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She's never forgotten him.

 

Marissa Ratner was used to fighting for her clients, but when the case involving her family got assigned to the biggest settlement-chaser in her firm, she knew she would have to be creative to see justice done. Even if "creative" meant hiring her ex-boyfriend.

 

He's never stopped loving her.

 

Dean Young told himself—and anyone who asked—time and time again that he was over Marissa, but as soon as she walked back into his life, his certainty started to crumble. Then she asked him to help her family, and there was no way he was going to say no.

 

Neither of them expects to get a second chance—but it may be what they both need the most.

 

 

###

 

By Your Heart is a stand-alone romance with no cliffhangers, but if you like to read books in order, or you're curious about how other fixers fell in love, check out the first two books in the trilogy:

By Your Rules (Nate & Claire)

By Your Side (Shawn & Alicia)

CHAPTER ONE

 

Marissa Ratner desperately needed another coffee, but she'd promised herself she wouldn't get one until she was done rereading the deposition for the Tarner trial. And that meant she was still fifty-four pages away from her delicious latte.

She pinched the bridge of her nose under her glasses and closed her eyes for a few seconds. It was going to be a long day, but she wanted to have all her notes for the closing remarks ready. The likelihood of the jury convicting her client was slim to none, but she wasn't going to drop the ball so late in the game, either.

She looked up at the knocking on her door and saw Sidney Lee, one of her fellow junior partners and her closest friend in the firm. Marissa waved her in with a smile.

"Hi there, what can I do for you?"

"Hey." Sidney sat down on the opposite side of Marissa's desk. "I've heard the Tarner trial's going well. Congratulations."

"Thanks. It should be over by Friday, and after that, I'll be able to help out with the Dalio case. I know it's a lot to—"

"That's why I'm here." Sidney grimaced, and Marissa didn't need to be a psychic to know she wasn't going to like what her friend had to say.

She tapped the end of her pen a few times over the files before she stopped herself.

"I'm not getting the first chair on that case," Sidney said, sliding a bit in her chair.

Marissa stared at her. "What do you mean you're not getting the first chair?" The Dalio case involved Marissa's aunt and cousin, so, according to the firm's rules about conflict of interest, she wasn't allowed to work on it in any official capacity. She referred them to Sidney instead, and they were set to start the ball rolling in the next few days.

"Palmer called me in this morning, said he reviewed the case and thought 'my talents' were better used elsewhere." Sidney sucked the corner of her lips into her mouth for a second. "I'm sorry, Marissa. I tried to protest, but you know how he gets."

Alan Palmer, one of the name partners of Willis, Palmer, and Singer, was a jerk who liked to butt his head in the cases far too often for Marissa's liking, but she couldn't remember him going that far. It was one thing to comment on your employee's work, or make a pointed suggestion about the direction someone should take. It was completely different to take a case away so late in the game—and from a junior partner, nonetheless.

"What the heck?"

Sidney shrugged. "I honestly don't know. But I stopped trying to figure him out a long time ago, you know? It's easier on my peace of mind."

Marissa wasn't ready to let it go that easy, though. "So he didn't offer you any more explanation?"

"No. But he did drop the mention about my yearly performance review in, so I was even less inclined to press him on it," Sidney admitted. "Which was probably what he intended."

It sounded like something Palmer would do. Marissa tossed the pen onto her desk. "Did he tell you who would handle the case now?" She was on good terms with most of the junior partners, she could probably—

"Yeah, and you're not going to like it. It's Justin."

"Justin Woodley?" Marissa sat up straight. She couldn't believe this. "This is who he chose? Are you kidding me?"

Woodley. What a joke.

Sidney shook her head. "I wish, but no. You know Palmer loves him. During our conversation, he made sure to mention Woodley has the best track record of all the junior partners."

"He has a record of settling too quickly, as well," she countered. There was nothing wrong with settling—heck, she was all for the settlement in the Dalio case, too. But with Woodley's hurried approach, she could bet he wasn't going to fight hard enough for the plaintiffs to get what they deserve.

And that left her aunt and her cousin in a very bad situation.

"Again, I'm sorry about that," Sidney said, standing up. "I wanted you to hear it from me and know it wasn't my idea."

Marissa nodded. "Of course. Thanks for doing that."

She watched Sidney go and then sat back in her chair. "Idiot," she muttered to herself as she rubbed the bridge of her nose under her glasses again.

Some days, she really hated her job.

 

***

 

Marissa raised her glass so fast she almost spilled it all over the table.

"And that's that. Palmer screwed us," she said before downing her shot.

Catherine, her best friend, downed hers, too, and grimaced right after.

"What a prick," Catherine offered, and Marissa nodded.

"I hate that he can just…" She waved her hand. "…do that."

"Bosses suck big time sometimes." Catherine pointed at her with the empty shot glass. "But that nasty move sucks more than usual."

"I hate that I had to tell my aunt and cousin about it, too. They went to this firm on my recommendation, and now they're getting this stupid, lazy—" Marissa wrinkled her nose in distaste.

"Can you do something to not make him settle?" Catherine rested on her elbows against the table as she leaned in. "You know, is there a miraculous piece of evidence or something that would make him at least work for every last dime they will pay?"

Marissa shrugged. "I could have their signed confession, and I don't know if he still wouldn't try to settle."

She looked down at her empty glass with a grimace. She knew she was overreacting, probably, but she was two shots too late to care about it. She'd spent most of the day trying to figure out what Palmer's angle was here. Did he want to promote Woodley over Sidney? Did he not want to risk alienating potential business partners in the development industry by pushing for a quiet settlement? Or was it something else?

"He's a prick, too, then." Catherine signaled for the waiter. "We need to drink and strategize. I'm sure we'll come up with something."

"Something that I can actually use when I'm sober?" she asked, not even trying to hide a disbelieving tone.

Catherine snorted. "You set the bar high, but we will try our best."

When a few minutes later the waiter came back with another round of shots, Marissa thought briefly that she was going to regret it the next morning. But with no real options left, she could as well try to drunk-plot her way out of this one.

"It's worth a shot," she decided loudly, and the pun sent both of them into a laughing fit that left Marissa breathless and probably red all over. She did feel marginally better, though, so that was something.

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

Dean Young fought the urge to tug at his tie for about a hundredth time tonight.

"I didn't sign up for this," he muttered into his glass, but Alicia was standing close enough to hear.

"It was bound to happen at some point," she told him as she put her flute down on a tray and smiled at the waiter passing by their corner of the room.

"No, it wasn't," Dean argued. "Nate and Shawn had never missed one day of work at our old firm. I was within my rights to assume it was going to be like that in our own company, too."

"Trust me, Shawn would rather be here than at home with a fever," Alicia said dryly. She had been their office manager for close to two years now, but most importantly, she was Shawn's girlfriend, and Dean considered her a friend. Which was why he'd asked her to accompany him to this party, knowing full well that he needed adult supervision if he was to be set loose on a bunch of pompous, rich people on a Friday evening.

He should've known she wasn't going to make it too easy for him.

"I'd prefer a fever, thank you."

Alicia tugged at his arm in the direction of the tables. "Come on, let's eat. Maybe that will cheer you up."

It wasn't a bad strategy. If there was one bright point of this evening, it was the magnificent food. Dean would gladly set up camp at the buffet table and let Alicia mingle and make a great impression. He was of the opinion that the best thing he could do for their networking efforts was to stay hidden.

Normally, he did exactly that and stayed away from all the parties, but with Shawn sick and Nate visiting his future grandparents-in-law, Dean had to step up. Most of the parties he would've ignored, but not this one. It was hosted by Lena Malik, a woman who had been the first to give Foster, Young, and Urban a chance, back when Dean and his best friends had just started their fixing business. That made their attendance at Lena's charity event mandatory in his book.

Dean only wished it was scheduled for any other weekend, not the one that both his partners were unavailable for.

He looked at Alicia, who was smiling as she watched the mingling crowd. "You're actually enjoying this." His tone came out more accusing than he'd intended, but before he could apologize, she waved him off.

"Yes, I am," she said, picking another canapé off the plate in front of them. "Free food, free drinks, a chance to dress nicely and chat with new people… What's not to like?"

"The second half of what you just said," he muttered and picked up a piece of chocolate cake that melted all over his fingers before he put it in his mouth. It was really good, though, so he had to resist the urge to lick the chocolate off.

Another reason not to like this place, he thought as he reached for the napkin. Waste of perfectly good chocolate.

"Oh my goodness, I knew you were going to be difficult about this, and Shawn warned me to expect even worse than what I imagined, but you've still somehow managed to surpass it anyway." Alicia turned her back to the room as she spoke, so no one but him could see her eyes roll.

After Dean cleaned his fingers and dropped the napkin into a small bin next to the table, he turned and almost collided with someone. For a moment, he thought Alicia must have moved closer while he wasn't looking, but then it hit him in a split second. His mind registered the scent of the familiar perfume right before he glanced at her face.

Marissa Ratner.

Just when he thought the day couldn't get any worse.

"Excuse me," he made himself say as he took a step back.

At least she looked as surprised as he did. Her eyebrows moved up and down in a flash, but Dean caught it, the same way he noticed the way she covered her stomach with one hand—her old gesture of nerves.

"It was my fault, I walked up too close," she finally said. Her hair was longer than he remembered, but aside from that, she hadn't changed much. There were times when the last few years seemed like another lifetime to Dean, but sometimes, like right now, it seemed as if it had barely been a month.

Marissa still looked the same.

And seeing her still rattled him to the bone.

"How are you, Dean?" she asked when the silence stretched a bit too long.

"Good," he said, the standard answer rolling off his tongue. "I'm good. You?"

And Marissa, since she had always liked sending him a curveball, shrugged. "Could be worse."

She grimaced right after she said it and waved her hand. "Sorry, it's been a bad week. Ignore me."

As if I ever could.

Dean wished he had a glass in his hand right now, to stall, to hide his face in it, to drink something that would make the sudden tightness in his throat disappear.

The unsubtle jab to his side reminded him of Alicia by his side.

"Oh, excuse me. Marissa, this is Alicia Cordero, my co-worker. Alicia, this is Marissa Ratner. We used to work together at Willis, Palmer, and Singer."

The two women exchanged greetings and handshakes, and Dean would swear they were sizing each other up. He could already tell Alicia would ask him about Marissa and their story, but what worried him more was what she would tell Shawn. And possibly Nate, too.

"Are you still with the same company?" Alicia asked Marissa after he hadn't said anything else.

"Yes. I'm a junior partner now, though, so the view is much better than back when we were both there." She shot a glance at Dean, and it was like a kick in the gut.

"I bet," he muttered. He hadn't meant for it to sound malicious, but as he heard the words out loud, it immediately became clear that was how it came out.

Marissa narrowed her eyes but didn't comment. "How's life on your own treating you?" she finally asked, after she probably swallowed about a dozen jabs and insults.

"We're doing well," he said with a nod. "Busy, but that's good." Foster, Young, and Urban had really flourished in the last eighteen months, and most people working with and around New York's rich and powerful had heard about them one way or another. Dean didn't need to brag, even if there was a part of him—stupid, immature part—that wanted to show Marissa what leaving that firm could do, and how successful he had been while following his heart.

He kept quiet.

"Are you looking forward to the auction?" Alicia asked, and Dean was once again impressed by her talent to handle any social situation, even the awkward ones. She didn't even sound like she wanted to kick him in the shin and apologize for his jerk behavior.

Marissa smiled at that, and only a small tightness around her eyes told him she had to fight to maintain her composure right now.

"I'm here on business, I'm afraid." She only glanced at him before looking at Alicia. "Lena Malik is one of our biggest clients."

Alicia nodded. "I wonder if anyone goes to these parties for, you know, the actual party. Food, alcohol, gossip, etcetera."

"I'm pretty sure at least some of them do," he finally said, surveying the crowd to avoid looking at Marissa. "Maybe most of them."

She excused herself a moment later, and Dean watched her go, taking in her figure in that midnight blue dress. Some things never changed—his body responded to her immediately.

"You," Alicia whispered, pushing her finger up against his chest, "are going to tell me the entire story, because, dang, you were extra cranky with her."

"I don't want to talk about it." He picked up another piece of the chocolate cake and slipped it into his mouth so he wouldn't be able to say anything.

"If extra grumpiness is so easily spotted, there's definitely a story there," Alicia went on as if she didn't hear him. "What was it? An office romance? The forbidden fruit? You know I won't judge. This is exactly what happened to me, after all."

Dean snorted despite himself. Alicia and Shawn's cute puppy love had nothing to do with what he and Marissa had had. It was a nice sentiment on Alicia's part, but almost completely unfounded.

It had started easily enough. Dean had noticed Marissa on the first day at Willis, Palmer, and Singer. She'd had that air around her—of someone who knew who they were and what they wanted without being a pompous jerk about it. People listened when she talked. She was also attractive and smart, and—as they learned quickly in the first weeks—competitive.

Dean kept noticing her around, but it wasn't until they were assigned to the same case that they actually talked. Or rather, fought.

He couldn't recall what they'd been arguing about that day, but he remembered the fire in her eyes that seemed to reflect the one inside him. He remembered barely noticing the rest of the group, who watched them like a Wimbledon final match. All his senses were focused on her.

It had been the most fun he'd had at the job up to that point, and when they were done—the lead lawyer going with Marissa's side of the argument—Dean was half in love already.

And it had been good for a while, too. Thinking-of-buying-a-ring level of amazing.

A jab to his side brought Dean back to the present, and he looked at Alicia, who raised her eyebrows.

"That bad, huh?" she said, tilting her head. "Sorry I asked."

Dean shook his head. "It's fine, don't worry about it. It just took me by surprise, that's all."

"Uh-uh," was Alicia's only comment before she circled her arm over his elbow. "Okay, come on, you get a pass tonight. We're leaving."

He should probably protest, but he had no desire to. "Yes, Ma'am."

Alicia grinned. "That's more like it. I approve."

"You know that, technically, I am your boss, right?"

"Semantics."

Dean laughed and led her out of the room, forcing himself not to look around. He didn't want to see Marissa again.

He didn't.

CHAPTER THREE

 

Monday morning, as Marissa approached her office, she noticed Justin Woodley waiting for her inside. She gritted her teeth. She'd spent the entire weekend looking for a way to save her family while also trying not to think about Dean. All it got her was a low-level headache she was still nursing.

And now this.

Her assistant, Paris, glanced down at her desk.

"He wouldn't stay outside."

Marissa nodded. Sounds like him. She paused to look through the notes Paris handed her, dragging it out. She didn't know what he wanted, but she had a pretty good idea, and she needed to brace herself, or she was going to punch him in his perfect teeth the moment he started to gloat.

"Please, bring me a cup of coffee," she told Paris, and then she entered the office.

"Hello, Justin. What brings you here?"

He didn't even get up from the chair. "Good morning. I hope you don't mind I let myself in."

"It's fine." She sat down behind her desk. "I'll remember we have an open door policy if I ever feel like visiting your office."

He smiled, seemingly not getting the jab. "Come over anytime. I'm always happy to help."

I'd rather run naked through Times Square, Marissa thought as she returned the smile. "Since you came here for my help today, what can I do for you?"

"Oh, nothing, really." He waved his hand. "I thought you might have some more information on the Dalio Developments case. My team is going through the files right now, but since the case is clearly important to you…"

"You should ask Sidney about it. After all, she was supposed to handle it," she cut in. "It's a strong case and a possible big win." Marissa cared about a win for the clients, but she wasn't above pointing out it would be a big one for Justin, too, if that would make him try harder.

"We're tossing around ideas for an appropriate settlement offer."

She leaned on her elbows over her desk. "Are you even considering a proper trial?"

He had the nerve to smirk at her, the mongrel. "It won't go to court. Dalio Developments can't afford the public outcry over this."

It might be true, but if they weren't going to at least do a basic trial prep, they were more likely to settle for less. And Dalio would find out about this, since it wasn't hard to figure out.

"We have different approaches to our work," she said after the silence slid into uncomfortable. "If you ever need help with preparing the best case, you know where to find me. Otherwise, I think you have a handle on your approach."

There was a twitch of his cheek that told her he sensed the blow this time. He was good at hiding it, but she'd had a lot of chances to watch him over the years, and she'd learned that tick. It made her happier than she would admit to anyone, but she thought she was allowed that bit of pettiness.

He got the case. The least she could get was a little personal satisfaction.

 

***

 

Marissa went to lunch with her cousin on Wednesday with a heavy heart. Talia, her mom, and the rest of the plaintiffs were supposed to meet with Woodley's team in the morning, and Marissa dreaded hearing what the initial offer was.

She was right.

"It's not even enough to cover the cost of fixing everything around the house!" Talia said,  twirling her fork between her fingers. "Sure, the lump sum looks big at first glance, but the amount of money each household would get is way too low."

Marissa looked down at her plate. It had taken so much time and effort to even convince some of the plaintiffs to join the suit. And now, after everything, they were getting screwed.

"We need more money," Talia went on. "We're still paying dad's old medical bills, and I…" Her shoulders dropped. "We need more money, but I'm afraid if we protest too much, they may drop us from the suit. And there's no way we can afford a separate trial."

Marissa knew all that, and she'd tried her best to figure out the way to fix this, but—

Dang. She sat up straight. How could she have missed it?

"I have an idea."

 

***

 

It might be the worst idea she could've ever come up with, but they were out of options, so it didn't matter at this point.

"Are you sure you want to do this?" Talia asked, stopping at her side when Marissa hesitated right before the building's front entrance, earning a few glares and huffs from people walking by.

No, Marissa wanted to tell her. No, I'm not. So many things could go wrong, from Dean's reaction to Marissa's future at Willis, Palmer, and Singer, if her involvement would ever come to light. 

"Let's go inside," she said and pushed the door open.

They'd set the appointment in Talia's name, so no one at the firm knew Marissa was coming. That had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now… now she wasn't so sure.

She had told Talia to request a meeting with Dean, because Marissa wouldn't be surprised if Nate and Shawn flat out refused to work for her. That thought brought a hollow feeling to her stomach, because there had been a time when these two had been her close friends, too, not just Dean's. But the three men had had the whole "all for one, one for all" thing going on way before she'd met them, so it had come as no surprise when they'd severed ties with her after she and Dean had split. She'd never expected anything different, really.

It didn't mean it hadn't hurt.

It did mean that Dean was her and Talia's only option, though.

Marissa tightened the grip on the file folders she was holding as they rode their way up in the elevator. It was going to be fine. They were here as the potential clients, nothing more.

The door opened, and she headed straight to the matte-glass doors, with Foster, Young, and Urban, New York City Fixers spelled on them. Talia followed right behind her.

Marissa couldn't help being curious, trying to take everything in as she looked around. At first glance, the decor appeared similar to any law firm, and she wondered if it'd been done on purpose, or if the three founders were more accustomed to certain things than they'd realized.

She didn't have a lot of time to look around, though, as her gaze fell on a person behind the desk right away.

She recognized the woman from the party. Alicia Cordero.

Marissa raised her chin as she walked up to the desk. She'd been hoping to avoid that particular encounter again, but Dean having "co-workers" as his type would not deter her from the plan.

The woman's surprised look gave Marissa a flash of satisfaction she didn't even try to deny. It was better than wallowing in self-pity.

"Good morning. We're here to see Dean Young," she said with a smile perfected over the years. "We have an appointment at ten."

"Good morning." Alicia nodded, schooling her expression, but Marissa didn't miss that her smile toward Talia was much warmer than the one she offered her.

It was fine. Marissa was prepared for this whole thing to be awkward all around. She'd deal.

Of course, that was also the moment when the door down the hall opened, and a few seconds later Shawn and Nate appeared, pausing in unison when they noticed Talia and Marissa. It took only a moment for them to recognize her, and then she was greeted with matching frowns.

Goodness, what a disaster. She could only hope it was going to be worth it down the road, because she was going to need a lot of cocktails to get her through it. Ice cream, too.

Alicia was the first one who remembered how to speak.

"Please, take a seat. Mr. Young will be with you in a few minutes," she said with her gaze trained on Talia.

"Of course, thank you," Talia said, nodding at Alicia before glancing at Shawn and Nate as she reached the couch. "Good morning."

That finally seemed to break the men from their stupor.

"Good morning," Shawn told her, Nate echoing him a moment later. Both glanced at Marissa as if to include her in their greeting without having to specifically address her. How convenient.

She felt the air getting heavier with each second as she sat there and stared at the wall. She pretended not to notice how they exchanged looks, and after a second, Nate headed down the other side of the corridor while Shawn sighed and came up to Alicia.

"Recheck my twelve o'clock appointment, please. They weren't sure they were going to make it, and I need to know if I have to…"

Marissa tuned him out and concentrated on her fast-beating heart and on trying not to stare down the corridor leading to what she guessed was Dean's office.

Talia leaned closer and whispered, "Maybe we should go."

"No," Marissa protested just as quietly, but before she could say anything else, Dean appeared at the end of the hall. Nate was stepping closely behind him with a frown.

Dean's expression was blank, but somehow it still hurt more than anything else Nate, or Shawn, or even Alicia, could do to her.

Marissa stood up—Talia following suit—as Dean came closer.

"Good morning," he said, addressing them both, but, like his partners, he didn't give Marissa much attention. He and Talia exchanged names and nice to meet yous, and then Dean gestured them to where he came from. "Please, follow me."

Marissa felt as if she was in a law firm representing the other side, and she was here to close the deal everyone around here hated. Nate especially didn't even try to hide how unhappy he was as he watched them go.

Shawn's "What the heck?" was the last thing she heard before Dean closed the door to his office and motioned them to take a seat on the couch before sitting on the opposite chair.

"Ms. Addams, I assume Ms. Ratner is your lawyer—"

Talia shook her head, but Marissa spoke up first. "I'm not here as a lawyer. Talia is my cousin."

Dean raised his eyebrows before nodding. "I see. Please, tell me what the problem is, then."

After exchanging glances with Marissa, Talia finally sagged against the seat and started talking.

"We—me and my mom, but also a bunch of other people from our neighborhood—are suing Dalio Developments, a company that sells houses and apartments in our area. We bought our home from them three years ago. Now there are cracks on the walls, and we've discovered faulty wiring, and a few other issues. All because they used cheap materials and lied to the buyers about their quality." Talia shrugged. "We thought it would be a pretty cut and dry thing, but the developer has to have friends in high places, because it's been an uphill battle. Finally, we decided to team up with our neighbors and sue the company together. We went to Willis, Palmer, and Singer, since Marissa works there…" Talia glanced at her before looking back at Dean. "Unfortunately, it got complicated."

He was noting something down, but looked up when Talia hesitated. "Complicated how?"

Marissa covered her stomach with her hand as she glanced down at the folder she had in her lap.

"The lawyer who ended up representing the case is proposing a settlement offer that's way too low, and he's pushing to settle quickly. Talia and her mom both feel they will be in a difficult spot if the majority of plaintiffs agree to settle for less. I don't want them to be forced to settle, but being the hold-outs in a case like this doesn't do them any good either."

Dean nodded. "They could end up being dropped from the suit."

"Exactly."

"What do you want my firm to do here, then?" he asked, and while he glanced between the two of them as he did so, it was also clear that he knew who suggested the idea.

"We were hoping for something that would make them willing to settle for a fair price, not pittance money. A lot of people invested their life savings, went into debt… They need compensation. But without leverage and with hurried negotiations, their chances aren't good."

"No, they're not." Dean looked at Talia again. "How many people are suing?"

"Twelve, my mom and me included," she said. "We had to convince some of them to step forward, and they weren't sure to begin with. They may take whatever offer they get, just because they never actually expected to get much of anything."

"What makes you think you have a strong case?" Dean asked Marissa, and she straightened in her chair. He didn't sound accusatory, exactly, but she still felt the need to defend herself.

"We have photographic evidence, the testimony of one of the electricians working for the project, a few reports that conveniently went missing from their records," she said, putting the big folder on the coffee table between them. "That's only some of the documents I had copies of."

He raised his eyebrows. "It should be enough to get the leverage in the settlement proceedings."

"Sadly, it isn't considered so." Marissa took a deep breath. "Honestly, what I was hoping for, here, was something that could be used against Dalio. Something that would make them shut up and write the big checks."

Dean opened his mouth again, but she was pretty sure what he was going to say, so she beat him to it.

"If I thought our investigation would turn up enough material, I wouldn't be here." Woodley and his team weren't going to do much more than what had already been done, and they definitely weren't going to upturn every stone, not like she expected Dean and his people to do.

Dean nodded at that. "I can imagine."

Marissa wondered what he meant—her firm not doing a proper job, or her not coming here if she wasn't in a truly tough spot. Maybe both.

At least he didn't straight up tell her "I told you so". That was something.

"Will you help us?" Talia spoke up, breaking the uncomfortable silence, and Marissa swallowed a sigh of relief. She really didn't want to be the one who asked that question. Her pride had already taken a hit by her coming here in the first place.

She hadn't realized she held her breath until his soft reply unlocked her throat.

"I will."

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Dean grunted when Nate's glove connected with his chin.

"Second time tonight," his friend pointed out, as if Dean could have somehow missed it.

He stepped to the corner of the mat and grabbed clumsily for a bottle of water. "You're getting better, so it's bound to happen."

"It's been happening every once in a while, but never twice on the same day." Nate took a big gulp of water as well. "I hope you're less in denial than you appear to be."

Dean shrugged. "I got you, what, five times? I think I'm safely in the clear."

"Denial, then," Nate muttered and shook his head.

"I don't want to talk about it."

He didn't even want to think about Marissa, let alone talk about her. And he wished Nate would back off—he and Shawn had tried to give him a lecture the second Marissa and Talia left, but luckily, Dean's next appointment saved him from his best friends.

Nate had made him commit to a sparring session in the evening, though, and here they were, in their apartment building's gym. They'd used to train a lot here, but ever since Shawn had started training in a boxing gym owned by Alicia's family, they all spent more time over there instead. Still, the gym in their building was closer, so sometimes it was easier to come here to decompress and not think about whatever was on their mind.

But Nate apparently had forgotten that memo, pushy mongrel.

"Listen, running into your ex when you're not even over her is—"

"I'm over her," Dean cut in before tossing the empty bottle towards his gym bag by the wall. He didn't need to look at his friend to know he didn't believe him, but Dean didn't care. He was over Marissa.

"Running into your ex when you're not even over her is one thing," Nate went on, "but working for her is way worse."

Dean shook his head. "I don't want to talk about it. We're here to train," he added, coming up to the middle of the mat and raising his eyebrows at Nate, who narrowed his eyes at him for a second, but then shrugged.

"Fine, have it your way. Fists speak louder than words or something like that."

Dean snorted, but he managed to relax slightly, and for the next thirty minutes, he focused on the exercise, nothing else. He didn't think about Marissa at all until he was back in his apartment and saw the folder with the Dalio case files he'd left on the kitchen island earlier on.

She hadn't changed much, apart from the hair. He'd noticed that at the party, but it really hit home when she sat on the other side of his desk and discussed the case. There'd been moments when it felt painfully familiar, doing this with her, like hundreds of times in the past. Watching her mind at work, and having their back and forth, had been one of his favorite things to do.

It used to turn him on like nobody's business, too.

The case, he told himself as he headed to the bathroom. Focus on the case. 

Destroyed homes worked on an emotional level, so Dean would definitely have used that on the jury, and he knew she would have as well. "It's all about how you make them feel" was one of the most-repeated rules among the associates at Willis, Palmer, and Singer—and one of the few Dean and his friends had taken with them when they left.

In this case, destroyed homes meant a loss of security, an invasion of personal space. Broken trust. Spiraling into debt to make the payments while your dream house was breaking apart.

It wasn't good enough, though. People were tired of stories like that, and home-owning and debt weren't attractive enough. It wasn't the way to interest people at large and media in particular. And they needed something to go viral, something that would be impossible to miss once it got out.

Dean didn't know what it could be yet, but from what Marissa had said, it was the only thing that could shake things up enough to make the lawyer in charge of the case actually try for a bigger deal.

Marissa hadn't used his name, but Dean would bet that it was Woodley, the biggest settlement-chaser among the associates back in the day. He was probably a junior partner now, like Marissa.

Dean would've been one, too, by now, if he'd stayed.

He'd never regretted his decision to leave, though. Even if ultimately it had cost him the relationship he'd thought would last forever.

 

***

 

Two days later, Dean had finished the latest brief on the Tomilsen case and checked the time. Four twenty-five. He had five minutes before the meeting with Marissa and Talia.

He gathered all the files spread on his desk onto one pile and then moved the ones related to the Dalio case to the coffee table. When he was brainstorming or going over the plans with the clients, he preferred for all of them to be comfortable and not separated by his desk. 

There was a current right under his skin, the energy he often felt whenever he got excited about the case. It was an adrenaline jump at a clear challenge, and it was moments like this that closely resembled his first career—the few years he'd spent in the Army. After leaving the military behind, he'd chased that rush to law school and then all the way to one of the top law firms in New York, but finally found a better—the best, really—fit, right where he was now.

His phone rang for two seconds, Alicia's way to let him know his next appointment was there in the lobby.

Dean looked around his office one more time before heading to the door. After four years of no contact between them, he sure was eager to see Marissa again after meeting her two times in less than two weeks already. But there was no fighting it, he knew that by now. It was something he had to learn to accept about himself—he would never be indifferent where she was concerned.

When he walked to the lobby, Marissa and Talia stood up. After they exchanged greetings, and everyone told Alicia what they'd like to drink, Dean led both women to his office and gestured at the couch.

"Please, take a seat."

He sat down on the armchair facing them and picked up the files and the pad he left there earlier.

"I've reviewed the material you gave me, and I do believe the case is strong as it is," he started before glancing at Marissa. "I know you don't need me to tell you that, but I'm just putting it out there. If the trial did happen, your chances would be really good."

He said it mostly for Talia's sake, who—although perfectly willing to go along with Marissa's plan—was obviously nervous about this whole thing. He could only imagine what Woodley was feeding the plaintiffs to push them towards taking the deal.

Talia did seem to relax slightly, but Marissa frowned. "Your plan is not to push for a trial, though, is it?"

He shook his head. "No. That plan would have to be pointed at your own lawyer and it would be unlikely to succeed. We don't need to convince your lawyer first. We need to convince the public, so the media would seed the doubt into everyone on your side of the fence who wants to settle as fast as possible. We want Dalio in the defense position and the possibility of the trial wouldn't be enough at this point, since they'd call the bluff."

Marissa nodded. "Good. There's no way Woodley would stick it out till the end. He'd only push the plaintiffs more."

"I know, I remember," Dean said and there was something on Marissa's face for a moment—a flash of hurt, maybe. Or maybe he was reading way too much into tense lines on her face.

"What's your plan, then, exactly?"

"I've started with the easiest thing." Dean looked down on the list in his folder. "I contacted an investigative journalist I know and gave him a story about paying off the electrician—"

"We've tried involving the press, but it didn't work," Marissa cut in.

"A lot of people owe me favors. The story will be done. The guy I talked to even seemed to think he could connect it to something else he'd heard about, so he got excited. But," Dean added, "it's only a start. A story like that won't get a lot of buzz, so even though it's something, it's not enough."

"What is, then?" Talia asked, but Marissa answered before he could.

"Emotions. We need to make people feel."

Dean nodded, trying to hide his smile. "Exactly."

"How?"

He handed Talia a list of names he'd prepared. "You told me twelve people are suing, and I can't reach out to them now without blowing the whole thing off, but there are many more people affected." He nodded at the list. "These are the names I got from some of the files, and I underlined some of them. I picked a few I think would make the greatest impression—two low-income families with kids, one single mother, one elderly couple taking care of their disabled son. Can you tell me why they said no to joining your suit?"

"They are all renters," Talia said before looking at Marissa. "You told us it would murk things up."

"It would." Marissa nodded. "Renting comes with different issues on both sides, as well as a different level of compensation. It would be a mess to sort it out, even outside of the court, and Dalio would get lower settlements for owners, simply because the differences between the sums for renters and owners would be already starkly different."

He could see her point, but he couldn't help feeling apprehensive on behalf of the renters. As if hearing him, she raised her chin slightly and looked him straight in the eyes. Idiot, she took his breath away in moments like this.

"That's why I offered to make another case for them. I believed we could have two separate suits, and Dalio would be at a disadvantage like this, not the other way around. But most of them weren't interested." She took the list from Talia. "They are too afraid to fight, because they have no place to go if they got evicted. And we know it could happen, one way or another. Dalio would find a way to make their lives difficult until the settlement or trial, and these people have enough trouble already, they don't need any more. Jessica Chaplin, the single mother, was the only one I got anywhere with, but she couldn't afford to risk it, either."

"Okay, so she will be the first one I reach out to." Dean noted Jessica Chaplin's name. "She's a military widow with a four-year-old daughter. If she agrees to talk to the media, she can give us what we need and get what she needs, too, without paying anything. Dalio will be begging her to let them pay to keep her quiet, but it will be too late."

Marissa nodded. "This kind of a story can go viral."

"Exactly." He smiled at her, and when she answered in kind, he realized it was the first time he'd seen her really smile at him since… well, since four years ago. That thought hurt more than he was willing to admit, so he forced himself to focus back on the reason they were all here. "It will definitely make people feel. And then we're almost there."

"What's the rest, then?" Talia asked, looking between him and Marissa, and back to him.

"Proving ill intent would be best," Dean told her. "A bribery story isn't enough, the same way it wasn't enough evidence for the trial. We won't get them to admit to anything, they're probably lawyered up to their teeth right now, so I need to do something else."

Marissa raised her eyebrows. "Do you have an idea?"

He was about to admit that he was still working on it when his gaze dropped to a Dalio Developments advertisement on the bottom of the offer page he printed earlier from their website. The ad was for an open showing tonight, at six thirty pm, on a new housing development barely two miles away from where Talia and other plaintiffs lived.

"I do." He showed them the page. "I'll go house-hunting. I will see not only what they're selling now, but also what they're telling their customers."

"How would that help us?" Talia frowned. "The houses will be different and new."

"But if they're using the same tactics now, even after your lawsuit, it suggests the intent to deceive. They wouldn't be able to claim obliviousness, if they're caught telling the same lies now that you've exposed them." Dean glanced at silent Marissa. "It may not work, but I'm going to try it and see what happens. We don't have anything to lose here."

"You shouldn't go alone," Marissa said, and it threw him off. He expected protest or maybe her laughing off his idea.

"Excuse me?"

"You shouldn't go alone to the showing. Single men usually don't go hunting for houses in a family-friendly neighborhood."

Dean nodded. "You're right, I'll—"

"I can go with you."

That he definitely didn't expect. He stared at her for a few seconds, enough to see the flush at the back of her neck as she turned to Talia.

"Talia can't go, because most of the employees have probably already seen her. None of them dealt with me in person, so they won't recognize me."

The idea was both crazy and had a point, a combination that he remembered all too well from years ago. It was one of her best assets.

On the other hand, insisting to be in control of everything was one of her bigger faults. Dean wasn't blind, and he knew the signs. Coming here to the firm even if Talia could handle herself alone, questioning the plan, now this… Marissa couldn't let the case go, and it went beyond just coming up with the idea of hiring him for help.

Dean could say no, could bluff about taking Alicia instead. But heck if a part of him didn't perk up at the idea of spending more time with Marissa. Alone.

He should say no. It was the smart, safe, and sensible thing to do.

"Okay, great," he said instead, trying not to imagine Nate and Shawn's faces when they learned about this. "Good idea," he added, hoping against hope that hearing it out loud would convince them all.

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Talia nudged her foot with hers when Dean excused himself for a moment and left them in his office.

"Are you sure this is a good idea? You going with him to the showing, I mean."

No. No, she wasn't sure. But she also wasn't going to tell her cousin that. The news spread fast in her family, and she'd already dodged her mother's indignant "Dean Young!" over the phone last night.

"It's the best plan we have."

"I didn't mean for the plan," Talia muttered, but Marissa pretended not to hear.

Of course she wished things were different, easier. She wished there was no pang in her chest, no breath caught in her throat, no longing when she'd seen him at the party or at the office. She wished she could be over him.

And two weeks ago, she would have said she was. It wasn't like she hadn't dated since their break-up, after all. She'd even had a boyfriend for a few months, until Charles took the promotion that sent him to D.C. Neither of them had even entertained the idea of a long-distance relationship, so the split was amicable, if a bit…anticlimactic.

Not once had she missed Charles the way she'd missed Dean months—years, really—after the break-up. She'd resigned herself to always comparing every man in her life to the one who had left, but she hoped that one day she'd meet someone who would come out victorious in comparison.

She was still waiting.

 

***

 

Marissa wasn't surprised to see him still driving the same car she remembered him having years ago. The dark green Jeep looked almost exactly the same as the last time she'd been in it, aside from the good luck charm she'd once given Dean that used to hang from the rearview mirror. Now there was nothing there but a small Army pin on a string.

She looked away to stare at the glove compartment in front of her. It had been four years since their breakup. Of course he'd gotten rid of it. She'd hidden all the things he'd ever given her, too, and hadn't touched the box at the back of her closet for almost two years now.

"This car has barely changed," she hurried to say to distract herself when she realized she was watching for any signs of a woman spending a lot of time here. Not your concern, she told herself firmly. They weren't here on personal business, and she would do herself a favor if she remembered that.

"This car is ready to outlive me," Dean said with a satisfied smile. "I probably take more care of it than… anything else, really."

Marissa half-smiled. She remembered that. He'd always insisted on driving everywhere in it, from the movies to a trip to see his parents in Montana. She'd witnessed the car breaking down twice, but Dean would always work some magic on it and get it running again, no matter what. He hadn't wanted anyone else to even touch it, not to mention drive it anywhere.

"I had enough people driving me places when I was in the Army," he'd told her once, in the far-away voice he sometimes had when he mentioned his military days. "I'm not doing it again."

Back then she'd already bought her beautiful Mustang, and she couldn't bear the thought of letting anyone drive it—other than Dean, but even that only happened a few times. So she understood, in a way.

Now they were driving in silence in his old car, and she was wondering what other women had been sitting where she sat. How many women were there in the last four years, other than Alicia?

"How are things at the office?" Dean suddenly asked.

Marissa turned her head to look at him, but he stared at the road ahead. "What do you mean?"

"Does Woodley give you any trouble over the case?"

"I didn't give him a chance." Her smile grew at the memory of the conversation. She was tempted to tell Dean that story, since the disdain for Justin Woodley was one of the things they'd always had in common, and they'd actually bonded over snarky commentary way back then. But it felt wrong, somehow, now that Dean wasn't working there anymore. 

"Good. He was always afraid of you."

Marissa glanced at him in surprise. "Justin? No, he wasn't."

"Yes, he was. Remember the mock trial our first year, how he almost came out of his skin just to avoid going against you?" Dean shook his head. "Everyone knew you were brilliant from very early on, but no one was as terrified of it as him."

She would like to be able to honestly say that Dean's easy compliment didn't make any impact on her. She couldn't. Aside from loving him, she'd always admired his work, his mind. In her book, he'd been in the top of their group of associates, he just hadn't gotten enough recognition, because he wasn't one to fight for the spotlight. Besides, Nate and Shawn were always there with him, and with Nate's personality and Shawn's charm, Dean had been often relegated to the background by people who weren't looking closely enough. Marissa thought highly of the other two guys as well, but for her, Dean was the unsung hero of the group.

He'd complimented her numerous times back then, but there was always a part of her that thought it was because they were together. Now, here, it was nothing more—or less—than a simple appreciation of her intellect. And dang if her heart didn't beat faster at that.

"If that's the case, it's a wonder he's not gloating harder," she finally said, coming back to the topic. "Winning over someone he was afraid of has to feel pretty good, and even if the case had never been mine, we both see it as if it were."

"It's not winning if he got it handed to him," Dean said, gaze locked on the road. "He'd never win against you in a fair fight."

Marissa shrugged, trying to tamp down the feeling of warmth in her stomach at Dean's matter-of-fact defense. She wasn't expecting it, so she wasn't quite sure how to react and ended up not saying anything at all.

The rest of the drive they spent mostly in silence, but it wasn't as stifling as it was before. It was almost…comfortable. And sure, she might have only been so comfortable because she was letting the past influence her, but it didn't change anything. She realized that on an instinctual level, she still trusted him. She could relax with him in a way she wasn't able to with most people in her life.

Don't be stupid, she told herself firmly. Don't go down that road again. It gets terribly lonely and you know it.

As they took the next turn, Marissa noticed a big sign welcoming them to the new Dalio Developments' housing project. She looked around. The houses were nicely-sized for young families with one or two kids and had a bit of a lawn space out front. They were almost identical but for the shades of paint—yellow and orange, mostly. It looked nothing like her apartment in Tribeca, but she knew a lot of people appreciated it. Heck, Talia and her mom lived in almost the exact same house a few miles from there.

And Marissa and Dean were about to find out just how similar these new ones were.

He parked behind two other cars in front of the house at the end of the street with a big sign on the lawn, "OPEN SHOWING – COME MEET YOUR DREAM HOUSE!".

"We're a couple looking for a new home to move into after the wedding," Dean told her as he turned the engine off. "That's okay with you?"

At some point, Marissa was going to have to sit down with a bottle of wine and rethink her life choices that led her here, but for now, she only nodded.

"Sure."

They left the car and headed for the house. Dean looked closely at the building as they drew near.

"The design is the same at first glance," he said, nodding at the foundations to their right. Marissa looked at them, but didn't spot anything weird.

"Should I be seeing something?"

"No, not if you'd never built a house." Dean shrugged. "I'm not sure what it is, to be honest. Something feels off, but it may be my skewed perspective right now."

Marissa was about to point out that as far as she knew, he hadn't spent time building houses either, but then she remembered he'd worked on sites during his high school holidays. Maybe he did know something about these things, after all.

A young and attractive woman in a lavender pencil skirt and white blouse appeared in the doorway.

"Hello, come in." She smiled, showing teeth. "My name's Alyson, and I'm here to answer all the questions you may have."

"Thank you," Marissa told her, followed by Dean's echoing the sentiment.

Before Alyson could say something else, Dean gestured for Marissa to go inside first, and Alyson smiled. This time her smile was smaller, more real.

"Two couples are inside, walking around, but I'm yours for the time-being," she said as they paused in the hall. "Let me give you a tour first, and then I'll answer the questions or leave you to it."

For the next twenty minutes, Alyson walked them through the entire house from top to bottom, talking a mile a minute. Marissa didn't think she managed to get two sentences in. Dean definitely didn't, but outside of work, he was quiet when there was someone he barely knew around, so him staying silent wasn't surprising.

They didn't even have to answer too many questions about their supposedly about-to-be-newlyweds life, which was a relief. Marissa didn't feel like coming up with a fairytale that hit too close to home.

"Here we are. That's it for the tour," Alyson said as they came out from the kitchen right back to the hall entrance. "Isn't it a great house?"

No, Marissa wanted to tell her, but bit her tongue in the end. "It's very nice," she said with her work smile. "I especially liked the wooden floors upstairs." The same floors that, if the Dalio's previous housing development was anything to go by, would be ruined in less than three years.

"Oh, yes, they're always a hit." Alyson beamed. Marissa wondered how much of it was sincere. The woman was either a good actress or oblivious to what Dalio was actually doing. For the purpose of their little investigation, she'd prefer the latter. "They're from top-quality wood." Alyson glanced between them. "Long-lasting, even with kids involved."

Marissa opened her mouth to say something, but she didn't know what. Thankfully, Dean found his unmute switch at exactly the right moment.

"Good to know," he said with a nod and a smile. "We're not used to thinking in these categories, but I guess it's important."

How the guy who looked like he could bench press a car and not even mess up his tie could appear so helpless at the mere thought of kid-proofing a house, Marissa didn't know. Alyson be darned, Dean was the greatest actor of them all.

It definitely worked on the realtor. She laughed and put her hand on Dean's arm.

"It is important when you plan to spend many years in your house," she said, voice lower. Marissa couldn't believe the girl was turning on the charm for a supposedly soon-to-be-married man right under his supposed fiancée's nose.

Before Marissa could react, Alyson seemed to catch herself in the next second and dropped the hand, blushing. She cleared her throat and looked between them. "Do you have any questions?"

"I do, actually," Dean said, turning around as if he was taking it all in. "This may be a weird question, but… is this the same model of the house as the ones at the previous Dalio project? I've been there once at the open showing exactly like this one, but… We were only getting to know each other back then, and besides, I didn't have the money." He gave Alyson a sheepish look, and Marissa tried not to stare. "I loved it, though."

"It's the same model," Alyson said, looking half in love. Marissa bit the inside of her cheek. "A lot of people seemed to love it, so the company decided to build another development exactly like it. We're happy that you can get your dream now."

Dean nodded. "Yeah, it seems almost too good to be true."

Marissa had to look away for a completely different reason now. She swallowed the laughter, but it took a considerable effort. Too good to be true, indeed.

"I assure you it's not. The same house, down to the same wooden floors," Alyson said, glancing at Marissa with a smile. "It's all here."

"I don't need convincing, but my fiancée is another story," Dean said and turned to Marissa. "She's so hard to please."

She blinked. He was playing a role, it was obvious, but that last remark…

"I—" She suddenly lost her train of thought. "It's not an easy decision," she finally said, running her fingers over the cabinet by the door as she tried to regain her balance.

"Of course not," Alyson cut in, and now her cheerful smile grated on Marissa's nerves. "Let me give you a gift from Dalio Developments, to show how much we care about the happiness of our clients." She opened her folder and pulled out a glossy card she handed to Marissa. "A special dinner for our favorite clients." She lowered her voice as she looked between the two of them. "There's an event next week where our top management will host you to show their appreciation. No strings attached," she added quickly when Marissa opened her mouth. "You don't have to decide to buy this second. But if you're worried, maybe that night will help you make the decision. There will be a presentation, going in deep about the project. Every one of your questions, whatever holds you back, should be answered there."

Marissa looked at Dean. It wasn't a part of the plan, but it was perfect—another chance to take a closer look, maybe learn something that would nail them. It would mean spending another evening with Dean, but, well. She wouldn't admit it to anyone but herself, but she liked the idea of that. It had been so long since she'd felt that—that rush at seeing him, playing off of each other. They'd always been good friends, too, not just lovers, and she missed that.

He looked at Marissa for a moment and then nodded.

"Perfect," he said, still staring at her. "We'll be there."

CHAPTER SIX

 

Dean waited until after they got back to the car to burst out laughing.

"Oh, wow." The adrenaline was bouncing in his veins, and the success of their 'mission' only increased the frantic energy.

Marissa shook her head with a grin. "Yeah, it went better than we thought."

"Other than her admitting something or us getting hard proof, you mean," he teased.

"You got her to admit that as far as she knew, the houses were identical. That means intent," she pointed out and burrowed deeper into the seat with a sigh. "We're getting somewhere."

Dean backed away from the curb and headed to the end of the street when a loud growl came from his stomach, and he remembered he'd skipped lunch today.

"Sorry." He glanced at her briefly. "I haven't eaten since breakfast." Then, before he could even register the thought in his head, his mouth opened again. "Hey, do you want to grab dinner?"

As soon as the words were out, he clasped the wheel tightly. Idiot. He shouldn't be allowed to speak on adrenaline high, especially around Marissa.

He forced himself not to look away from the road. It was only a throwaway question, he told himself. If she said no, he would eat after he dropped her off. No big deal.

Even if his heart rate was telling a different story.

"Sure, I could eat."

Her words, when they finally came, took him by surprise. He expected a refusal, he was already wording the answer in his head, and now he just…blinked.

"Great," he said after a beat. He could feel his mouth stretching into a smile as he glanced at her. "Point me to your favorite place. I'm out of touch with the best vegan cuisine."

"Oh, Tatiana's still the best." Marissa turned to look through the window on her side. "But we have a few good places along the way, too."

"I'm game for whatever." Dean hadn't eaten vegan in years, but it wasn't because he hated the cuisine. It just happened.

"Head towards Brooklyn Heights, then. There's a nice place near the promenade."

Dean nodded and signaled the left turn. There was no way to completely avoid traffic at this hour, but he was in no hurry. He glanced at Marissa, and the memories of all the date nights when they would drive to whatever place struck their fancy came back to him.

This was not the same thing, though, and he'd better remember that if he wanted to avoid heartache the second time around.

"I hope they have red beans curry," he said, and his stomach growled again.

Marissa chuckled, turning to him. "Yes, they do. But we better stop talking about food, or your stomach will start a full on rebellion."

"Tell me what's been going on with you, then," Dean said. Ever since they'd met at the gala—and he couldn't believe it was only last week—he'd caught himself time and time again wondering about her life now. What had changed, what had stayed the same, what was she reading these days? She'd always been a voracious reader, but she would go through phases of fascination with one particular topic and then read a bunch of books about it before moving on to something different. He'd listened to her talk at length about everything from Russian ballet to unconventional financial investments, and she could make everything sound interesting.

"I'm good, I'm really good," she said, straightening in her seat and resting her hands in her lap. "I'm still a junior partner, but there's been talk… You know how it is." She shrugged. "Natasha's putting in a good word for me, so I guess I'll see what's going to happen next year."

Natasha Moore had been their mentor when they started out as associates and she was still one of Dean's favorite people in that firm.

"Are you still learning Yiddish?" he asked, trying to steer away from her job.

In the corner of his eye, he could see she turned to him with raised eyebrows, probably surprised he'd remembered. There were not a lot of things he'd ever forgotten about Marissa.

"Yes, my grandma even says I've gotten pretty good, and she's always been the hardest to please." She smiled. "I think she's secretly happy I stuck with it."

Dean nodded. He remembered Marissa's grandmother was always disappointed that most of the family didn't care more about their Jewish heritage, especially her grandkids. Marissa had finally started learning Yiddish about five years ago when she'd gone through a reading spree about the Second World War. She ultimately changed her reading material after about two months, but kept up with the language lessons. And apparently, she hadn't stopped.

"Are you the golden child now?" he teased, and Marissa laughed.

"That's never going to happen. Rachela has the spot covered forever, Yiddish or not. But I may be the runner-up now."

"Well, she is the oldest." Dean had met most of Marissa's family at Rachela's wedding, and he remembered the woman as very serious, even at her wedding party.

"That argument shouldn't even work during childhood. 'Listen to her, she's the oldest', 'I'm the oldest so I'm right'," she mimicked in a high voice. "Dang, it drove me crazy."

Dean snorted. "You never liked someone telling you what to do."

"True." She nodded. "But Rachela made it particularly hard, I think."

The silence that followed was not nearly as tense as before, and Dean found himself wishing he could keep that moment—that easy camaraderie. He wasn't naïve enough to think it solved every problem between them or that there wouldn't be any tension going forward, but he hoped that this, now, could help. He didn't know what he wanted out of this whole thing, but he suddenly realized he didn't want Marissa to leave his life again.

"And what about you?" she asked, breaking the silence and pulling him out of a surprised turn his thoughts had taken. "How's life been for you?"

"Good, it's been good. Work, mostly, you know how that is." Dean snorted. "I definitely didn't leave the long hours behind, that's for sure. But now that the firm's more established, we've been cutting it down slowly."

"More established?" She shook her head. "Please, is that what you call a smashing success these days? F.Y.U. is the talk of the town and you know it."

Dean smiled, pride swirling in his chest. "I wouldn't call it a smashing success, but yes, we've made great progress."

"I was surprised I even managed to get an appointment so quickly. I thought you were booked through the roof."

"It comes and goes," Dean admitted. "It's not like we can book months in advance. When a crisis happens, it happens now, and there's no room for waiting so long. It makes for unpredictable schedules, but we've gotten good at handling that."

The three of them definitely preferred it over the false stability of being lawyers in a large firm, once they'd gotten through the shaky beginnings. They thrived under the demands of short-term projects, ever-changing circumstances, and fast results.

"Do you think of growing the company? Hiring more people?"

Dean swallowed the first thing that came to his mind—Why, are you looking for a change of careers? It was intended to be a joke, but it wouldn't necessarily come off like one between them.

"We've been thinking, but we're not there yet. We like how it is now, and we're not sure adding more people would be beneficial, to be honest, other than financially, of course. We have a good team, and it's hard to mess with what's working so well. But in the future, who knows."

"Are there only the three of you and… Alicia?"

He noticed the hesitation, and it surprised him. Marissa had an incredible memory when it came to names.

"No, there's Kevin, too. He handles most of the tech stuff. If anything, some additional help in that department would be our first hire." Dean shook his head. "So many things are digital now, especially in our work. We can do some things, but not nearly enough."

"Oh, sure, of course. If the law firm needs it as much as we do these days, fixers have to need it even more."

"In law, it's mostly research, in fixing, it's research and means. People can ruin themselves easily on social media, but they can build themselves up, too. Or," he added with a smirk, "Kevin can do that for them."

"So you're masterminds, and he's the one doing all the work?" she asked with a tease in her voice.

"Busted. The deal's up now, dang."

She grinned at him. "Sorry."

Then he remembered he hadn't finished answering her question.

"Oh, there's Lisa and Terry now, too. Our PIs. We don't have them on the regular payroll, but there are times when they are very useful. We handled things without PIs for some time, but finally decided it wasn't worth the effort."

They crossed Brooklyn Bridge Boulevard, so the conversation switched to directions as Marissa told him where to go. It wasn't a place they had ever been together, and he found it was a relief. Going somewhere they'd had memories from could have been painful in ways he hadn't considered earlier. He wondered if she'd picked that restaurant on purpose.

She probably had. She'd always been smarter than he was—in court and outside of it.

He found a place to park miraculously fast, and then they headed to the restaurant. Dean curled his fingers in as he resisted the impulse to put his hand on her lower back. Not allowed.

His gaze dropped to the place in question and further down, to her rear, before he forced himself to look away. Not allowed either.

Dean cursed himself in his head. He was slipping, and that really wasn't like him. He knew better than to cross certain lines, but heck if Marissa wasn't always the exception to the rule. It looked like some things never changed.

No, he thought, watching her toss her hair back and laugh at something the maître d' had said. Some things never changed at all.

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Some things never change, Marissa thought as she put the napkin on her lap, taking a moment to escape looking at Dean.

She hadn't thought it through, bringing him here. She'd picked a place they'd never been in together, but that only made it one more restaurant she wouldn't be coming back to on her own. She was always going to have the memory of seeing Dean on the other side of the table, relaxed and confident as he studied the menu. The low light cast shadows on his face that made him look particularly good—although, to be honest, Marissa was yet to find light that would make him look bad to her.

She picked up the menu and scanned it without really seeing anything. She already knew what she was going to order, but she needed something to do that wasn't staring at him. It was easier in the car, when he wasn't facing her, and he barely spared her a glance. Now her whole body seemed tuned in to him, his little gestures, and every time his gaze moved up to meet hers.

It isn't a date, she had to remind herself, because it felt like one. It felt like countless others they'd had in the past, and her heart sped up at the memory of how those dates had usually ended. She dropped her gaze to his lips and then down to his shoulders and arms while he wasn't looking. Dang, Marissa missed running her hands over his skin, missed the way he could pick her up so easily, missed his mouth trailing down her body…

She shifted in her seat, and that made him look up. Their gazes met and idiot, there was no mistake he read her like a book. He'd known how to recognize desire in her eyes, and from the way his nostrils flared and his fingers tightened on the menu, he recognized it now, too.

Marissa's throat was suddenly dry, and she blinked a few times. She opened her mouth to say something, anything, but then the waiter appeared.

"Good evening, what can I get you tonight?"

She swallowed and cleared her throat. "Hummus special, please." Was it her imagination, or was her voice lower than normal? Dang it. When the waiter asked if she wanted something to drink other than water, she just shook her head.

Dean ordered red beans curry and also stuck with water. When the waiter left, the silence was heavy and charged, and she needed to come up with a distraction right now.

"What happened to Sylvia?" she finally asked, after searching for a safe question that wasn't work-related. Nate's sister was as safe as anything.

Dean blinked and tilted his head slightly to the side. "I'm sorry?"

"She was working as your office manager at the start, right?" Before Alicia, her mind supplied unhelpfully.

"Ah, yes. You don't follow gossip at all, do you?" Dean asked with a smile he was obviously trying to hide.

She raised her eyebrows. "Should I? Wait, did she get on Broadway somehow?" Sylvia and Marissa weren't friends, exactly, but they'd met multiple times over the years, and Sylvia's Broadway addiction came up pretty often in the conversation.

Dean laughed. "No, no. She met a guy, fell in love, and now she spends half her time in New York, and half flying all around the world with her fiancé."

"Lucky girl. Who's the guy?" A bunch of people needed to fly around for their job, but not many of them landed in the gossip press.

"Greg Abrams."

For a few seconds the name didn't register. And then…

"Wait. Greg Abrams, the movie star?"

Dean nodded.

"Wow."

"I know." He shook his head. "The whole thing is… yeah. But Sylvia's as happy as I've ever seen her, so that's good."

Then it struck her. "Did you get his autograph?" she asked and then laughed at the stricken look on his face. "Tell me someone teased you about this."

"No one knows," he said before shaking his head. "Thank goodness, or they wouldn't leave me alone."

"Wait, Nate and Shawn don't know? How's that possible?" As close as the three of them were, she'd always assumed they told each other everything. It had made her a bit jealous at first, she could admit it now, but she got over it after a while.

"They just don't." He shrugged. "I mean, they know I like his movies, but they like them, too. We've seen all the Collectibles movies a few times."

"But you were his number one fan since his early days," she teased. "It's one of the first things you ever told me outside of work."

"You asked who my favorite actor was, and I wasn't going to lie about it." He glanced down at the table. "Neither of them ever asked."

She laughed, hiding her mouth behind her hand and trying to be quiet. He looked up with a self-deprecating smile—the one she'd both loved and hated in the past, depending on the situation.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she said as she got her laugher under control. "But it's… priceless."

Unflappable and commanding Dean Young admitting his favorite actor was Greg Abrams with a bit of a flush at the back of his neck had been actually the first time when her heart had gone Oh, shoot years ago. She'd never told him that, because it seemed silly, but now it made her smile wistfully.

"I had to restrain myself from asking a bunch of very specific questions that would have given me away instantly," Dean admitted right after the waiter brought them their food.

She grinned. "And you missed the chance to ask what really happened in that old cabin with Cheeky and his friend?" she teased, referencing the first movie Greg had starred in.

"Shut up," he told her before shoving a forkful of his curry into his mouth, the flush at the back of his neck barely visible in the dim light.

And Marissa would laugh again, but she was too busy freaking out, because her heart just went 'oh, shoot' again.

Oh shoot, indeed.

 

***

 

Marissa got through the rest of the dinner by absolutely refusing to acknowledge her reaction. It was only a memory thing, dragging the good memories up, she told herself time and time again as she nodded through Dean's story about some of their more ridiculous clients. Nothing to worry about.

But as she sat there, she slowly realized that it wasn't only a thing from the past. This Dean—a little bit older and matured—was still someone who could split her heart wide open and remind her that no, she was nowhere near getting over him. Because this was still the same guy, the one who was smart and self-assured, who was quiet with strangers, but could talk with her for hours, who had the best poker face for deadpan jokes, who could melt her heart talking about his favorite actor, and who could drive her crazy in the bedroom time and time again.

He was still the guy she had pictured herself getting old with, only a few years ago, and that made her skin feel tight and her heart beat loudly in her ears.

She excused herself at some point, and she had to clasp her fingers together so they wouldn't shake as she felt his eyes on her back. What the heck, Marissa told herself when she got to the thankfully empty bathroom and looked at her reflection. Get a grip.

She was a little flushed, but other than that, there was nothing there to show for her freak-out.

She shouldn't have done any of this— should never have agreed to go to dinner, or trailed along as he went to see the open house. Dang, even hiring his firm seemed like a bad idea now. Sure, she'd known there could be complications, but she expected them at work. She hadn't expected this.

Or maybe you did, she thought as she stared at herself in the mirror. There was a part of her—the same one that compared every man she met to Dean, the same one that had never forgotten his touch or his scent—that knew it was going to be like this. Because no matter how much Marissa tried, she could not get Dean Young out of her heart.

She scrunched the paper towel up in her hand and took a deep breath. She had to go out there and pretend like nothing was happening. Like it was simply a dinner for convenience sake, or to catch up. Which it is, the voice at the back of her head supplied. No amount of wishful thinking would change that.

Marissa finally left the bathroom and went back to the table. The waiter had to have been there while she was gone because their empty plates were gone, and there was a lone cup of coffee in front of Dean.

"Would you like some dessert?" he asked.

She shook her head. "It's getting late, so I should probably head home."

"Of course." He signaled the waiter for a check as he curled the other hand around the small cup.

Marissa did not imagine those fingers running over her skin. She did not.

They waited in silence, and she tried to think of anything to say that wasn't sexual in any way, but she came up empty. Her starved libido apparently decided to come back with vengeance now and kept sending her downright pornographic ideas.

Finally, after Dean paid the bill, they walked out of the restaurant, and Marissa breathed the cool air in and fell into step with him while trying not to touch him, even accidentally. No need to make things worse for herself.

She only realized it as she sat in the car while he held the door open for her, but he was careful not to touch her as well. They hadn't even brushed against each other through the entire evening.

She wondered if their reasons were the same. If it was possible he was fighting the same feelings, the same temptations.

Probably not.

"You still live on Chambers?" he asked, breaking the silence, as they paused at the first light.

She nodded and bit her lower lip. They knew so much about each other, still, and there were moments when the last four years hardly mattered. But then something would strike her as different, and the memory would hurt like an open wound. For him, most of the things had changed. Meanwhile, she had the same job, the same apartment…

"Are you still living in Dumbo?"

"No, no. We've bought apartments Downtown, near our office."

"We?" For such a short question, it was sure hard to get out. Her throat ached, and she held her breath for a second before—

"Nate, Shawn, and I."

She exhaled slowly, the pictures of him and Alicia in their new beautiful apartment gone as soon as they came.

"…went with him when Shawn wanted to check out the apartment," Dean was saying. "Each of us ended up buying one."

Marissa snorted and hoped it wasn't as hysterical as it seemed to her. "You all bought apartments in the same building?"

It was so like them, but she still found it hilarious. Forget friends, she didn't know that many families as close as these guys.

"Shut up, we've heard every joke already," he told her, the corner of his mouth moving up. "At least twice."

"I don't blame people. I'm not sure I'll resist even with that warning."

"Try," he said dryly. "Besides, it's not like we live together. And now that Nate has a fiancée and Shawn's dating Alicia—"

"Shawn's dating Alicia?" Marissa cut in, not sure if she'd heard him correctly.

"Yeah, I'm sure they'll be moving in together soon, too. Claire, Nate's fiancée, is already living with him." He glanced at her, and there had to be something on her face to show her surprise, because he frowned. "What?"

"Nothing, I'm just surprised. I thought Alicia…" was dating you "…was only working for you."

Dean shook his head. "They started dating months ago. It's a long story."

Marissa wished she wasn't as relieved as she felt right then. She turned away to look through the side window and gather her thoughts. It doesn't mean anything, she told herself as her gaze swept over the streets they passed.

Before she knew, Dean was parking outside her building, and it was time to say goodbye. She turned to him and caught his gaze for a moment before it dropped to her lips. The temperature in the car went up in an instant, and as he looked into her eyes again, she could see his pupils widen. Her heart felt like she'd run a marathon.

She wanted him to kiss her, dang, she was ready to lean over herself. Then, right as he shifted to unlock his seatbelt, his phone went off.

And just like that, the moment was broken. She sagged in her seat and he grimaced, muttering "Sorry". He declined the call and put the phone back in the container between the seats, but by then Marissa's hand was on the door handle, and she was back to business.

"Thanks for the dinner," she said, only glancing up at him for a second before looking away. "It was nice."

He nodded. "It was. Thanks for the evening. See you Monday?"

"You bet. And call me if you need something with the case."

"I will."

Marissa waited until she was inside the building before grimacing at the stiltedness of the exchange. Dang. They went from almost-kissing to barely-acquaintances in a few seconds.

You once went from basically living together to four years of no contact, Marissa told herself. This shouldn't be anything new.

It still hurt, though.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Dean got lost in work for the rest of the week, and it almost—almost—let him forget about Marissa for longer than five minutes at a time. Dalio Developments case was coming along well. Jessica Chaplin agreed to do an interview, as did the Simpsons, the elderly couple, and it was going to air on Monday.

If it caught on and generated enough buzz, even Woodley wouldn't be stupid enough to pass on that opportunity, especially since it would bring the firm more money as well. Not to mention positive PR, if they managed to spin it right.

So that case was trotting along, and there was no need to contact Marissa about anything. He told himself it was good, time and time again, but he still caught himself wishing to hear her voice.

Idiot. He'd thought—hoped—he'd left that part of his life behind. He'd thought he'd left her behind, but now it seemed like he'd been lying to himself this whole time.

He forced himself to ignore it for the time being, at least until the case was over. After that…who knew?

The weekend was hard, even if he dragged more work home than was probably advisable. He'd caught up on everything by Saturday evening, and he was left to sit there on the couch and stare at the TV. Both Nate and Shawn were busy with their partners, and Kevin went out on yet another first date.

The guy had more first dates in a year than Dean had all the dates in his life, excluding Marissa. Which was really impressive, even taking into account Dean's "lack of game", as Kevin put it.

As it were, Dean was the one alone on Saturday night, thinking about his ex instead of trying to have a life and move on already.

Maybe it would have been fine if they'd never met again, if he hadn't gotten a reminder about how simultaneously easy and hard it was, being near Marissa. How the world seemed to rearrange itself differently around her.

Or only Dean's world. That was possible.

He rubbed his forehead with his hands and turned to lie on his back. Even today, he still couldn't really fathom how everything had gone to perdition so quickly between them. One day, they were happy and together, and he'd started to look around for a ring, the next, they were fighting about work constantly and a rift grew between them until they were exchanging boxes of each other's stuff in Willis, Palmer, and Singer's parking lot.

Idiot.

He rolled off the couch. He needed to go for a run.

 

***

 

On Monday, Dean found himself trying to talk excited Talia down over the phone. She called right after she'd seen the interview.

"It's good, but let's not count our chickens yet, okay?" he said as he was waiting for the elevator in the lobby. He'd had an appointment at the client's house first thing in the morning, so he hadn't been in the office yet.

"Count our chickens?" Talia repeated. "Exactly how much time did you spend on a farm, Mr. Suit and Tie?"

"About eighteen years?" he tossed back. He'd never traveled further than a neighboring county until he left for the Army boot camp. His life today looked nothing like the one he'd lived growing up.

"Dang, sorry. You're allowed to talk about the chickens, then."

He chuckled as he followed the small crowd into the elevator when it came. "Thanks, I appreciate it. But listen, I've got to go. I'll talk to you later, okay?"

"Sure thing." They said their goodbyes, and when Dean disconnected, his gaze fell to Marissa's number as he scrolled over the list of his recent calls. Later, he told himself. They needed to sort out their evening plans for the Dalio's special dinner anyway, so he'd call her later.

Kevin was already waiting for him in their office lobby.

"Have you seen it?" he asked before the door even closed behind Dean.

"Hello to you too, Kevin. Alicia." He smiled at the woman as he walked up to her desk. "Did you have a nice weekend?"

An impatient huff from behind made both Dean and Alicia smirk.

"Hi. Yes, I had a lovely weekend, thank you." She handed him a folder. "Your twelve o'clock will be five minutes late, but they're on their way."

"Okay. Kevin, you've got five minutes, start talking," Dean threw behind his shoulder as he headed to his office.

Kevin fell into step next to him and showed him a tablet screen with graphs. "This is the traffic for the websites where the interview is streaming and for her social media pages. I also checked web searches and the traffic to Dalio Development social media accounts. They are starting to get hit over there."

"That's good."

"That's awesome," Kevin corrected. "Besides, there are some rumblings about the lawsuit. Either someone leaked it, or they're very good at guessing. It's quiet for now, but I'm telling you in case it blows up and Dalio wants to fight back and accuse the plaintiffs of leaking."

That changed Dean's plans. He needed to call Talia and Marissa as soon as possible, and let them warn the others. The last thing they wanted when it was going so well was to have accusations like that ruin everything.

"Okay. Anything else?"

Kevin rolled his eyes. "No, man, I would say it's enough for a Monday morning, don't you think?"

"Good job." Dean clasped him on the arm and then pointed to his office. "I've got to go and call them, let them know what's going on. I'll find you later, and we'll go over it in detail."

"Sure, no problem."

Dean pulled his phone out and called Talia back even before he sat down behind his desk. He updated her on the situation, and she promised to remind other people to keep quiet about the lawsuit.

Now Marissa. He hovered over her number for a bit, but the passing time and the upcoming client meeting didn't give him room to contemplate for long. He pressed to call before he could talk himself out of it.

"Hi. Yes, I saw the video," she said, sounding like she was in a hurry. He must have caught her on her way somewhere.

"Well, I saw the numbers," he told her, sitting back in the chair and smiling. "It's spreading nicely."

He repeated everything he'd already told Talia and answered her questions best as he could.

"I don't have more data, because I talked with Kevin for maybe two minutes," he told her. "I'll know more tonight, and I'll tell you everything."

There was a second-long pause. "We're still on for tonight, then?"

"Of course." Dean frowned. "Did something happen? Are you having second thoughts?"

"No, no, I just wasn't sure if we're still on after the video went so well. But it makes sense to keep going, more material can be definitely beneficial to us."

"Exactly. Better to have more and not use something, than back away because we didn't have enough. And we both know Woodley will have to trip over the evidence to actually notice and use it."

She snorted. "There's that, yes."

Dean picked up a pen from his desk and twirled it between his fingers. "Since we're already talking, I'm going to pick you up at seven, is that okay?"

Marissa made an agreeing sound. "I'll be waiting."

"Great." He could admit to himself that he was really looking forward to tonight. He wanted to see her again, and he might not get many more chances after that.

Unless you play your cards right, the voice at the back of his head told him, but he wasn't sure what that even meant. Yes, he wasn't lying to himself anymore about being over her, but what that meant for their future—if anything—he didn't know.

The short ring of his phone alerted him that his next clients were there, and he stood up. It was time to get to work and forget about Marissa for now.

 

***

 

The anticipation that was slowly burning in his stomach throughout the day reached critical levels as Dean was driving to pick Marissa up. He had sneaked out early from the office, officially to shower and change before the event, but less officially to avoid another pep talk from Nate or Shawn. If he heard he needed to be careful one more time, he was going to explode.

He knew what the logical thing to do here would be. He'd known that from the start. He knew all about being careful and not going head first into a situation that was almost definitely going to end up messed up. But his heart was apparently as stupid as his eighteen-year-old newly-enlisted self had been, tossing himself in all kinds of trouble in the Army. Risk wasn't important. He craved the high.

Now, with Marissa, it was a different kind of high, but the lure was just as irresistible.

Dean parked in the visitor slot at the front of her building and exited the car, looking up out of habit that apparently never died. The light was on in every room and he snorted. Some things never changed.

She buzzed him in without a word. He brushed his hands over his slacks and went up the stairs, trying to will his hammering heart to calm down. It isn't a date, he told himself for probably a billionth time, but this time it seemed like a straight-out lie. Tonight might be dedicated to their case, but it was also a dinner at an elegant restaurant, and the heat between Marissa and him was doomed to explode at some point.

Dean could admit, if only to himself, that he was looking forward to that.

When she opened the door, he forgot how to think. She was dressed in a long, sleeveless black dress that had a single silver ornament on it, curling around Marissa's left side and drawing the eye to her curves. She looked breathtaking, and there was no way he was going to survive the evening when she looked like that and he wasn't allowed to touch.

Marissa stepped aside and gestured for him to enter.

"Please come in, I'll be ready in a minute."

He couldn't drag his gaze away from her, and when he looked up to her face, he saw it didn't escape her attention. Her mouth opened slightly, and her eyes shone in the light of the hall, and maybe, just maybe, he could be allowed to touch her after all.

He took a step closer, and she inhaled sharply. He paused, hand raised and then dropped to his side. He knew it was terrible timing, they were about to go play a happy couple to expose a scheme, but, like always, his patience and resistance were nothing when confronted with one Marissa Ratner.

"Can I…" he asked, lifting his hand again and hovering close to the line of her jaw. So close.

She nodded, and then closed her eyes as his fingers brushed over her skin. Goodness, how he missed this. The small shivers down his hand, the heat in his stomach, the electric energy cracking in the space between them.

And then there was no space between them. He stepped closer and leaned in, pausing right before he could kiss her. Waiting.

When she opened her eyes, her pupils were completely black, the desire in them unmistakable. But it was the familiar heart tug, that moment of stepping over the edge, of jumping off of a cliff—this was what undid him.

This was what he had been missing the most.

He brushed his lips over hers with his eyes open, and he watched her eyelids flutter closed as she kissed him back. Then keeping his eyes open became too much, too much sensation as he tried to take everything in.

They fit together like two pieces of the same puzzle, finally fitting into place. As he slid his tongue over hers, as she closed her hands over his neck when she let him in, deeper and deeper, everything was like it had been years ago.

How he had managed for so long without kissing her, he had no idea.

When they broke the kiss, both needing a breath, he didn't let her go far. He couldn't stop touching her now, and he kept brushing his fingers over her neck, watching in rapid fascination as she shivered under the caress.

She ran her hands down his chest, stopping to close her fingers over his hips, all the while not dropping her gaze away from his mouth. Dean wished they could forget about everything and stay inside. There were so many things he wanted to do to her, with her, for her.

Most importantly, he didn't want to let her go ever again.

CHAPTER NINE

 

When he nudged his knee between her legs, Marissa wanted to throw the entire plan away and just idiot him right there and then. She could already picture it, too, and she moaned into his mouth, pushing against the hardening cock she could feel pressing against her stomach.

"Idiot," he whispered as he drew back. He put one hand at the nape of her neck, and she went boneless. It always, always worked on her when he did it, and in turn, her reaction drove him crazy, too.

Marissa met his gaze, and the black pupils shone in the bright light of her hall. His lips were red and wet—I did that—and his breath was fast and shaky, just like hers. They stared at each other, and as she watched him, she could see everything she remembered and everything she hadn't been right there with him for, like the line on his forehead that didn't disappear anymore or the little scab near his ear.

She hadn't been with him for so many things, and she wished with all her heart that she had been.

She closed her eyes and could almost feel their bubble burst and crumble to the ground. She was back in reality and reality meant, among other things, that they needed to get to that dinner.

Dean had to have come to the same conclusion, or maybe he saw something in her expression, because when she opened her eyes again, he nodded and took a step back. He hesitated before taking his hands off of her, and she missed his touch as soon as it was gone. One hit and she was addicted again, the want buzzing under her skin and slowly sizzling off.

Later, she promised herself, and him. Later.

 

***

 

The dinner was held in one of the new hotels on the East Side, apparently also the work of Dalio Developments.

"If you see any cracks in the walls, yell," Dean whispered into her ear and she chuckled, while fighting down the shiver as the warmth of his breath tickled her sensitive skin.

There was over a hundred and fifty people there, and the dinner was served in two large rooms, before they would all move to the theater hall for the "presentation" that was scheduled to start in an hour. Marissa looked around the room they were in, but she didn't recognize anyone. There were mostly couples, probably offered the same deal as she and Dean, to sway the undecideds. She wouldn't be surprised if the entire "presentation" was a bunch of garbage about going after their dreams, taking big chances for a bigger future, or other pseudo-motivational salesy trash. She just hoped that, between the lines, the presenter would also say the same things the realtor had told them, and they would be able to use that later on.

For now, she tried to enjoy the surprisingly good food and not-surprisingly good company.

"How often do you have to go to things like this? Or like the charity dinner?" He'd used to hate parties and avoided them with a passion, but maybe it was one more thing that had changed along the way.

Dean grimaced, picking up his glass. "Hardly ever, thank goodness. The benefit was actually the first event I went to in, I think, about two years." He shook his head. "Shawn's good at it, so he's the one who goes to most of the parties. Luckily, Alicia likes them, too, or we'd be in deep trouble."

"That's how she ended up going with you to that dinner?" Marissa asked. Now that she knew the two of them weren't dating, it was much easier to talk about Alicia.

"Shawn was sick, and Nate and Claire were out of town. I had to go, and Alicia showed mercy and went with me. Or," Dean added with a self-deprecating smile that made her heart sped up, "more likely, Shawn begged her to keep an eye on me and knock me down if I was about to destroy our reputation forever."

Marissa laughed as she pictured that. Alicia's small figure against Dean's bulk… "Not an easy task."

"No, but I wouldn't put it past Alicia. She may be small, but her family owns a boxing gym, and she grew up around this stuff. She can hold her own."

"You're twice her size and an Army vet," Marissa reminded him dryly. "You would sit on her, and she would break. She would sit on you, and you'd barely notice."

"I don't think anyone was going to sit on anyone. She might distract me long enough to keep my temper in check, though."

Marissa nodded. Come to think of it, she was happy that Alicia wasn't going to use any forms of distraction that involved sitting on Dean.

As soon as that thought appeared, Marissa shoved a piece of a grilled carrot into her mouth to stop herself from blurting something stupid out loud.

"I'm glad that I went, though," Dean said quietly, and it wasn't until she caught his careful, focused gaze, that she understood.

Oh. "I'm glad you went, too."

He reached out and put a hand on her thigh, and just like that, a wave of heat swept over her. Her gaze dropped to his mouth for a second before she forced herself to look away. She gripped her wine glass as if it was her lifeline, but the wine didn't really help. She still wanted to clasp his hand in hers and move his hand higher. She wanted to feel his fingers between her legs, she wanted them exploring her again, driving her crazy. He'd always been so infuriatingly patient when he'd touched her there. He would make her come by playing with her clit long before he'd even move his fingers inside her, regardless of her urgent pleas or threats.

"I'd ask what you're thinking," he told her with a gritty, low voice, "but I'm afraid we would get thrown out of here if you told me."

Judging from his flushed skin and dark eyes, he probably knew what she was thinking about, anyway. Or at least he had a pretty good idea.

He slid his hand off of her thigh, and Marissa swallowed her protest. She bit down on her lower lip and then took another sip of her wine, looking away and trying to compose herself. She tried to focus on anything other than his presence next to her—the guests, the bored-looking waiter near the door, the flower arrangements in the room—but it didn't work. She couldn't even distract herself by chatting up the woman sitting next to her, because she didn't appear to be interested in anyone other than her husband. She hadn't stopped whispering to him since the moment they'd sat down.

The tall, older man stepping onto the small stage in the corner of the room caught Marissa's attention.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, let me welcome you on behalf of Dalio Developments." He paused for the polite applause from the guests. "I'm Martin Sharley, and I'm the vice-president of the company. We hope you've been enjoying your evening. Soon, the waiters will be delivering desserts, and after that, the bell sound will signal it's time for all of us to head to the theater hall for the second part of the evening. I look forward to seeing you there."

The man walked down the few steps to another short round of applause and disappeared into the other room. Marissa turned to Dean, who was back to business. He straightened in his seat and didn't take his gaze off of Sharley until the guy disappeared from sight.

"I've never seen him before," Marissa whispered, leaning closer.

"Good, then there's a chance he won't recognize you, either."

She nodded. That was what she counted on, too.

The rest of the dinner went by quickly, and soon enough, the bell rang over the sound system. She put her glass down. Show time.

Dean offered her his arm, and she took it. Her body still reacted to his closeness, but most of her was focused on their task now. They needed more information, and this was it, this was their chance.

They sat in the back, partially hidden from the majority of the room, just in case someone might recognize her. It also made it easier for Dean to pull the small recorder from his jacket pocket without being seen.

The "presentation" started with the greetings again and then introducing a few key people from Dalio, including two men Marissa recognized. She resisted the urge to slide lower in her seat to hide, since there was no way anyone from the stage could see that far, especially with the dim light in the room.

Then one of the men started talking about "the idea for a better home" and how it translated to, basically, buying a house from Dalio. It was a pretty good sales pitch, including videos of happy families walking around the neighborhood, playing with kids or animals, and being friendly to everyone.

In between spiels about community and belonging, the guy talked about how they'd already created a project like this before, and then he proceeded to showcase the previous housing project. Of course, he didn't say anything about the difficulties they were facing or even admit that they'd learned new things and were taking into account previous mistakes.

She also noticed they were careful not to use the name of that previous project. She suspected they were afraid someone would recognize it from the news, since in the coverage she'd seen that name had been used much more often than the name of the company. Up until now, no one had mentioned the video interview, and she wondered if it was possible none of the guests had connected the two.

Marissa tangled her fingers on her lap and squeezed them hard. She wished she could tell the guy what she thought of him and his "enterprise of dreams", but instead, she was forced to sit there and listen to him wax poetic about houses she knew were ruined or on their way to being ruined. But she stayed put. Dean was recording this, and it was enough to argue fraudulent misrepresentation when they were selling the same faulty houses to other people.

She glanced at Dean, who nodded at her, one corner of his mouth going up. We've got this, he seemed to be saying, and Marissa couldn't help but let out a quiet laugh. It was relief, mostly, mixed with satisfaction, the one that came from seeing justice done. It was also joy to be here, with him, nailing the bad guys who had no idea they were going down.

She quieted quickly, not wanting to draw attention to herself, then she looked around the room to see if anyone noticed. Her gaze swept over the crowd in the near dark, and then she saw him.

Idiot.

Palmer was there, standing at the entrance door and lit by the light coming from the corridor. He was talking quietly with one of the men introduced earlier, the VP of Dalio. They looked like they knew each other rather well. An alarm went off in the back of Marissa's head.

Was it a coincidence that the case had been reassigned to a man who was quick to settle when the other side was friendly with one of the name partners? Wasn't it weird that a case that could put their firm on the front pages of every major newspaper got shoved to the settlement part of the program as soon as possible?

Marissa wanted to give Palmer the benefit of the doubt, but she couldn't quite manage it. She wondered if other partners were in on it, if it had somehow been agreed upon to let Dalio off the hook easily.

Her stomach turned at the thought. She couldn't look away from the men at the entrance, only happy that there was no way Palmer could spot her from where he was standing.

"You okay?" Dean whispered, and she turned to him, shaking her head.

"Palmer's here, in the entrance."

She watched Dean look up and behind her, and she could clearly see the moment it clicked for him, too. He frowned and narrowed his eyes.

Goodness, what a mess.

"We need to get out of here," she whispered. "He can't see us."

Dean's gaze met hers, and he was still frowning as they looked at each other. Before she could ask anything, he nodded sharply and paused his recorder.

"Fine."

Marissa turned to watch Palmer, and she noticed in relief that the two men were coming down the aisle on the other side of the room towards the seats at the front. She waited until they sat down and then reached out to catch Dean by the wrist and tugged.

"Come on, let's go."

CHAPTER TEN

 

Dean knew that seeing Palmer and fleeing from the hotel to avoid being seen was only partially to blame for the tension he felt in every part of his body. And he didn't need to look far for the main reason, since it was a woman sitting right next to him as they drove away from the hotel.

"I can't believe this." Marissa leaned back in her seat, hands flailing for a bit before resting on her lap. "Dang it."

He nodded, but didn't say anything. Thoughts were running wild in his head, demanding attention, while he tried to ignore the sinking feeling in his gut and just keep focus on the professional part of the whole thing.

"Do you think he's—"

"Yes," he cut in before she could finish the question. Yes, he thought Palmer was in on it. Yes, he thought Palmer had been playing her—and the plaintiffs—from the get go. Yes, he thought Palmer was a lying jerk who should be disbarred, fired, and a number of other things that were less civilized than that.

Just yes.

"Idiot," she muttered, running her fingers through her hair. Even in moments like this, a part of him focused on how beautiful she was, how a small gesture like this could make something tighten in his chest.

Professional. Stay professional. "We should head to the office. I want to copy the recording and get it to Kevin. He might still be there."

Marissa hesitated, and he clenched his hands over the wheel. Don't do this, don't do this, you're better than this.

"Yeah, sure, let's go," she said, sagging in her seat, and turned to the side window.

There was silence in the car, once again tense and uneasy, and Dean wished they could go back in time by about two hours. Maybe they would decide the dinner wasn't worth it and the viral video was enough. Maybe they would never leave Marissa's apartment.

Or maybe they would end up exactly where they were right now, because this was exactly the kind of people they were. Pushing harder and harder, until something broke.

Dean grimaced at the thought, refusing to acknowledge this as a metaphor for their relationship in the past.

Thankfully, they didn't have to drive for long. As they got to the office, only an automatic light in the corridor was on, so Dean got his keys out. He moved through the dark lobby and went straight to his office, Marissa following right after.

The dim light was visible under the door to Kevin's office, so either he was still working or he had fallen asleep again.

Dean turned the light on in his office and walked to his desk to turn on the computer. He made himself busy with the cables, trying to connect the recorder to the right one, all the while trying to ignore the way Marissa was walking back and forth between the door and the windows.

"I can't believe this," she finally said, and he looked up. She was gesturing with her arms like she sometimes did in the court, but this time it seemed like she was having a discussion with an invisible person. "I can't believe this. Maybe I should've seen that coming, but I—"

He knew what the right thing to say here was and the words You had no way of knowing were almost at the tip of his tongue. But with their history, with his distrust for the senior management at his previous job and her unwillingness to listen to his arguments back in the days, anything like that could seem like empty words.

On the other hand, while he'd considered Palmer could have an ulterior motive to reassign the case, he hadn't thought about this, exactly.

"If any of us should have seen it, it's me. And I wondered…" He hesitated and then shrugged. "I wondered, but I hadn't taken it this far."

Marissa paused, crossing hands against her stomach. "Maybe there's another explanation."

Dean hung his head, staring down at his desk as if it could help him remember how to breathe right after the punch.

"Don't do this," he told her quietly, meeting her gaze. "Don't do it."

She narrowed her eyes. "I'm not doing anything. I'm only saying—"

"You're looking for a way to get them out of this." He shook his head. "For idiot's sake—"

"Excuse me for considering all the options before I assume the worst!"

"You're not considering the most obvious one." Dean clicked the mouse with more force than necessary as the folder of the recorder opened up on his desktop. "Instead, you're jumping over to looking for the solution you'd like better than the truth. Again."

She inhaled sharply. "Oh yeah, sure, drag a case we disagreed on from years back and use it now to hurt me. Well done, Dean. Who's deflecting now?"

He clicked to copy the file onto the computer before raising his gaze to meet hers. They stared at each other with narrowed eyes and idiot, how did they always end up here?

"I'm just reminding you that you have a history of siding with them when you should've paid more attention to—"

"That wasn't about that and you know it!"

"No, actually. I don't know it."

She snorted and turned halfway away from him, grimacing at the windows.

"Here we go." She bit her lower lip, but then she looked at him head on again. "You and your higher moral ground where you get to be the one who's drawing all the lines."

Dean crossed his arms against his chest. "It's not—"

"But do you want to know what really happened back then?" She tossed her purse onto the couch and crossed her arms against her chest. "I can tell you. You didn't want to be there anymore. You grew tired, and you'd had a couple of really nasty cases. You started to resent being a lawyer. And then… then you started to resent me."

"That's not true!" Dean stood up quickly and rounded the desk, but paused a few feet away from Marissa. "I never resented you."

"You resented me any time I said anything even remotely connected to defending the other side." She paused and blinked fast a few times. "You resented me for not wanting to leave."

That hit Dean so hard he had to fight to stay upright. He wished he had stayed behind his desk. Surely she didn't really believe…

"You told me once that you'd picked law school because being a lawyer sounded like something you could be good at. And you were." She turned sideways again, but not before he saw her eyes shine. "But it was never truly what you wanted—it wasn't this." She gestured around the office. "So you moved on and that's fine, that's what you should've done. But hating me for choosing differently—"

"I didn't hate you."

She offered him a sad smile. "You kind of did. It was like you suddenly forgot how much I loved being a lawyer, how many times I'd told you I always wanted to be one. Once you made your decision to leave, my decision to stay was suddenly my greatest crime."

"That's not…" Dean shook his head. He couldn't believe this was what she'd thought all this time. "I've never said you shouldn't be a lawyer anymore. I didn't tell you to leave even once. It was you who didn't like the idea of me leaving and starting the firm."

"I was worried about it, not against it! I liked us working together, but I could've easily gotten over it. And I never told you to stay. I only told you to think about it more."

"Well, it sounded differently."

"Or maybe you heard what you wanted to hear to make it an easier break for yourself."

They stared at each other across the silence that suddenly felt very pressing. Dean tried to think of something to say, but everything that came to mind was a biting remark, and there had been enough of those tonight already. It hurt, hearing her say all of this.

If you think anything about walking away from you was easy, you were not paying attention, he wanted to tell her. Heck, he wanted to yell at the top of his lungs because, if anything, Marissa was the reason he'd stayed in that firm for as long as he did and only when things started to go wrong between them, did he finally make a decision, hoping that a little distance would do them good.

He'd been wrong, of course. Marissa took his resignation terribly personally, as if he was resigning from her life, from their relationship. He'd tried to tell her differently, but she wasn't willing to listen. It had all gone to perdition after that.

To hear her now, saying that he'd been the one resenting her, the one who refused to compromise…

Her phone started to ring in her purse, and when she reached for it, he pulled back, circling the desk again and getting busy with the computer. He unplugged the recording device and immediately copied the file to the external drive.

"Hi, Talia," he heard Marissa say. She was trying to sound upbeat, but her forced cheer sounded incredibly fake to his ears. "It went very well, we got them on record trying to sell what they know sucks. We're not sure how to use it yet, but we'll think of something."

As Dean glanced up, he noticed she walked up to the windows and stared at the city at night. She grasped the back of her neck with her free hand.

They'd been a few minutes away from messing on the floor of her apartment a few hours ago, and now the distance between them seemed wider than ever.

Maybe you heard what you wanted to hear to make it an easier break for yourself.

The swell of anger rolled in his gut, and he tried to stop himself before he said something stupid. Old hurts were on the tip of his tongue, the arguments, the way she'd acted like nothing touched her, nothing hurt her about the split back then. He'd had to be dragged out of his bed after three days, and he'd been half-present when Nate and Shawn needed him the most, when the company was just taking shape.

And when he'd seen Marissa a few days later when he had to go back to the old office one final time, she'd seemed like she was having the time of her life. He remembered thinking that while he needed to rebuild his life from the ground up, she seemed to be in her element. He remembered thinking that maybe she was  better off anyway.

Dean didn't notice Marissa had finished the call until she walked away from the windows and hesitated in the middle of the room, glancing longingly at the door.

"I've got this," he said, pointing to the recorder. "I'll talk with Talia in the morning, and we'll consider the options." You won't have to pick sides in any of this anymore.

She jutted her chin out as he was talking, and he knew she was gearing up for something—he braced for it.

But then she only shook her head.

"Fine," she told him, walking towards the door. "Good night, Dean."

It sounded too much like a final goodbye, and the reply stuck in his throat as he watched her through the glass door. He thought of stopping her, of trying to talk things through, but wouldn't it all end up the same way all over again?

They seemed to always pick different paths at the crossroads, and it was probably years too late to try to find a map that would work for both of them. If it hadn't worked then, when they'd been living in each other's pockets and so in love…

Idiot. Dean closed his eyes and swallowed against the tightness in his throat. Idiot.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

You knew this would happen. You weren't expecting anything more.

Marissa repeated it again and again as she rode down in the elevator and tried so hard not to cry. She wasn't going to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her cry right now—not Dean, not the security guard in the lobby, not anyone.

She couldn't believe how much had happened in the last few hours, how her life went up, and down, and then down to the sewers in such short period of time. They were supposed to be celebrating the win right now. Heck, she'd been imagining dragging him into her bed to celebrate like in the good old days. She'd thought…

It didn't matter what she'd thought. The reality had served her a swift kick in the rear—and one in the heart, too.

She flagged a taxi and let out a quiet, shaky breath when she shut the door behind her, and the shadow of the cab embraced her. Thankfully, the cabby wasn't chatty, and she was left to stare through the window as they drove through Downtown.

Every word Dean had spoken to her back at the office came back to her now. Goodness, he could infuriate her one minute and then break her heart in the next, the jerk. She couldn't believe he'd jumped on her for simply considering the options, trying to make sense of what they had seen. But no, it wasn't right for Mr. Higher Moral Ground, who was out for blood any time anyone from Willis, Palmer, and Singer was anywhere close to trouble. She hadn't condemned them fast enough, so she became the enemy, just like that.

And then he'd tried to tell her he'd never resented her, as if he'd never made her feel like she'd betrayed him by not packing her bags when he had. Like he'd never made her decision to stick to it seem less than his decision to quit.

Trying to turn the tables on her was not what she'd expected of him, because if anything, Dean had always respected his personal responsibility for things. In the end, that was what pushed him to quit the firm, the feeling that he'd had to make a stand, had to get up and leave, and start fresh.

And now, now he'd chosen to do differently? To throw their break up in her face, like she was to blame? Marissa had to bite her lower lip to stop herself from crying.

"I didn't hate you". High praise from someone she'd once thought she'd spend her life with.

The cab paused in front of her building. Marissa paid and got out quickly, hurrying inside. She wanted to get home already.

The tears started falling before she even closed her doors behind her.

 

***

 

The next morning, Marissa lay in bed, staring at the ceiling and wishing it was the weekend. She couldn't imagine going to work, smiling at everyone and doing her best to ignore both Woodley and Palmer. She hadn't slept more than an hour total, and her headache was now lodged behind her eyeballs like it declared war back there.

She finally dragged herself out of bed, if only to hunt down the painkillers in the bathroom cupboard. She swallowed two pills and drank a handful of tap water, then she turned on the shower. She undressed and got in, shivering under the too-cold spray, but needing it to wake herself up.

She went through the motions as she followed her morning routine, even if the cereal tasted like mud, and the coffee was too hot and burned her tongue. She went through the motions, because she needed it, and she couldn't pause and think. That way lay madness and tears, and the desire to bury herself in bed and not get up for a week.

Walking into the office felt weird. She kept looking around, feeling as if she was being watched. She was also suddenly suspicious about everyone around, wondering if Palmer could really be working alone or if it was known and agreed on by other name partners.

That last thought didn't leave her for the entire morning, and she decided she would go see Veronica Singer. If it turned out she had no idea about anything, Marissa hoped she'd make it right. If she'd known…

Her assistant interrupted her before she could go down that dark road.

"You wanted me to tell you when Justin Woodley would be free. He's now in his office alone."

"Thank you." Marissa was on her way there before she could try to talk herself out of this. Sure, Dean had rather clearly removed her from the case, but he couldn't control her. There was no way she was sitting by and not at least trying to talk some sense into Woodley. He had to have seen the video, but according to Talia, he hadn't contacted any of the plaintiffs and hadn't picked up the phone all day yesterday.

As she walked through the office, barely anyone lifted their head, but she still couldn't shake off the feeling that something was off.

Or maybe it was just her.

"Hello, Justin." She walked in after knocking on the open door to his office. "May I talk to you for a minute?"

He closed the file he was reading and gestured her to the chair. "Come on in. I don't have a lot of time—"

"It really won't take long." She closed the door and sat down. "I only wanted to say I'm glad that video interview about Dalio appeared. It will definitely help the case."

He leaned forward with his elbows on the desk. "Lucky break, huh?" He nodded. "It will definitely add a zero or two to the settlement."

Marissa sat back in her chair. She expected Justin to dig his heels in, heck, she was worried she'd need to convince him. She was happy she wouldn't, of course, but after all the hassle, it seemed quite… anticlimactic.

"I'm glad. These people deserve justice."

Justin tilted his head to the side. "You couldn't let that go, could you?"

He knew. She hadn't considered it, her opinion of him so low that she hadn't thought he would guess anything, but now…

Calm down, she told herself. You don't know what he knows.

She deflected. "This is my family. I had to hand over the case, but I've been following it. My cousin Talia is quite the force among the plaintiffs."

"That she is."

His tone was neutral enough, but she was sure he'd not been happy with Talia. She was inconvenient for his cause.

"Well, then," Marissa said, getting up. "As I said, I'm glad things are going well. I'm sure you'll get as much from Dalio as you can." She was laying it a bit thick, but she was through with sidestepping the issue and pretending everything was fine. She would've been forced to watch her family settle for pennies if she hadn't done anything. She was owed some satisfaction over it. Even the fact that he'd get all the credit didn't bother her.

She headed back to her office, and when she saw Paris giving her a worried look, she tensed.

"What's wrong?"

"Mr. Palmer wants to see you. He said it was urgent, and they're waiting in Mr. Willis' office."

So at least Willis is on it as well. Marissa wished confirming her suspicions didn't taste so foul in her mouth. She rarely, if ever, wished she'd been wrong, but in this case…

"Did they say what they wanted?" she asked. As if there was another option. As if it could be anything other than what she knew it was going to be—the Dalio case.

But a girl could dream, didn't she?

"No, they didn't." Paris' frown deepened, but Marissa wasn't in the mood to placate her. Besides, was it worth it to lie now, when the cat was already out of the bag?

"Okay." Marissa straightened and ran her hands over her skirt. There was no use to drag it out. "I'm heading there, then."

As she walked through the office, once again everyone seemed to be watching her. She'd never before felt so alone around here. Even after Dean had left, there were still people here she cared about, who cared about her, too. Was it all gone now?

Logically, she knew she was overreacting, but it didn't help her much. She thought of Dean, of feeling whole again when they were together, of feeling like maybe…

It had crashed, though, and it was never going to be anything now. She probably wouldn't see him for another few years, and when she did, she could only wish it wasn't going to go like this time.

God, what she would give to have him by her side now, despite everything.

Sasha, Willis' assistant, pointed her to go in without saying a word. Marissa took a deep breath and entered the room. She wasn't going to bow down to them. She hadn't done anything wrong, not to the clients and not to the company.

"Ms. Ratner, please sit down," Willis told her, sitting straighter in his chair. Palmer was on his side of the table, and Marissa was delegated to sit in front of them. We versus you, they seemed to be telling her. Of course.

"We won't waste anyone's time and ask you if you know why we wanted to speak to you. I think it's pretty clear."

Marissa looked straight at Palmer. He had to have seen her at the hotel somehow, but if it had been earlier, during dinner, why didn't he hide? Why did he let himself be seen?

"What exactly did you want to speak to me about?" She wasn't going to be the first one to spell it out. If they chose to confront her, they might as well do the rest.

The men exchanged glances before Palmer spoke.

"You were at the dinner Dalio held last night."

She nodded. "So were you."

"Do you want to explain why you went there? I thought we made it perfectly clear earlier that you were to stay away from them."

"No." Marissa jutted her chin up. "You only told me you were reassigning the case, that's all. I knew from the start I couldn't be the one representing the plaintiffs. I don't remember being ordered to stay away from Dalio."

Palmer leaned forward with his forearms against the desk. "Are you intentionally this obtuse?"

"I'm simply stating the facts. You did not—and had no right to—forbid me from coming in contact with anyone in that company. You can decide on what cases I'm working or not working on, but you can't order me not to care about what was going to happen to the people involved in this particular case."

"Justin Woodley has been the one handling it," Willis pointed out. He seemed perfectly calm, sitting back in his chair with that bored expression he so often wore. Today, it pissed her off more than usual.

"Justin's handling the settlement proceedings," Marissa said. "That could've been the same thing, but I'm not sure it is. The same way I'm not sure why this—" She gestured between the three of them. "—is happening now. Do you wish to explain why you were at the same party last night?"

Palmer narrowed his eyes. "You're overstepping. I'm your superior, and I don't answer to you."

"I don't have to answer to you about what I do in my personal life, either." Marissa looked from Palmer to Willis, who shook his head.

"You do when you're meeting with the man who is interfering with our case," he said.

Marissa's stomach tightened, but she kept it together. She could bluff with the best of them. "I assure you I haven't talked with anyone from Dalio's management—"

"I meant Dean Foster." Willis sat up, leaning forward and almost mirroring Palmer. "I meant the man I'm sure is responsible for the sudden influx of stories about Dalio in the media."

"Again, my personal life isn't of your concern," she told him. "But if you think he is the one who's damaging, I'm sorry, interfering, with the case, I wonder what side you're on in all this."

She didn't let herself flinch or waver, but she was so tense, she had trouble pushing the words out smoothly. This, right here, was more than just picking up the challenge they'd thrown when they'd told her to come here. She was tossing the same challenge back in their faces.

"Watch it, Ms. Ratner." Willis narrowed his eyes. "You're walking on very thin ice here."

And suddenly, Marissa didn't care anymore. She didn't care about the two of them or this sad excuse of being sent to the principal's office. She didn't care about pretending to be polite, exchanging jabs as if it was going to solve anything.

"No, I don't think so," she said, looking from one of them to the other once again. "What I'm doing is making sure the clients of our firm, people who came here to get help, get the best kind of help possible. If that's not to your liking, then, again, it makes me wonder whose side you are on, because from where I'm standing, you wanted to hang the plaintiffs out to dry." She shook her head at Palmer. "What is it, are you hoping to get Dalio as clients? I hope you know what you're doing since they're about to be in even more legal and financial trouble. Make sure they pay their fees first, before they lose everything in court."

"You're clearly forgetting your—"

"I'm not forgetting anything," she said, standing up. "What I'm doing is resigning from this firm and continuing to make sure my family and other affected people are getting what they deserve out of this. And if I get so much as a glimpse of Justin Woodley not getting them the best deal he could possibly get, another media trashstorm involving Dalio will drag this firm down with them. Have a nice day."

Marissa walked out of that office straight to the office bathroom and as soon as the door closed behind her, she leaned against the wall, her legs shaking.

What did I just do?

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

It had been four days since Dean had seen, or even talked to Marissa, and he still felt like trash. He'd ignored his friends' questions and frowns, and 'I told you so' expressions that had been even worse. He went through the motions, did his job, went home, stared at the TV until it seemed like he would be able to fall asleep, went to bed, slept very little, got up, and went to work again. Rinse, repeat.

He'd almost called her so many times it seemed like it was four years ago all over again. And just like then, he never did actually call her. It's better like this, he kept telling himself, hoping that at some point it would start feeling true.

Four days and counting, and it hadn't happened yet.

The intercom signal pulled him out of staring through his windows and not really seeing anything. His ten o'clock was here. Talia. A part of him hoped that Marissa was with her, that her need to make sure the case was handled well until the end would win over the fact that she didn't want to see him.

That part was what squeezed his gut hard as he saw Talia waiting alone in the lobby.

Dean knew how to pretend, though, so he greeted her with a smile and took her to his office to talk through the final stages of the Dalio case. There wasn't much left to do other than monitor the things they put in motion, and from what Talia was telling him, the settlement talks were going better than expected.

"The lawyer's fighting for us for real this time," Talia said with a wide smile. "It's like something flipped once that video got viral and everything. I can't thank you enough."

He wondered what happened at the firm to make Woodley change his tune. After seeing Palmer being buddies with Dalio's VP, Dean hadn't liked their chances one bit.

"…And Marissa is, of course, following it all, even as she's finishing her own cases up."

Dean paused at that.

"I'm sorry, what?"

Talia raised her eyebrows. "Well, she's leaving the firm, so of course—"

"She's leaving?" He couldn't believe this. Did they somehow find out about her being there on Monday night? Did they fire her over this?

"I thought she told you." Talia ran a hand through her hair and hesitated. "Well, the cat's out of the bag now, anyway. Yes, she resigned on Tuesday. She didn't tell me much, only that it was a spur of the moment decision, but she doesn't regret it." She winced. "I hope it's not because of this case, I wouldn't want to be the reason—"

"Don't blame yourself," Dean told her, shoving his emotions down so hard he'd have to dig a week to find them later on. Or not. "Trust me, it's never one thing that makes someone do this."

She took a deep breath and offered him a smile, a bit dimmer than the last one, but it was still there. "I hope you're right."

Dean shook his head, thinking about his decision, and Nate's, and Shawn's. There had been no one thing, but, if anything, that last thing that tipped the scales. "Trust me, this is something I know a bit about."

He went through the rest of the meeting on autopilot, and it wasn't until he walked her out and returned to his office that the whole thing hit him in full force.

Marissa quit the job. She quit Willis, Palmer, and Singer. Dean couldn't believe this. He had no love for that company as a whole, but Marissa did, and he could only imagine how hard it must've been.

Idiot, that only highlighted how much of an idiot he'd been on Monday. He'd assumed the worst, just like that, and he hadn't even let her explain.

Or maybe you heard what you wanted to hear to make it an easier break for yourself.

Her words came back to him and once again, they felt like a punch in the stomach. Had he really done that, years ago? Had he done it again now?

He sat down on the armchair hard and put his head in his hands. He had no idea what he should do. Should he leave it alone? Should he give it a rest, decide it simply wasn't meant to be?

More importantly, could he do that?

No, he realized. No, he couldn't. First of all, he owed Marissa an apology. And second, if he left it alone now, if he let it destroy them again, it would mean doing exactly what she had accused him of—taking an easy way out when things were tough.

Dean had always thought of himself as the guy who could push through anything, who never backed away from the fight that was worth fighting. But now, for some reason, only moments ago he'd been half-way ready to give up on perhaps the most important fight of his life.

Four years ago, he'd thought there was no fight left to be fought. Mistake or not, he'd had to live with that choice ever since, but now, now he could do things differently. He could make things right and at least give it a shot.

He was out of his seat and out of the office before he could pause to think about it any longer. He saw Nate approaching, but he shook his head. "Not now, I've got to go."

"What? Where? I was just coming to—"

"If it's a work emergency, you and Shawn have to take care of it, sorry." Dean kept walking until he got to the lobby that was thankfully empty except for Alicia.

"It's not—"

"If it's another pep talk, I'm really not interested, Nate." Dean turned to Alicia. "Please cancel all my afternoon appointments. Tell Colin Davies I'll give him a call tonight and reschedule everyone else to Monday or Tuesday."

Alicia jotted it down as she tried not to smile.

"What?" Dean asked.

"Nothing." She grinned. "Go get her, tiger."

Dean just gave her a look and headed to the door before Nate was onto him again. He loved his friends like brothers, but they didn't have a say in this.

It was high time he groveled properly, and he didn't need an audience for that.

 

***

 

Dean parked a few houses down the street from the building Marissa lived in and stared at her windows as he tightened his grip over the steering wheel. She might not be home, she might not open the door, she might slam them in his face when she saw him… All the what-ifs crowded in his head, and he needed a minute to get it together.

Not backing away now.

The walk to Marissa's building seemed longer than it should, but he got rewarded—a delivery guy was leaving right as Dean got to the door, and he was able to get in without needing to call up. One problem down.

He pressed the bell as soon as he got to Marissa's door, not giving himself time to overthink it again. He wasn't prepared she'd open it after two seconds, though.

"Did you forget—"

Marissa paused and stared, and Dean did the same. She was barefoot, dressed in shorts and a loose T-shirt, and her hair was tied high on top of her head. He forced himself not to give too much attention to her legs, raising his gaze back up to her face.

"Hi there," he said, voice low and rough, as if he hadn't been talking for a long time.

She dropped her hand from the door handle and stood there, not saying a word.

"May I come in?" Dean wanted to rub his hands over his thighs, but he didn't want to appear nervous. He needed to keep it together.

For a moment, it seemed like she wasn't going to say anything, or do anything but stand there and watch him before probably shutting the door in his face. Or maybe she was waiting for him to turn back and leave.

He wasn't leaving.

"Come in," she finally said, almost in a whisper, and when he entered her apartment, he couldn't help remembering the last time he'd been there. How things could change in a few days.

Dean noticed the bag with the same logo the delivery guy had on his shirt. "Chinese food, huh?" he asked and winced. He was terrible at small talk, even with people he knew very well.

"Perfect comfort food, second only to pizza, and I had pizza two nights in a row." Marissa closed her door and then crossed her arms against her abdomen. She looked away. "Why are you here, Dean?"

"I've heard you left the firm."

Marissa nodded, sucking in her lower lip before releasing it with a quiet pop. "Yes, I did. That doesn't answer my question, though."

"I wanted to see you again. Talk to you. Apologize."

She looked at him then. "Which one is it?"

"All of them." He took a step closer, but then paused. He had no idea what the rules were right now. "I'm sorry."

"For what?" Her gaze seemed to pierce through him, searching for an answer as if she could read it from his face.

He wished she could. It would be a lot easier. The problem was, they seemed to be running into miscommunication problems even when they were talking.

"I'm sorry I jumped to conclusions and didn't let you explain or even finish your thought," he finally said, wincing at the memory of what he'd said. "It was stupid, and I didn't mean to hurt you. It's not… It's not what I think of you, not really."

"Now that I've resigned," she told him as if she was finishing his sentence. "You suddenly think better of me because I left the firm."

Dean shook his head. "No. No, it's not like that." He took a small step forward. "The truth is, I think the world of you. I always have, and I probably always will. You're one of the smartest people I know, you care about people, you fight for them and for what you think is right. You're all that and more, and I know you'd never jeopardize this case."

Marissa let out a humorless laugh, turning away. "It didn't sound like that. It sounded like you thought I'd be willing to go along with whatever they were doing, no matter what."

Dean opened his mouth to argue, but it wasn't what they needed. "I can see how you thought that. I definitely crossed a line. I'm sorry." He stepped closer and reached out, but let his hand fall before it could touch Marissa's arm. "I honestly don't think badly of you. And I didn't believe you'd go that far, either. I was just…"

"What? You were just what, Dean?" She rounded on him, fire in her eyes. "Tell me."

"Scared."

It might have been the most difficult thing to admit to, here, now, to her face. But it also seemed like the most important one.

"I was scared." He rubbed a hand over his forehead, fighting to push the words out. "Before that fight, those few days I felt like we were getting back to what we used to be. Not fighting, not talking around each other, not dividing our lives and staying in different camps. We were working together, we were laughing, we were… I didn't think I'd ever have a chance to kiss you again." He shook his head. "And then I did, and everything felt right."

Marissa's eyes were wet, but she slowly turned to face him. There was a foot of space between them, and Dean wished he could cross it, pull her close and not let go until everything felt right again.

He didn't.

"I got scared I was going to lose you again."

"And instead of actually keeping me, you pushed me away again," Marissa whispered, brushing the tears quickly. "Why is that?"

"I don't know."

He knew it was a cop out answer, and he fully expected to be called on it, but it was also the truth. He had no idea why he did it.

Marissa nodded. "Fine. What changed now, then?"

"I've been fighting with myself the whole week to call you, but I didn't know what to say."

"So you waited until you heard about me quitting?"

"I know how it looks like," he told her quietly. "I know. But it wasn't about being right or wrong. Not now, and not then. It was about me, and you, and them. It just seemed like—"

"Like I was picking them over you."

Dean grimaced. Hearing it out loud made him look petty, but it didn't make it any less true. He nodded.

"You were never so insecure in the past. What happened?"

"I don't—"

"Don't tell me you don't know." She shook her head. "You may think it's true, but I need you to answer this now. What happened that made you stop trusting me?"

"It's not about trusting you! It never was."

"What was it about, then?"

He took a deep breath. He didn't know, but that wasn't enough. He needed to figure it out. What was it? Marissa was right, he had never lacked confidence, never doubted what he could and couldn't do. What changed?

Then it struck him.

"I think I… I was afraid I wasn't the guy you chose to be with anymore. We'd met in the firm, you knew me as a lawyer, you fell in love with the guy I was there."

She narrowed her eyes. "I'm pretty sure I fell in love with the guy you were outside of the firm, too."

Dean winced. He wasn't doing it right. "Yes, but was I the same guy when I dropped everything and started a new company from scratch? Sure, I hoped we'd be successful, but it could've all failed and we'd be left with nothing. And no," he went on quickly when she opened her mouth. "I'm not saying you cared about me only when I was successful, or had money, or whatever. But I think I… I didn't know who I'd be, so what did that make me to you?"

"You idiot."

Marissa punched him lightly in the arm, the same way she sometimes did when they were still together. It rattled something in him loose, and he could breathe easier now.

It wasn't a gesture of anger, but of fondness, and she wouldn't have made it if she wanted nothing to do with him.

"I love you," she said next, and Dean didn't care about anything else. He wasn't afraid anymore.

"I love you, too."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Marissa pulled him forward into a kiss, her heart thudding inside her chest like it wanted to break free and show itself to him.

I love you. I love you. I love you.

Her words and his, they ran through her head over and over as Dean kissed her back, licking over her mouth, demanding entrance.

She read him loud and clear. Time for talking was over.

She was fine with that.

Dean grabbed the nape of her neck in one hand, and the heat went through her like a lightning strike. She needed him, and she needed him now.

"Bedroom," she whispered against his lips as she pulled back enough to take a breath, and then he lifted her, just like that, and God, she'd forgotten how hot that was. She circled her legs around his hips and held on, leaving a line of kisses over his jaw as he walked to her bedroom.

He tossed her on the bed and followed right after, covering her with his body before she could even get a look at him standing over her. He claimed her mouth again, hot and demanding. At the same time, he was pushing her T-shirt up, and Marissa shivered as he dragged his fingers up her skin, leaving goose bumps. When he brushed the underside of her breast, she moaned into his lips and raised her hands so he could take the shirt off of her. She wasn't wearing a bra, and Dean's eyes turned darker at the sight of her, half-naked. He leaned down to lick at her nipple, while his thumb still caressed the delicate skin under it.

"Oh, idiot," she panted, grabbing the hair at the back of his head to hold on to. She needed him inside her. "Come on, hurry up," she urged, but he only bit her in answer, making her lose her breath.

"We have time," he told her as he lifted his gaze and met hers. It sounded more than just a line in the middle of sex, and Marissa shivered once again, this time pulling him down for a kiss. She licked into his mouth and demanded attention.

I'm here, she wanted to tell him. I'm here. Come on already. Idiot me.

"We'll have time later on as well," she told him. She hoped he heard her own admission in it.

And maybe he did. He pulled back to push her shorts and panties off and then, after brushing his big, strong hand over the inside of her thigh, he got up quickly to undress himself.

"Tease." She scooted up the bed to rest her head on the pillow and spread her legs as he fought with his slacks. This, right here, being completely naked while he was only now getting out of his suit, made her suck in her lip to swallow a moan. She used to love it, back when they were together—she'd loved when he harassed her still half in his suit, loved being naked when he wasn't.

As it turned out, she still loved it just as much.

"Who are you calling a tease?" Dean knelt at the bottom of the bed and she spread her legs even more, but he only smirked.

He grabbed her ankle and lifted her leg up, dropping a kiss on her shin. Then another. And another. He released his grip, and Marissa lowered her leg, but Dean continued kissing up her body.

She lifted her hips, searching for contact, as the heat curled and spread inside her. Her thighs trembled under the light touch of his lips.

"Please, Dean, come on."

It was as if she said the magic words, because a moment later he was covering her mouth again and pinning her down with his body. She ran her hands over his back, wanting—needing—to know him all over again. They fit, the same way they always had, edges of their bodies pressed together perfectly.

It would only be more perfect if…

"Get in me already," she whispered in his ear and grabbed his rear hard at the same time, pulling him closer still. His erection was hot and wet along the dip of her hip.

Dean raised himself on his elbows and looked down at her. "Do you still have an IUD? Can I—?"

"Yes." She nodded quickly. "Yes, come on."

He kissed her with his eyes wide open, and she felt like it was his intense gaze that was pinning her down more than his body. She surrendered completely in that moment, and when he pushed inside her a moment later, she was torn between shouting and crying.

God, she had missed him so much. She loved him so much.

She hid her face in his neck, kissing his collarbone as she blinked the wetness away. But he noticed, of course he noticed. He put a thumb under her chin and made her lift her head.

"You okay?" he whispered, kissing her on her forehead.

Marissa nodded, tightening her grip on his back. "Yes. Yes." She thrust her hips up and moaned as his cock slid further inside her. "Idiot, yes."

Dean kissed her once again and then pulled back only to slam back in. Soon, they fell into a rhythm, and Marissa was close to coming without him even touching her clit. But then he reached between them and found it, and it only took a few rubbing circles before the orgasm hit her. He slowed down as she came, but continued his deep thrusts as he dropped kisses all over her neck and shoulder.

Marissa was floating in pleasure, but she could still feel the last wall around her heart break down when he came inside her. She closed her eyes and dug her nails in, making him hiss as he pushed even deeper. I missed you so much, she thought over and over, petting his back, as they were both coming down from the high.

When he slipped out of her and moved to the side, she clamped her legs closed. She wanted to keep him inside longer, even when she could already feel wetness over her inner thighs.

She reached down, but Dean caught her hand and brought it to his lips. Their gazes met as he kissed her fingers, and the brightness in his eyes made her breath catch. This was Dean she hadn't seen in years—open, sated, relaxed, but also looking at her like he saw her. Like she was important. As if she counted in his world—as if nothing else counted quite so much.

"I love you," he whispered, lips pressed to her fingertips.

Marissa smiled so wide she could feel the pull of her cheeks. "I love you too."

Because here, now, it was just that simple.

 

***

 

After the shower, they relocated to the living room, and Marissa pointed Dean to the couch.

"I'm willing to share my dinner, if you're hungry."

"Yes, please."

She took the food out onto a big plate and put it into the microwave. As she waited for it to reheat, she grabbed the empty boxes and put them in the garbage bin. It wasn't until she pulled the glasses from the cupboard that she noticed she was humming under her breath and swaying to the melody.

She glanced behind her and saw Dean watching her. Of course he saw that. She could feel her cheeks redden and turned around as the microwave dinged.

She was happy. The realization hit her when she was splitting the food between two plates. Sure, they still had a lot of things to figure out, but they weren't… they weren't done anymore. They had another chance, they loved each other, and dang it, Marissa promised herself she was going to do her best to make it work. She never wanted to see him walk out of her life again. Or to leave him behind.

She grabbed the plates and took them to the coffee table next to the couch before going back for water. Dean slid onto the floor, and she joined him, handing him the glass.

For a while, they ate in comfortable silence, only exchanging smiles and small touches. Their knees were pressed together, but Dean would reach out to put a strand of hair behind her ear or brush his shoulder against hers, or run the back of his hand over her thigh as he adjusted his slacks.

Marissa couldn't stop watching him, now that it was okay and she didn't need to hide. He'd never learned to use chopsticks, claiming his hands were too big to hold them right, so he made do with a fork while she stared at his fingers, remembering his touches against her skin. Then she looked at his forearms. She used to love to drag her nails up and down the veins visible under his skin. It usually led to sex, too.

Now she just moved her gaze to his shoulders, a little leaner than she'd remembered, but still wide and strong. Strong enough to pick you up like it's nothing, she thought and licked her lips. She glanced up and noticed him smiling at her. Busted again.

He reached out and ran his thumb over her lower lip. "I hate to say it, but we should probably talk."

"Yeah." She had to swallow down the urge to lick his thumb. She pulled back to put some distance between them, but twisted to the side to face him.

He put the plate down and did the same.

"I want you back in my life," he said when the silence was starting to stretch, and Marissa opened her mouth to fill it, but had no idea what to say.

"Good." She reached out and caught his hand in both of hers. "I want that, too."

He nodded. "What else do you want?"

Marissa actually took a moment to think about it, because she didn't want to give him a flippant answer. She'd spent the last three days thinking about what she was going to do now, but there was no Dean in any of these scenarios. Now, she needed to figure out how to fit him—them—in.

"I want us to start with dating, because I'm afraid we could get tripped by trying to go off the deep end and pick up where we left off," she started, and when he nodded, she went on. "I need to figure out what to do about work right now. That's what I get for making an emotional decision like that." She tried to smile as she said it, but he had to see right through her, because he tightened his grip over her fingers. "I don't regret it, don't worry. It was the right call, I just…"

"You can take your time figuring it out," he told her gently.

She took a deep breath. "I want to be a lawyer. I'm not changing that. I love what I do."

"Hey, I know that." He leaned his head down to catch her gaze. "I'm not saying you should stop doing it. I obviously made mistakes in the past, if you'd thought… what you told me on Monday." He grimaced and Marissa did as well. She didn't mean everything she said, but… "I want you to be happy, and I know being in the courtroom, helping people there, is what makes you happy."

"The same way fixing makes you happy."

He smiled. "Yeah, it does." He glanced down at their joined hands before looking up again. "In the interest of full disclosure, I am glad that you quit that firm. Or maybe relieved is the better word for it." He shrugged. "I don't know."

Marissa expected to get angry or offended, but she didn't. A month ago, Dean saying that would result in a fight, but now… now she understood. It wasn't about quitting being a lawyer or about his chance to say "I told you so". He was glad she left this particular company after one hit too many.

"Okay," she finally said.

He frowned. "Okay?"

"Yes, okay." She leaned over for a quick kiss that… turned out not to be so quick. But when she finally pulled back, she smiled at him. "I get why you're glad. And I'm still not regretting the decision."

He reached out with his free hand and ran his fingers over the side of her face. "You're one of a kind, you know that?"

She grinned, leaning in for another kiss.

"You're pretty special yourself."

EPILOGUE

 

Two months later

 

"We're going to be late," Marissa protested when he crowded her against the shower wall, but she curled her legs around his waist when he hoisted her up nevertheless.

Dean smiled at her. "We have to be quick, then."

The water was falling all around them, but Dean got lost in the sensation of their bodies being tangled together like this, the taste of her on his tongue, the feel of her around his cock, her small shivers and widened eyes when he hit the right spot inside her.

It didn't take them long to come, but Dean was reluctant to pull away. When he did, Marissa gave him one more kiss and jumped out of the stall.

"Come on, I really can't be late on my first day."

Dean cut off the water and followed her out. "We have more than enough time."

"Says the guy who's his own boss and doesn't dread New York City's traffic anymore."

"Oh, I'll dread it forever." He toweled off without taking his eyes off of her as she tucked her towel around her and looked at herself in the mirror. God, he was so lucky. "And I also can't be late. I have a meeting at eight thirty."

"Hurry up, then."

Dean smiled, but took the toothbrush she handed him. It was so perfectly domestic, them brushing their teeth side by side in the bathroom, that he wished he could ask her to move in already. But it was still too early, he knew. Even if they graduated early from simple dating to established relationship, moving in would be a big step, bigger than they'd ever done.

And his apartment might not be far from Tribeca, but it wasn't Tribeca. He was pretty sure he'd have to be pretty convincing.

"What?" Marissa asked after she spat the foam into the sink.

"What what?" he mumbled before spitting the foam too.

"You're grinning," she told him and planted a wet kiss on his cheek.

"Well, it's a nice day so far." He tossed his toothbrush back into the cup, backed away from the counter, and side-stepped her to head to the door. "I'm going to make breakfast."

"Waffles," she shouted after him.

"Whatever you want."

As they were eating, Marissa's leg bounced under the table until he put his hand on her knee and kept it still. She scrunched her nose.

"Sorry."

"No need to be sorry." He kissed her briefly and drowned the rest of his coffee. "But you don't need to be nervous, you know the bosses already."

Marissa sent him a look. "Being introduced at a party doesn't mean I know them. Sure, they were friendly during the interview, but it's different."

Dean shook his head. "Not that different. They really are that nice. It's not the same environment than what we were used to at Willis, Palmer, and Singer, you'll see."

Troy, Cornell, and Linetta had started about the same time as Dean and the guys had, in the same building, but two floors above them. The partners there had been very friendly from the start, and they'd all bonded over the new beginnings. And while they weren't close, they'd been on each other's party guest lists for years now.

When Marissa had been invited for an interview there, Dean had really hoped this would be the one that stuck. She'd talked to a few companies earlier, but nothing seemed to feel right. She also hadn't heard from a few, which most likely meant her old bosses interfering. He had expected Marissa to be hurt, but she'd told him that the amount of money her aunt and cousin got from the Dalio settlement was the perfect revenge. After seeing the sum, he couldn't argue her point.

Thankfully, Marissa's interview with Troy, Cornell, and Linetta had gone amazing. They'd made a deal even before she'd walked out the door that day.

"Okay, come on." Marissa swallowed the last piece of her waffle and stood up. "Time to go."

Dean fought a grin at her enthusiasm. They had over forty minutes, and in that time, they could walk there if they wanted to. But he didn't protest. Arguing with Marissa now wouldn't calm her down at all. When they got there too early, she could always hang out in the F.Y.U. office. Nate and Shawn finally stopped with their cold treatment, and both Alicia and Claire embraced Marissa quickly. Apparently they had been waiting "for ages" for someone to snap Dean up.

He wasn't about to tell them there simply wasn't anybody like Marissa out there for him, but from the looks they gave him—especially Alicia—they seemed to get it anyway.

"Okay, I'm ready, let's go." Marissa came out of the bathroom and grabbed her bag from the couch. Then she raised her eyebrows at him. "Come on."

Dean had to hide his smile, but put the plates in the sink. He would take care of them after work.

"Lead the way," he told her, grabbing his jacket and slipping the phone in his pocket.

The way to work took them fifteen minutes, but Dean managed not to say "I told you so". While he might tease her any other day, today he left her alone. If she kept trying to go in early all the time, then he wouldn't have any scruples.

He squeezed her fingers as they were waiting for the elevator.

"You want to come over to the office before going up?"

She shook her head. "No, I don't mind being early. I'll see you at lunch, though?"

"Okay."

They got in, and there were only two other people in the elevator, so Dean didn't let go of Marissa's hand.

"You'll do great," he told her quietly, and it earned him a big grin.

"That's the plan."

Then it was his floor, and it was time to separate. On impulse, he kissed her on the side of her head.

"Love you."

Her grin grew even bigger. "Love you, too," she whispered and then waved as the doors were closing.

Dean stared at the door until he thought he heard a quiet ding two floors up. Have fun, he thought, as if Marissa could hear him, and then headed to his own office with a grin.

Lunch break would come soon enough.
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