if he was wearing it badly. And with the hair… Jamie shook his head. “Take your coat off.”

      Erik looked at him askance, but he did as Jamie said without comment.

      “The shirt too. Do you have a clean T-shirt?”

      “Yes,” the kid replied, his brow furrowed as he undid his buttons and slipped his shirt off his shoulders.

      “Go put it on.”

      Didier jogged down the stairs, moving to the side to let Erik pass by him. “Are we going topless?” the Frenchman asked.

      “Not tonight.” He eyed Didier’s purple velvet blazer and matching loafers. “That’s casual?”

      “Bien sûr.” Didier ran a hand down its lapel. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have worn it.”

      Erik took the stairs two at a time, tugging a T-shirt into place. “Is this okay?”

      The kid had on an Adidas T-shirt. To Jamie it looked like sponsor swag. To the casual observer it’d look like a random sports T-shirt. Not super fashionable, but not terrible either. Jamie nodded. “You’re good.”

      They left their townhouse, walking out of the building and down the street, following Erik’s directions.

      The neighborhood wasn’t like he’d expected it to be. There were apartment complexes punctuated by houses in need of refurbishing. Mixed in every now and then were houses that looked like they were converted into flats. The streets themselves weren’t as clean as he’d expected, and there was very little greenery.

      They walked to the bar, chatting about their seasons and some of the players they knew in common. He and Didier had known each other for over a decade and had played together and against each other here and there over the years. He could almost predict what Didier would say regarding certain people.

      Until a couple months ago, Jamie had only known Erik by reputation. The kid was fierce on the field and always kicked the ball with surgical precision. But since they’d been planning this trip, he’d gotten to know Erik pretty well too. The kid was quiet, but thoughtful, and never spoke ill of people.

      They rounded a corner, and he saw the bar on the corner. It had an old sign with faded letters reading Clancy’s jutting out over the door. There were a couple windows in the front, but they were hazed over with age and grime. But the door was open, and there was an inviting glow from within.

      Jamie led the way in, slowing down to let his eyes adjust to the dimmer lighting inside.

      He had been to a lot of bars and pubs all around the world, and this was the type he liked most: low-key and unpretentious. Music played, some old standard, presumably from the jukebox in the corner. There were a few booths to one side and some tables filling the floor space between the door and the bar. The bar itself was an L-shape, the wood shining with a patina of history. Behind it, there was a mirror lining the wall and shelves with the usual assortment of liquors on it.

      The man tending bar looked up as they walked in. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, partially tucked into his waistband. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with the latte complexion of someone from mixed heritage. A tattoo covered his left bicep, but otherwise, he looked clean-cut, with close-cropped hair and no jewelry.

      Really, everyone in the bar looked up, and they all stared at them.

      Jamie was used to having people stare at him, but having it happen here wasn’t what he wanted. He glanced around, taking in the people, and realized the three of them were dressed much differently than the locals in there. He assessed the bartender’s clothing and realized they were going to need to do a little shopping.

      At one end of the bar, tucked into the corner, there was an older man with a pint and a sketchpad. As he watched them, his hand moved quickly over the paper.

      At the other end of the bar, there were two women. One was blond, her hair in glossy waves just past her shoulders. She was curvy, her shapely legs crossed at the ankles.

      The woman next to her had dark hair, pulled back into a twist. She wore a white blouse that had black polka dots on it, with a high neckline that left her elegant neck bare. Resting at the nape was one perfect curl.

      Jamie’s eyes snagged on it, and something deep in the pit of his belly came to life. Without thinking, he headed toward her, staring at that seemingly innocuous curl.

      Fortunately, the stool next to her was free. He took it, moving it so he wasn’t encroaching in her space. But for a moment, he was close enough that he caught a whiff of her scent.

      A remnant of soap, overlaid with a hint of spicy woman. As innocuous as that tempting curl.

      Didier glanced at her and then raised his brow at him as he took the stool next to his, giving Erik the one on the outside.

      Jamie saw the bartender give the women a look to make sure they were okay with them being so close. He liked that—not that he was perceived as a possible pest, but that the bartender looked out for them. He was an only child, but he had scads of female cousins, and he’d done the same for them on any number of occasions.

      The bartender came to stand in front of them. “What can I get you?”

      “Three pints,” Jamie said. He looked at the taps. “Heineken.”

      The bartender stared at Erik, his blue gaze startlingly vivid. “Can I see your ID?”

      They all froze, and then Jamie realized it was because of Erik’s age. He’d forgotten about that, but he’d been refused service the last time he’d visited because he’d been too young. He nodded to Erik, who slowly pulled his passport out of his pocket and held it out.

      The bartender raised his brows. “You kidding me?”

      “It’s all I have,” Erik said apologetically.

      The man made a noise, flipped the passport open, and studied it. Jamie practically breathed a sigh of relief when the bartender handed it back without any recognition. “I’ll get your drinks.”

      He realized the women next to them had stopped talking and were paying attention, but they quietly resumed their conversation.

      “C’est très intéressant içi,” Didier said, undoing the button on his coat. “Et je voulais de vin rouge.”

      Jamie snorted. Imagine ordering a glass of red wine in a pub like this. “You’re out of luck, mate.”

      “Where are you visiting from?”

      He stilled, and then he turned to his right.

      The woman with the Victorian curl at the nape of her neck was staring at him. He only noticed two things.

      First: her eyes were a gray so deep he felt like he could float in them. He wondered if he made love to her outside, if the sky would reflect in them and make them look blue.

      Second: she had lips made for naughtiness.

      He stopped himself from thinking any further about that. He was here for Erik. Also, he didn’t have his coat and, therefore, couldn’t hide evidence of arousal.

      He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had turned him on without any effort, but he’d recognized her as special the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

      He realized the woman, and her friend, were waiting on an answer. Smiling, he said, “Europe.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No kidding. Where in Europe?”

      “My friends”—he motioned to Erik and Didier—“live in the UK, but I live in Italy.”

      “You’re British though, aren’t you?” She tipped her head, studying him.

      Her neck was one long, graceful temptation. “I am.”

      “Hmm.”

      He waited for her to say something more, but then the bartender came back with their beers.

      Didier pulled out his wallet and set a bill on the counter.

      “Hey, Chris,” the stunningly erotic woman next to him called.

      The bartender turned to her, his gaze going soft. “Yeah?”

      Jamie stared at the man. There was affection there. Was she his? The idea sat uncomfortably on him. It felt oddly like disappointment.

      The woman leaned forward. “Another cocktail for Alice, and can I get another glass of wine?”

      Didier elbowed him.

      Okay, so the bar had hidden depths that weren’t immediately obvious at first glance. Given the décor, outdated music, and lack of style, he didn’t think he could be blamed for his initial judgment.

      As he took a sip of his beer, he surveyed the bar in more depth. For a Friday evening, it wasn’t very busy. About half the tables were occupied, with a mix of older and younger people, women as well as men. It didn’t surprise him that there weren’t more people here—not because it wasn’t fancy but because it seemed to be caught between eras so it wasn’t obvious at first glance. But if you cared to look closer, it was charming. Comfortable. He’d been in bars all around the world, and he’d been in ones much dicier than this one that had done brisk business.

      Chris, the bartender, set a glass of red wine in front of the woman, whisking away her empty glass. Then he pulled out a shaker and clear pint glass and began mixing the cocktail for the other woman.

      They all watched him expertly pour the ingredients into the canister. He gave it a vigorous shake and then strained it into a coupe. He tasted it using a straw and, with a nod to himself, set it in front of the blonde.

      The blonde hummed, shifting in her seat. “Thank you, Chris.”

      The bartender nodded. He pretended to go back to work putting the bottles away, but he watched the blonde as she carefully lifted the drink to her lips. When she hummed again in appreciation, Chris flushed a little, ducking his head and going back to work.

      Jamie blinked. The bartender liked the blonde, not the erotic soap-scented siren next to him. Something in him eased, and he relaxed on his seat.

      Didier and Erik had their heads together, discussing something too quietly for him to overhear. Jamie was about to angle closer to them when he heard the erotic woman next to him say “speed dating.” Keeping his gaze forward, he sipped his beer casually as he eavesdropped shamelessly.

      “It’s going to be great,” she was saying to her blond friend. “I thought having it at three in the afternoon would be ideal. That way, people can linger and have drinks after without needing to run home to be rested for work the next day. I haven’t publicized it beyond the Facebook page I set up for Chris, but a decent number of people have RSVPed. It’s just the first event, but I feel good about it.”

      “Maybe I should come too,” the blonde said.

      Jamie caught a frown shadow Chris’s face.

      So that was indeed the way of it. Chris liked the blonde. Jamie wondered who the siren was to the man.

      Chris’s gaze shot to his. Jamie arched his brow but said nothing.

      The women were unaware of their byplay. “I don’t know what I’d do if some guy were to ask me out,” the blonde was saying. “I don’t know that I remember how to kiss even, it’s been so long since I’ve been on a date.”

      The siren laughed. “It’s like riding a bike. Not that I’d know personally.”

      Jamie resisted the urge to offer to kiss her for several hours.

      “Are you going to participate?” the blonde asked.

      “Yes.” The siren paused. “I have nothing to lose, and I may as well get some practice in, right?”

      Wrong. Jamie clenched his glass, a breath away from butting in and telling her he’d be her practice partner.

      Right as he was about to insinuate himself in her conversation, a young woman walked up to the bar, leaning on the counter on the other side of Erik. She had reddish-blond hair and milkmaid skin, barely on display in the demure summer top she wore. She flashed Erik a smile, one that was more than friendly—a clear invitation to say hello to her.

      Didier leaned back, like he was relaxing, but Jamie knew it was to give Erik space to talk to the girl. They both lifted their drinks, unobtrusively listening, waiting for Erik to say hello to her.

      Silence stretched.

      Unable to help himself, Jamie glanced over. Erik stared straight forward, a tight grip on his beer. Frowning, Jamie shot Didier a questioning look.

      His friend shrugged, looking as perplexed as Jamie felt. Casually, Didier shifted on his barstool, inconspicuously nudging the kid.

      Erik barely moved, looking even more blank if that was possible. The only sign of life was the blush that pinkened his tanned skin.

      The girl stared at Erik, her smile slowly fading into confusion. She valiantly tried to bolster it, but it fell short. Fortunately, Chris came over to take her drink order. She waited quietly, scurrying away the second the bartender handed her the drink.

      Jamie ran a hand through his hair. If he didn’t know better, he’d think Erik didn’t really want to meet a girl. Except he knew that Erik said what he meant, so there was something more at play here.

      Before he could ponder that further, the siren next to him slid off her seat, brushing him with her arm. He turned to her, on alert.

      “Sorry.” His siren gave him an apologetic smile, but her gaze lingered on his face longer than warranted, the interest evident in her cloudy sky eyes.

      “I’m not,” he said, unable to stop looking at her naughty lips. They were made for kisses—receiving and giving.

      Her eyes widened as if she could read his wicked thoughts. Cheeks flushed, she turned her back as she wiggled into her jacket.

      He read her body language the way anyone else would read a book: it told him that while she found him attractive, she wasn’t going to go there. He sat back. The question was, what did he want to do about it? He was here for Erik, but when opportunity presented itself, you had to go for it. And he wasn’t a stupid man. He knew a woman like this didn’t come along every day.

      “Thanks, Chris,” she called out, picking up her gigantic purse. “See you Sunday.”

      The man nodded, but he only had eyes for her blond friend, who was also getting up. The blonde murmured her thanks, more reserved, and followed the siren out.

      Jamie turned to watch them—really, the siren—leave the bar, that curl at the nape of her neck taunting him. He felt a surge of satisfaction when at the door she turned around and gave him one last look before she walked out.

      When he turned around, he saw Chris doing the same thing, though his attention was rapt on the blonde.

      He’d find out about that, but first…

      Jamie leaned across Didier and spoke softly. “Erik, you didn’t like that girl? She was pretty.”

      Erik frowned at his beer. “I thought she didn’t like me.”

      “Why would you think that?” he asked, confused.

      The kid slumped. “She didn’t talk to me.”

      He glanced at Didier, who shook his head. “She was waiting for you to make the first move,” Jamie said.

      The unhappy confusion on Erik’s face grew. “But women always talk to me first.”

      “Those aren’t women. Those are the users you’re trying to get away from. A lot of women are going to wait for you to talk to them first, especially if they’re shy or unconfident. They’re taught to let the man make the first move.” He frowned at Erik. The kid was young, but he should have known that from the girls he went out with before he’d started playing football. “How many girlfriends have you had?”

      Blushing, Erik played with the edge of the coaster under his glass. “Do you mean how many girls have I had sex with?”

      “No. Girlfriends.” When the look of confusion on his face intensified, Jamie said, “Girls that you’ve seen for a period of time, even if it wasn’t exclusive.”

      “Zero.”

      He and Didier exchanged a look. “Not even at school?” he asked.

      “In school I was studying.” Erik fidgeted, looking uncomfortable. “I was kind of smart.”

      That was obvious in all the books Erik had in his room, but there was something more here. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I started university at fifteen, and then I started playing football right after I graduated. I went from studying all the time to having practice all the time.”

      “You had no girls in school?” Didier asked. “It is a shame.”

      “The girls at university didn’t talk to me because I was younger. Besides, I didn’t have time,” Erik explained. “I was in a special program they were testing, to earn my undergrad and advanced degree in the same period of time.”

      “What was your degree in?” Jamie asked.

      “Biology and chemistry.” Erik shrugged. “I dabbled in astrophysics as well.”

      He and Didier exchanged another look. In other words, the kid was a fucking genius.

      At least he was in academics. In life—particularly with women—it was clear he was going to need some tutoring.

      Most footballers Erik’s age had no finesse when it came to women since they were used to getting all the action they wanted without the work. At least Erik didn’t have that attitude working against him, because having a relationship was different than a hookup. This would just be a matter of training him to connect with the opposite sex.

      Jamie knew exactly how to take care of that: speed dating. It’d be a good way to dip Erik’s toes in, and Jamie could see exactly what he was working with.

      It’d also give him a chance to see the siren again, to figure out how what he wanted to do about their attraction. Win-win.

      He leaned in. “We’re coming back here on Sunday. There’s a speed dating event.” At their blank looks, he said, “Where you chat with every woman in timed intervals.”

      Didier set his arm on the bar, shaking his head. “It sounds barbaric. This must be something American.”

      “It’s like drills,” Erik said, sitting up taller. “I can do that. What are the rules?”

      “The rules don’t matter,” Jamie pointed out. “What matters is your game and how you choose to play it. We play it to win.”

      “In that case.” Didier raised his glass. “Cherchez la femme!”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Erik said, clinking his glass to theirs.

      “It means you’re going to get what you want.” Jamie clapped a hand on his shoulder. “And we’re going to make sure you get it.”
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