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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    My favorite restaurant, favorite wine, the most decadent chocolate soufflé I’d ever tasted—and he had to ruin it with three little words.  
 
    “You’re cut off.”  
 
    My smile faltered. He couldn’t possibly be serious.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked.  
 
    He sighed. “You’re an adult, Gwendolyn. I’ve supported you long enough. It’s time you learned to take care of yourself, stand on your own two feet.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, my mouth still hanging open in shock. My dad was a jerk. How dare he do this to me? To me, his little girl. The walls of the restaurant felt like they were closing in. My chest felt heavy and my breathing labored.  
 
    “How am I supposed to live?” I asked, more to myself than to my father.  
 
    “You get a job. Pay your own way.”  
 
    “But Daddy,” I whined.  
 
    He held up his hand. “It’s done. I’ve tried to help you. I’ve pulled strings and called in favors to get you jobs that most women your age would kill for. Your poor work ethic and petulant attitude has ruined every single opportunity I’ve given you.”  
 
    I scoffed. He was being ridiculous. It wasn’t my fault that Madeline Grant was a stuck up old bat who couldn’t handle that I was obviously more talented than her.  
 
    Besides, I lost that job because of that jerk Alex. She’d always been jealous of me. I’m prettier than she is and have more talent in my little finger than she did in her dumpy little body. She couldn’t handle the competition and poisoned Madeline against me, the cow.  
 
    “Gwendolyn,” he said. “Are you even listening to me?”  
 
    “I heard you,” I snapped.  
 
    He frowned and fixed me with a hard glare. Time for a new tactic.  
 
    I leaned forward and rested my hand on his arm. Forcing tears to well in my eyes, I amped up the sad puppy look that usually got me anything I wanted from him.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Daddy,” I said, my voice cracking a bit. “I can try harder. All I want is for you to be proud of me.” Blinking hard, I let the tears roll down my cheek. “If you give me one more chance I promise I…”  
 
    He pulled his arm from my grasp before I could finish. “Enough is enough. You’ve exhausted my patience.”  
 
    My shock quickly turned to white hot rage as I stared into his hard, determined eyes.  
 
    “This is her, isn’t it?” I spat. “That whore put you up to this.” 
 
    He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Allison has nothing to do with this.” I snorted, amused that he seemed to know exactly who I was referring to.  
 
    “She doesn’t,” I muttered. “Stupid jerk probably wants me gone so she can have more of your money for her and that little brat.”  
 
    His head snapped up. “That little brat is my daughter and your little sister. I suggest you show them both the respect they deserve. Like it or not, they are family.” 
 
    Family my rear. There was no doubt in my mind that Allison was behind this. She’d been trying to drive a wedge between Dad and me for years. I guess she finally succeeded. 
 
    “So, now that you have the perfect family you’ve always dreamed of, you can just abandon me like yesterday’s trash. Out with the old and in with the new.” I waved my hand with a dramatic flourish to emphasize my point. 
 
    The scene I was causing began to attract the attention of the other patrons seated around us. I locked eyes with some blonde skank at the next table and shot her a glare that made her quickly avert her eyes back to her salad. Good, the jerk was fat—she could use a few more salads and a few less donuts.  
 
    Dad leaned forward and ground his teeth. “You are out of line, Gwendolyn,” he hissed.  
 
    I crossed my arms again and turned away from him as real tears pricked behind my eyes. The nerve of him. I’m his daughter, his flesh and blood. It was insane that he could be so heartless. Just toss me out in the cold like I meant absolutely nothing to him.  
 
    “This is my fault.” He sighed. “I indulged you, spoiled you, but no more. You’re an adult. It’s time you acted like it.”  
 
    I refused to look at him. I could see him watching me out of the corner of my eye. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a stack of papers, sliding them across the table to me.  
 
    “The rent on your apartment has been paid through the end of the month. I’ve transferred your cell phone and your car insurance into your name,” he said.  
 
    I still refused to look at him. I didn’t want to acknowledge that it was really happening. 
 
    “Your car is yours to keep,” he continued.  
 
    “Should I be grateful?” I huffed, still refusing to look at him.  
 
    “I’ve put five thousand dollars in a checking account for you, but the rest of your accounts have been closed and your credit cards have been canceled.” 
 
    “Five thousand dollars?” I screamed. “That won’t even cover my shoes.” The dining area fell to a dead silence at my outburst. I could feel the shocked stares of everyone in the room focusing on me, but I didn’t give a single idiot. All I saw was red.  
 
    “You are going to have to economize. Live on a budget until you find a job and have a steady income.”  
 
    An angry tear slipped down my cheek. I quickly wiped it away. Refusing to allow him to see me cry. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 
 
    “This is for the best. You’ll see.” He reached across the table to take my hand.  
 
    I bit my tongue, reining in the complete meltdown that was brewing beneath my skin. This would blow over. He was my father. He loved me and soon he would come to his senses, realize what a horrible mistake he’d made and probably make up for it with a trip to Belize. I was positive that this ridiculous idea of his would be short-lived and it would be business as usual before I knew it. I was in for a rude awakening.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    “Hey boy, where’s that beer?” Floyd yelled from the other end of the bar.  
 
    “Keep your panties on,” I shouted back at him, reaching into the cooler and popping the top off a bottle of Bud, before sliding it down the bar. Floyd’s eyes were focused on the game and the bottle sailed right past him and off the end of the bar.  
 
    The sound of shattering glass finally got the old man’s attention. “Goodness, kid. I said get me a beer, not throw it at me.”  
 
    I pulled another bottle from the cooler and popped the top, setting it down hard in front of him. “You would’ve caught it if you weren’t so busy watching…” I looked up at the screen to see what was on. “Women’s volleyball? Goodness, Floyd.”  
 
    “What?” Floyd complained. “Them some talented athletes.”  
 
    I shook my head, then nodded to Al to toss me a rag and the dust pan from behind the bar to clean up the mess.  
 
    Taking over The Den hadn’t been as seamless a transition as I’d hoped. Some of the regulars fought me on every single change I made, no matter how small. Floyd cussed me a blue streak for almost an hour last week because he was convinced I’d changed the brand of toilet paper in the bathroom.  
 
    It’s been a rough few months to say the least, but Jack has been a big help. He’s had my back, defending me to the regulars and helping me get to know the vendors, basically passing on his general knowledge and the tricks of the trade. He’s been coming around less and less over the last couple of weeks and the place was finally starting to feel like it was really mine.  
 
    I bent down to sweep up the glass as Bridget passed with a tray full of fish and chips. She raised an eyebrow at me and I gestured toward Floyd, which earned me a nod of understanding. Bridget was a woman of little words, my favorite kind.  
 
    The bell above the door jingled as I finished sweeping up the glass.  
 
    “You sure do spend a lot of time on your knees,” Sean said.  
 
    My sister, Madison, smacked his chest and he laughed as he rubbed at the spot. They’d been on again off again so many times I couldn’t keep track, but they’d been doing pretty good for a while now so I guess this time it was gonna stick.  
 
    “No more than you, jerk,” I replied.  
 
    Sean looked at my sister and licked his lips. “Dang right I do,” he said, giving her wink. Color instantly flooded her cheeks and she ducked her head to hide her face.  
 
    “Goodness, Taylor. How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want to hear about you my sister.”  
 
    “Aww,” Sean said with a mock pout. “Wittle Wiam’s so sensitive.”  
 
    I shot him a glare which he returned with an amused grin. Sean and I liked to rib each other. All in all, he was a good guy and he loved my sister so I put up with his trash. 
 
    “All right,” Madison said, holding her hands up to separate us. “That’s enough.”  
 
    Sean puckered his lips at me and I growled. Jerk.  
 
    I headed behind the bar, pulling a Sam Adams from the cooler for Sean and poured a glass of wine for Madison.  
 
    “How’s the loft coming?” Madison asked, taking a seat on the bar stool.  
 
    “Slow, but it’ll get there.”  
 
    When I bought the bar, I also bought the building it’s in. Turned out there was an old storage space upstairs that I began converting into an apartment. It was a dump, but after a lot of work, I’d managed to make it livable.  
 
    Madison took me in after I dropped out of law school and my parents cut me off. The timing worked out for us both. She was going through a nasty divorce with her dipshit ex and I…well, I needed a place to stay.  
 
    After she got together with Sean, though, things got a little awkward for me. Working at the bar meant I was often coming home in the wee hours of the morning. Which normally wasn’t a problem until I came in at four o’clock in the morning to find Sean making a sandwich in the kitchen bare rear naked. Needless to say, it was time I moved out.  
 
    “Finishing up the drywall in the bathroom this weekend,” I said.  
 
    “Need some help?” she asked.  
 
    I laughed at the image of Madison covered in drywall dust. My sister wasn’t the type to get her hands dirty. She was a southern debutante turned corporate big wig. I appreciated her offer, but I wanted to finish the place on my own.  
 
    “What?” she asked. “We could help.” She nudged Sean with her elbow. “Right?”  
 
    Sean was engrossed in Floyd’s girls’ volleyball match and not paying any attention. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you say, beautiful.”  
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. Madison just rolled her eyes. “He’ll help. Just say when.”  
 
    “I’ll let you know.”  
 
    For the first time in my life I was doing what I wanted—making my own way in the world, and it felt good. Being born into privilege comes with a lot of restrictions and expectations that I wanted no part of. My parents expected me to finish law school, marry a debutante from a good southern family with old southern values, join my father’s firm, and sire the obligatory two point five kids to start the whole vicious cycle all over again.  
 
    It’s a tradition my family has upheld for years, but I wanted none of it. As far as I was concerned, they could keep their money and their status if it meant I could live my life on my terms.  
 
    Floyd let out a yell and slammed his beer bottle down on the bar. His team must have lost. Didn’t matter who was playing or what they were playing, Floyd would pick a team and cheer them on like he’d been following them his whole life.  
 
    He slammed a twenty down on the bar and hopped off his stool, making a beeline for the door. This was everyday with him. He comes in, drinks exactly one and a half beers, roots for a losing team then storms out with a dark cloud hanging over his head.  
 
    Floyd pushed past Drew and Alex as they made their way through the door. Drew eyed the old man as he shuffled down the sidewalk.  
 
    Drew hooked his thumb in the direction Floyd stormed out. “You change the toilet paper again?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and headed to the tap to pour him a beer.  
 
    Drew and Alex greeted Madison and Sean with smiles and hugs all around, while I served them drinks.  
 
    Tonight was trivia night, our busiest night of the week. With just me and Al, the part-time guy, behind the bar, Bridget on the floor, and Sam in the kitchen we would be running around like chickens with their heads cut off all night. I really needed to hire some new staff, but I wasn’t gonna hire just anyone. There was a delicate balance here. I needed to take my time and hire just the right person who could fit in easily with minimal disruption. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the night went on, I’d barely made it out from behind the bar more than once and even then it was only to restock the beer cooler. I’d made more drinks than I could possible count and my muscles ached from hours of lifting cases of beer and shaking drinks. I was ready for the night to be over.  
 
    The Trivia host announced the lightning round and I sighed in relief, thanking God that this night was almost over. He fired questions off, one after another. Teams called out the answers and jumped to their feet as the lightning round came to a close.  
 
    Bridget came out of the kitchen, a large tray of our specialty fish and chips balanced on her shoulder. She made her way through the boisterous crowd, careful not to drop the overflowing tray.  
 
    The host announced the winning team and the place went crazy. The team hooted and hollered like they’d just won the super bowl. A big guy stomach checked his smaller friend and sent him sailing right into Bridget, who went down hard as fried fish and greasy fries rained down around her.  
 
    Apologizing, the big guy attempted to pick her up and set her back on her feet, but as soon as she put the smallest amount of pressure on her leg, she hit the floor again yelping in pain.  
 
    I raced out from behind the bar, pushing patrons aside to get to her.  
 
    “Incredible, Bridge, you all right?” I asked.  
 
    “I think it’s her leg,” the little guy said.  
 
    I looked up into the crowd and locked eyes with Al. “Call 9-1-1,” I told him. He nodded and reached for the phone to call an ambulance.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I closed up as quickly as I could and headed to the hospital to check on Bridget. I prayed that she would be okay as I rushed through the doors of the emergency room and headed straight for the nurse’s desk.  
 
    “My friend was brought in about an hour ago, Bridget O’Brien.”  
 
    “Are you family?” the nurse asked.  
 
    “No, I’m her boss. She doesn’t have any family here.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said. “If you’re not family then I can’t give you any information.”  
 
    “I just want to know if she’s okay,” I said. “Just look it up, her name is Bridget O’Brien.” 
 
    “O’Brien?” 
 
    I turned around as the doctor took a step toward me. “Yes, Bridget O’Brien. Is she okay?”  
 
    “Are you family?”  
 
    I sighed, more than a little irritated by the repetitive questioning. “No, I’m Liam Sinclair, her boss.”  
 
    “Oh Mr. Sinclair,” he said. “She’s been asking for you.” The doc looked over at the nurse and smiled. “I’ll handle this, Noreen. Follow me, Mr. Sinclair.”  
 
    I followed the doc through the emergency room doors, past bays of people in various states of unrest before he stopped beside a green curtain. He pulled it back, revealing Bridget looking pale and ashen, her right leg propped up on a pillow.  
 
    “Bridget. Oh, thank goodness.” I sighed. “You all right?  
 
    She shook her head and looked up at the doc to explain. “I’m afraid your friend has a fractured tibia,” he said. “She’ll be fine but she’s going to have to stay off that leg for a few months.”  
 
    My eyes widened. A few months? Shoot! How was I going to run the bar without her for a few months? As soon as the thought entered my mind I cursed myself for being a selfish prick. Bridget was laid up in the hospital with a broken leg and I was worried about the bar. Some friend I am.  
 
    I stayed with her while they set her leg in a cast and then I drove her home. I helped her into the house and got her settled, telling her to rest and to call me if she needed anything.  
 
    Idiot. Not only did I need a new bartender, but now I needed a waitress too.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I was down to my last eight hundred bucks and Daddy still hadn’t caved on the whole cutting me off thing, the mongrel. 
 
    I’d lived blissfully in denial the first week and decided to cheer myself, up with a new pair of Louboutins. There was a small twinge of regret in my stomach as I filled out the twelve-hundred-dollar check, but I really did believe that Daddy would come through in the end.  
 
    Oh, how wrong I was. I was broke with no job prospects, a quickly diminishing bank balance, and a gorgeous pair of extremely expensive shoes as my only asset. Desperate times called for desperate measures.  
 
    I reached for my phone and scrolled through my contacts list hoping someone might have a job for me or even just some money. I’m not above being someone’s sugar baby, provided they didn’t expect anything sexual. I’m not a whore. Well, I’d consider it, if the guy was cute.  
 
    I’d scrolled all the way through the M’s without any luck, but then a name in the P’s caught my eye and I immediately opened a text.  
 
      
 
    Gwen: Hey there stud.  
 
      
 
    Peter: Hey babe.  
 
      
 
    Gwen: I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind doing me just a teensy weensy little favor. I’ll make it worth your while.  
 
      
 
    Peter: Why don’t you head on over to my place so we can discuss my terms.  
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. What a jerk. Peter Russell was a dipshit and a pretentious one at that. We went out a few times and messed around, mostly to mess with that jerk Alex who’d gotten me fired.  
 
    I wasn’t interested in seeing him again, but I was desperate. He worked for one of the largest publishing houses in the city and was my last hope of finding a job.  
 
      
 
    Gwen: Be there in 30. 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at my laptop, which was still open to my online banking account, the balance mocking me from the screen. Eight hundred bucks was nothing. It wouldn’t even cover a third of my rent, let alone food, car insurance, and my cell phone bill.  
 
    I jumped up from my ruffled duvet cover and headed into my closet. I picked out the shortest, tightest dress I could find and slipped on my new Louboutins for luck, then headed out to charm my way into a job. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I leaned on the buzzer of Peter’s building, the loud noise echoing through the concrete entryway. He lived in a trendy loft downtown in a converted old warehouse. It was nice enough, but I wouldn’t be caught dead living in a place like this. I don’t care how trendy it was or how much renovation was done, he still lived in an old warehouse that smelled faintly of shoe polish.  
 
    The door clicked and I pulled it open making my way toward the elevator, scrunching my nose in disgust at the generic abstract splatter paintings that hung on the light gray walls of the lobby. So cheap.  
 
    The elevator ride was short and the doors opened directly into Peter’s loft. The place was bachelor pad hell. Leather couch, glass coffee table circa 1985, and an insanely large TV that I knew for a fact was compensating for his less than impressive penis.  
 
    I stepped out of the elevator, fixing a smile to my face, trying my best not to roll my eyes at the ridiculous cliché I’d just entered.  
 
    “Gwen,” Peter said emerging from the kitchen with a slimy smile on his face. Suck it up, Gwen, you need him.  
 
    “Hey, baby,” I said, wrapping my arms around his neck, and pressing my boobs into his chest.  
 
    His gaze dipped to the cleavage that spilled from my low neckline and I knew I had him just where I wanted.  
 
    “You’re looking sexy as usual, baby,” Peter said as he slipped his hand down my back, gripping my rear hard as he pulled me in close, reeking of beer and weed. 
 
    I swallowed thickly to keep the bile from rising up in the back of my throat and smiled sweetly up at him as his fingers began to search for the edge of my already too-short dress.  
 
    “Thanks, handsome.” I threaded my fingers through his greasy product-filled hair. “I missed you,” I said with a little extra pout.  
 
    “Did you now?” His sleazy smile widened and he pulled me in tighter so I could feel his erection against my hip.  
 
    I nodded. “Well, then we will just have to make up for lost time, won’t we?”  
 
    Peter’s lips crashed to mine in a hard, sloppy kiss. His tongue thrust into my mouth like a slimy fish flopping around on a boat. I gave him my best performance moaning and pulling at his hair like I couldn’t get enough.  
 
    He kissed his way down my chin to my neck, leaving a sticky trail of saliva. I rolled my eyes, mentally counting how many showers I would need to wash the stench of his sweat and spit off me when this was over. Which, based on my previous experiences with Peter, I knew wouldn’t be long. Lucky for me.  
 
    He tugged at my zipper and my dress hit the floor exposing my naked skin beneath. I’d forgone underwear to avoid the unsightly panty lines that would no doubt have shown through the tight little number. Plus, it was a time saver—less to remove.  
 
    I slipped my hands beneath his shirt, pushing it up his chest and over his head, my fingers lingering on the delectable abs that were wasted on this jerk. I’d give him this—the man had a body to die for and a face to match, but his appeal stopped as soon as he opened those perfect lips.  
 
    Once his shirt was gone Peter wasted no time ridding himself of the rest of his clothes. He reached for my hand, sliding it down his chest and wrapped my fingers around him, as I pushed the twinge of regret way, way down inside.  
 
    I groaned at the thought of having to fake my way through this again. Peter smiled against my lips misinterpreting my groan for one of pleasure rather than disgust.  
 
    “That’s right, baby,” he said, breathing heavily. “You want that big cock, don’t you?”  
 
    Goodness, this guy was delusional.  
 
    “Yeah,” I moaned. “I want it.”  
 
    He kissed me again, his lips and tongue devouring my mouth as he walked me backward toward the arm of the couch. When my knees hit the cold leather Peter broke the kiss, spun me around, and pushed me down over the armrest.  
 
    I landed on my elbows my rear perched high in the air as he reached into a jar on the side table for a condom.  
 
    I blew a strand of hair from my eyes as I waited for him to finish up. He gripped my hips and thrust into me slamming his hips against my rear, while I gave an Oscar-worthy performance moaning and screaming his name. I seriously doubted this jerk had ever given a woman a real orgasm in his entire life.  
 
    Four more pumps and he was done, groaning, his body shaking as he emptied himself into the condom. He pulled himself from my body and I stood up, making sure to take deep, ragged breaths to keep up the illusion of having just been ravaged.  
 
    “Idiot, that was great,” he said, breathless as he rid himself of the condom and slipped back into his jeans.  
 
    I kept quiet, but smiled as I slid into my dress and tugged up the zipper.  
 
    Peter collapsed exhausted onto the couch and ran a hand through his hair. I took a seat next to him and ran my finger down the center of his chest.  
 
    “So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked.  
 
    “Well, I heard your firm is looking to expand its marketing department. I was hoping you could pass along my résumé, maybe put in a good word for me.”  
 
    He reached for my hand and pressed a kiss to my fingertips. “Anything for you, babe.”  
 
    I smiled. Publishing was not exactly the job of my dreams, but it was respectable and would probably pay enough to cover my bills long enough to show my dad that I was responsible and could take care of myself. Surely, he didn’t expect me to support myself forever.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’d been a week since I’d heard from Peter and I was starting to worry. My rent was due next week and I’d already had to shell out two hundred dollars to keep my phone on. I sent him a text inviting him to dinner and luckily he responded offering to meet me at some swanky place downtown. I was game; a job and a free meal sounded pretty good to me at this point.  
 
    I arrived early and ordered a dry martini as I waited for Peter to arrive. I saw him push through the door, his eyes focused down at his cell as his thumbs flew across the screen. He looked up, spotted me, then focused back on his phone as he made his way to the table.  
 
    I smiled as he approached and dropped into the seat across from me. No kiss hello, no smile, no nothing. Such a toe.  
 
    “So,” I prompted.  
 
    “So, what?”  
 
    “So, when do I start?”  
 
    “Start?”  
 
    “The job, silly,” I said playfully slapping his arm. 
 
    Peter frowned, staring at me like he had no clue what I was talking about. My smile fell and I fixed him with a pointed look.  
 
    “You did talk to your boss about me, didn’t you?”  
 
    Peter laughed. “You were serious about that?”  
 
    “Of course, I was serious,” I shouted. “What the heck, Peter?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Figured it was just a booty call.”  
 
    “I need that job.”  
 
    “Sorry, babe, that position was filled weeks ago.” 
 
    My face was frozen in shock. Weeks ago. The position was filled weeks ago. That meant that he knew the job was taken when I asked. Mother idiot!  
 
    Rage flooded my body as I stared at that mongrel’s smug grin. I snapped. I snatched my drink from the table and tossed it right in his face.  
 
    He coughed and sputtered, wiping the gin from his eyes. “You jerk!”  
 
    I glared at him, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall and shot to my feet, making a run for the bathroom before the flood began. I’d already made a fool of myself in front of Peter by begging for his help. No way was I going to give the jerk the satisfaction of seeing me cry.  
 
    I pushed through the bathroom door and headed for the nearest stall, slamming the door behind me, and sinking down onto the toilet.  
 
    That slimy mongrel was my last hope. My last shot of finding a job. What was I supposed to do now?  
 
    Tears flooded down my face as despair washed over me. I was broke, Daddy cut me off, no one would hire me, and I was out of options.  
 
    I searched through my bag for my phone, scrolling through my contacts again for someone, anyone who might help me, but just like last time I was coming up empty.  
 
    Valerie worked for that brokerage firm downtown, maybe she could.… 
 
    No, I slept with her husband at that club opening last year. Not that I was the only one who’d banged the jerk. He’d harassed his way through most of her friends by their first anniversary.  
 
    Maybe Cynthia, but she was a stripper and I hadn’t hit rock bottom quite that hard yet.  
 
    The bathroom door opened, startling me and I dropped my phone. It landed hard on the tile floor with a sickening crack. I winced and reached down, picked up the phone, and turned it over. A huge spider web of cracks spread from the corner of the screen, which miraculously still worked.  
 
    That’s when the sobbing started. The tears flowed down my cheeks, soaking into my hair. I sniffled and whimpered, staring down at the cracked screen.  
 
    A knock sounded on the door of my stall. “Everything okay in there?”  
 
    “Just go away,” I said, my voice thick with tears. 
 
    I wiped at my nose with the back of my hand, as another whimper slipped from my lips.  
 
    “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    Goodness, what’s with this woman? Can’t she see I’m upset? I sighed and focused on her last season Gucci pumps under the stall door. She wasn’t going anywhere, the nosy jerk. 
 
    I took a deep breath and got to my feet. Wiping the tears from my face, I unlocked the door and pushed past her, heading straight for the sink.  
 
    One look in the mirror at my ragged reflection was all it took for the tears to start again. I bent over the sink as the sobbing continued.  
 
    I felt a hand on my back, rubbing the space between my shoulder blades. It was oddly comforting considering I had no idea who this jerk was.  
 
    “It’ll be okay,” she said.  
 
    “No, it won’t.” I violently shook my head and turned to face her. “Nothing is okay. I have no job, no money, and no prospects. How am I supposed to live?” I leaned forward and buried my face into the strange woman’s shoulder, not caring if I ruined her blouse. It was some cheap poly blend, anyway. I was probably doing her a favor.  
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said, seeming surprised as she awkwardly patted my back.  
 
    Eventually I pulled away and faced her. She was older, probably late thirties, short dark hair, and bright blue eyes. Her lips turned up in a small half smile. “Better?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Good,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Now, do you want to tell me what happened?”  
 
    My face crumpled as the sobbing threatened to begin again. I couldn’t believe I was crying on some lady’s shoulder in a public restroom. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.  
 
    A look of concern took over her face and she gripped my arms to steady me. “Okay, take a deep breath.”  
 
    I followed her instructions, breathing in and out, my nerves seeming to settle a bit with every breath.  
 
    “Now start at the beginning.”  
 
    “I lost my j…job,” I stammered.  
 
    She nodded for me to continue.  
 
    “And my dad cut me off.” I took a deep breath. “He said I’m an adult and that I needed to start paying my own way.”  
 
    “I can’t say I disagree with him,” she said, her lips turned up in an uncomfortable smile.  
 
    I scoffed. What does she know? This jerk had no right to judge me. “Now I’m down to my last five hundred bucks, with no way to pay any of my bills and no job.”  
 
    “Have you looked for a job?” 
 
    “Of course I have! Do you think I’m stupid? I’ve applied everywhere, sent out hundreds of résumés and nothing. It’s like the whole world is against me.” 
 
    “What kind of job are you looking for?”  
 
    “Anything at this point. I have a degree in marketing, but I’ll take any job I can get.”  
 
    The stranger looked down and pursed her lips, seeming to mull over something. She folded her arms across her chest and took a step toward me.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what. My brother and I just bought a bar over near Madison Square. He runs the day to day, I’m really more of a silent partner. We’ve been meaning to hire some new staff. Our only waitress broke her leg last week and will be out for a while. I might be able to fit you in the schedule, on a trial bases of course.”  
 
    “You want to give me a job?” I asked, shocked by her offer.  
 
    “A probationary one, but yes.”  
 
    “You want me to be a waitress at a bar?” I asked.  
 
    The stranger raised her eyebrows and nodded her head.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Why?” she repeated.  
 
    “Why do you want to help me?” Was this jerk nuts? Who offers a job to a sobbing woman in a bathroom?  
 
    She frowned, then shrugged her shoulders. “Why not? You need a job and I need a waitress.”  
 
    I frowned, trying to figure out her motives. Talk about bizarre. Don’t get me wrong, I was desperate. I needed a job in the worst way. I just never thought I would get one by ugly crying on a stranger’s shoulder. “Okay. Thank you, I guess,” I said, still a little apprehensive about the whole thing 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She opened her clutch, pulled out a business card and handed it to me. “Come by this address tomorrow. Ask for Liam and he will fill you in on the details.” I nodded and she stepped forward, dropping a hand on my shoulder. “Things will get better,” she said, then gave me a small smile and headed for the door.  
 
    “Wait,” I called as she reached for the knob. “What’s your name?”  
 
    She turned and laughed. “Madison Buchanan,” she said, offering me her hand.  
 
    “Gwen Stevens.”  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Gwen.”  
 
    I nodded, my head still spinning from the surreal turn this day had taken.  
 
    Madison smiled and turned, pushing through the door and leaving me alone again. I looked back at the mirror and took a deep breath before staring down at the card she’d given me. It was simple enough, black with an old-style typeface that showed an address and the name—The Den.  
 
    The Den was a dive bar near Madison Square. I’d been there twice before, once to mess with Alex and the second time I ended up going home with her uber-gorgeous friend, now fiancé, Drew. This had potential for disaster written all over it, but I was out of options.  
 
    “Idiot.” I sighed, dropping my head back to look up at the ceiling. Things had finally seemed to be working out for me, but regardless of Madison’s kindness there was no way I was going to keep this job if Alex McCabe had anything to say about it.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” I bellowed, my grip on the phone tightening as anger surged through my veins.  
 
    “I hired a waitress, Liam,” Madison said. “I don’t see what the problem is.”  
 
    “Do you even know this girl?” 
 
    “Come on, Liam. You needed a waitress and she needed a job.”  
 
    “Goodness, Madison! I need someone with experience. I don’t have time to train some chick off the street.”  
 
    “I told her it was a probationary position so if it doesn’t work out, then let her go.”  
 
    I sighed and ran a hand down my face. She was supposed to be a silent partner. The deal was I would run the bar. Her hiring a random chick she met in a bathroom was never part of the deal. I should have never agreed to let her help me buy the bar.  
 
    “All I ask is that you give her a chance,” Madison said. “You know it wasn’t that long ago that you needed help.”  
 
    That was a low blow.  
 
    “Fine,” I said, “But if she screws up, even once, she’s gone.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    I hung up the phone without saying another word and tucked it into my back pocket. Just wonderful.  
 
    As if things weren’t crazy enough, now I had to babysit my sister’s pet project.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, I was taking advantage of a lull and restocking the cooler as Sam prepped the kitchen for happy hour. The bell above the door jingled and my head snapped up. A tiny blonde came in wearing a pair of skin tight jeans and a low-cut shirt, her huge fake belly on full display. I ground my teeth, praying she wasn’t the girl Madison had sent me, but my hopes were quickly shot to perdition when she approached the bar.  
 
    “Are you Liam?” she asked.  
 
    “Who wants to know?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I was told to come in today and ask for Liam. Are you him?”  
 
    I straightened up to my full height and folded my arms across my chest. I smiled down at her, deciding to have some fun with this feisty little blonde, who no doubt thought she was God’s gift to the world. “Maybe I am, Maybe I’m not.”  
 
    “Look, jerk, I don’t have time to deal with some bartender on a power trip. I’m here to talk to Liam. So, run along and fetch him.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. Was she serious? Who starts a job with a jerky attitude like that? I watched her closely as she glared back at me, refusing to back down. There was something about this girl. She was an entitled, spoiled priss, there was no doubt about that but there was a fire in her almost turquoise eyes that intrigued me.  
 
    We stood in silence, glaring at each other, just waiting for the other the break. I was about to tell her she could take her attitude and walk it right out of my bar when Sam pushed through kitchen door.  
 
    “Hey, boss,” he said. I rolled my eyes. He knew I hated when he called me that. “We’re running low on potatoes back there…” Sam froze when he saw little miss jerky. A crooked smile spread across his face, his dark skin shiny with a mixture of sweat and grease from the fryer, as he took her in from head to toe. His brown eyes lingered on the abundance of cleavage that spilled from her top.  
 
    Blondie’s eyes widened as her attention volleyed between us, before finally glaring right at me. She was a hot little number, all curves and sass, but she sure wouldn’t fit in around this place. From her clothes and the way her nose wrinkled in distaste as she looked around my bar, she clearly had champagne and caviar taste. We tended to cater more to the cheap beer and fried fish crowd.   
 
    I laughed. “Shipment should be in tomorrow,” I said to Sam. “We got enough to get through tonight?”  
 
    Sam nodded without taking his eyes off little miss princess. “Who do we have here?” he asked. 
 
    “No one,” I said. “She was just leaving.”  
 
    Her overly made up face fell. “But I’m supposed to start work…”  
 
    I held up my hand to stop her. “I know what my sister said, but I don’t have time to train you and I don’t think the customers would appreciate some jerky, entitled princess screwing up their orders and thrusting her boobs in their faces.”  
 
    Sam chuckled. “Oh, I big to differ. You can mess up my order any day, sweetheart.” He bit his lip and pressed a thumb against his chin.  
 
    “Goodness, Sam, you aren’t helping.” 
 
    Sam was a harmless old flirt. He’d worked for Jack for twenty years and would probably end up working for me for another twenty if I let him. He was a heck of a cook and a good guy all around. 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss,” he said, giving the girl another once over before heading back into the kitchen. That boss trash was getting old. We worked together long before I bought this place. Sam was a friend and I hated him referring to me as his boss, which did nothing to deter him from doing so.  
 
    Once he was gone, the girl turned her attention back to me. “You could’ve just told me who you were,” she said.  
 
    “And miss the chance to see the real you in action? No way, Princess,”  
 
    She ground her teeth, her tiny fists clenched at her sides. “My name is not Princess.”  
 
    I smiled. She was a feisty one, that’s for sure, but I didn’t have time for feisty. I needed a waitress like yesterday, and bleach blonde Barbie wasn’t gonna cut it.  
 
    “Does it matter?” I knew I was being a toe, but she started with the attitude and I was dang sure gonna be the one to finish it.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. I need this job. So, tell me what you need me to do.”  
 
    “For starters, you can lose the attitude.”  
 
    She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and shook her arms out at her sides. “Fine. Done. What’s next?” Her face broke into a ridiculous fake grin.  
 
    I shook my head. “You ain’t got the sense God gave a goose.”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Lose that entitled, self-righteous trash. The world owes you nothing, honey, so get over yourself.”  
 
    Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened in shock. My guess was no one had ever called her on her trash before. I felt a little bit of pride deep in my chest that I was the one to do it.  
 
    I made my way around the bar and stopped right in front of her. “Here are the facts, Princess. You need a job and I am the one who decides if you stay or if you go. Right now, I’m leaning toward kicking your skinny rear to the curb.” I took a step closer, making sure to meet her eyes so she knew I was serious.  
 
    “Now, I’m a generous guy,” I continued. “I believe in second chances for the people who deserve them. Your job is to prove to me that you deserve a second chance. Think you can do that, Princess?” I made sure to give the last Princess a little emphasis, because it was pretty clear the nickname pissed her off.  
 
    I was hoping she would storm out in a fit of rage and I could focus on hiring a real replacement for Bridget, but sadly luck was just not on my side.  
 
    She stepped forward and folded her arms across her chest, meeting my challenge. “I’m not going anywhere, boss.” My jaw tensed and she smirked, crossing her arms to match my stance.  
 
    I looked her over. Her outfit was ridiculous. Her jeans were so tight, they looked like they might split open if she bent down. Not to mention the hot pink heels she wore on those tiny little feet. I couldn’t help but laugh. “You won’t last an hour in those shoes.”  
 
    She stepped toward me, glaring in defiance. “Watch me.”  
 
    And I did: I watched her face, as she glared at me. She could have been pretty, but who could tell with the ten pounds of make-up she had on? 
 
    For a little thing, she had curves for days, a tiny waist and soft hips, but as soon as she opened that mouth of hers the appeal was gone. This chick was a spoiled jerk and I know a little something about rich, entitled brats like her. Heck, I used to be one.  
 
    “You got one shot,” I said, holding up one finger for emphasis.  
 
    “That’s all I need.” 
 
    My lips twitched, fighting off a smile. She was a piece of work. Who knows? This might be kind of fun.  
 
    “All right, Princess. Follow me and I’ll show you around.”  
 
    I headed toward the back, not really caring if she was following or not.  
 
    “My name is Gwen,” she said, her heels stomping on the hardwood as she followed me into the kitchen.  
 
    “Don’t care,” I called back to her and pushed through the kitchen doors.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If I heard one more cat call, I was gonna lose my trash. Turns out Princess was a hit with the regulars, and even Floyd took a shine to her. By the end of happy hour, she’d spilled more beer than she served, but no one seemed to mind. I swear, customers spent more time watching her rear than they did the game.  
 
    I’ll give her this: She was determined to prove me wrong and the girl could hustle. She was running back and forth between the kitchen and the bar all night long, tottering on those ridiculous shoes, which had to have been filled with blood, but she never showed the pain. She just smiled and delivered the food, granted to the wrong tables, but I had to admit the intent was there. Maybe, with a little bit of training and a pair of Converse, she might make it here after all.  
 
    I pushed through the kitchen door just in time to hear the crash of plates as they hit the floor.  
 
    “Jerk,” Gwen said, bending down to pick up the mess of fries and what was left of a bacon cheeseburger off the floor.  
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. Bent over, her too tight jeans stretched over her shapely rear as she gathered the mess onto what was left of the plates. I smiled, folding my arms across my chest to take in the show—and man, what a show it was. The chick had that kind of rear you want to sink your teeth into. Not that I would. I was her boss and a professional, but still, I’m a guy.  
 
    “Mmm-mm,” Sam said.  
 
    I startled and clinched my fist for a moment, not realizing he was standing behind me.  
 
    I looked over at him with a frown and he smiled, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively and nodding his head to where Gwen was still bent over the mess.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not bad, eh, boss?” he said with a toothy grin.  
 
    “Don’t you have a burger to remake?” I asked with a glare. 
 
    Sam laughed and shook his head before taking up his post behind the grill.  
 
    I grabbed a dust pan, deciding to give her a hand, and knelt beside her to scoop the rest of the ruined burger into the trash.  
 
    “Just a tip,” I said. “Customers prefer to eat their food off a plate, not the floor.”  
 
    Pure murder shined from her eyes as she slowly got to her feet. My smile widened, amused I had successfully ruffled her feathers, and I handed her back her tray. She snatched it from my hand and stomped through the kitchen door.  
 
    I stood up and looked over at Sam who was watching me from the grill with a knowing smile.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re in for a world of trouble with that one, boss,” he said pointing toward the door Gwen had disappeared through. 
 
    “She’s not that bad of a waitress.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “Never said it was a work problem.”  
 
    I flipped him the bird and headed for my office.  
 
    “Dirty old man,” I muttered as I shut the door behind me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After last call, the place cleared out pretty quickly. I gave Sam the all clear to shut down the kitchen and headed to the register to sort the receipts. 
 
    I pushed through the kitchen door to see Gwen perched on a bar stool prying off one of her shoes and wincing in pain. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head and her eyes snapped up at the sound. She shot to her feet, balancing on one foot and tucking the other behind her leg.  
 
    I shook my head. “Told you those shoes would be killer.”  
 
    She sighed and sank back down onto the stool, prying off the other shoe and letting it fall to the floor with a thud.  
 
    “I hate to admit it,” she said. “But you may be right.”  
 
    I looked over at her and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    She tilted her head and wrinkled her nose. “Don’t get used to it. I’m sure it won’t happen again.”  
 
    “On the contrary, Princess. You’ll find out soon enough that I’m always right.”  
 
    I went back to my receipts, a hint of a smile on my lips. “How about tomorrow, you wear something a little more appropriate.”  
 
    “Tomorrow?” she asked, her voice sounding almost hopeful.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her. “Yeah, tomorrow.”  
 
    She let out a sigh of relief that sounded so genuine it took me off guard. It was obvious she came from money based on the painful designer shoes and matching purse. My curiosity was piqued. I wondered what could have happened to make this jerky arrogant princess desperate enough to work in a dive bar. I could care less about her problems, but if whatever was going on with her was going to be a problem for me and my bar, I sure as trash wanted to know about it.  
 
    I counted out the till and separated the staff’s tips into small stacks. 
 
    “We hitting Frank’s tonight, boss?” Al asked, wiping down the last of the liquor bottles with a rag.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m almost done here.”  
 
    “What about you, beautiful?” Al asked, turning to Gwen. 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think Frank’s is exactly her scene.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” she sneered.  
 
    “Well, Frank’s isn’t exactly the Four Seasons. It’s this little hole in the wall down on twenty-third.”  
 
    “Best food you’ve ever had in your life,” Al added.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” she said. “I’m starving.”  
 
    I chuckled as I counted out the last of her tips. “This ought to be good.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I’d busted my rear all night and I had blisters the size of quarters on my feet to prove it. It was a job, a nasty one, but a job none-the-less.  
 
    My new boss was a complete toe and to make matters worse, he was sexy—boy next door meets dark and broody. His dark brown hair was cut short but long enough to fall into those ice blue eyes. He kept running his fingers through it, brushing the hair from his face as he worked, making my thighs twitch at the sight.  
 
    Liam had to be six-two, six-three as he towered over me even in my five-inch Jimmy Choos. He was a big guy, all angles and muscles, and more than once I had to stop myself from staring whenever he reached for a bottle on the top shelf. Those strong arms sculpted to perfection, the muscle stretching beneath his perfectly tanned skin.  
 
    Then he opened his mouth. It was a shame, really. His voice was sinfully smooth and deep with just a hint of a southern accent, but as soon as he spoke the illusion was shattered. Life was never fair. The gorgeous ones were always jerks, and Liam was no exception.  
 
    I accepted Al’s invitation for two reasons—one to prove Liam wrong, and two because I was starving. I’d been on my feet all day and needed to wind down before I went home to the sad contents of my refrigerator which consisted of a few bottles of water and some old celery.  
 
    After closing up the bar, the four of us—Al, Liam, Sam and I—took off on foot. Al and Sam were trading yo’ mama jokes, their laughter bouncing off the concrete walls of the sleeping city.  
 
    I stumbled along behind them in my heels trying to keep up with them while trying not to wince in pain with every step I took. These heels were a really bad idea and the bone-deep ache in my feet served as a reminder that Liam had been right, which only pissed me off more.  
 
    Before long, Liam fell into step beside me as Sam and Al continued to cut it up, laughing and slapping each other on the back.  
 
    “Feet hurt?” Liam asked, a ghost of a smile dancing across his lips.  
 
    “Shut up,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes as I hobbled along the sidewalk watching Sam and Al put more and more distance between us.  
 
    “Need me to carry you?” he asked.  
 
    “No.” I frowned, my eyes narrowing in defiance. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, Princess. I’m just saying at this pace it will be lunch before we get there.”  
 
    I waved him ahead of me. “So, go. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Do you even know where you’re going?”  
 
    “Frank’s.” I shrugged.  
 
    Liam laughed. “Do you know where Frank’s is?”  
 
    I had no idea where the restaurant was. I had been depending on them to guide me, but heck if I was going to let Liam know that. “It’s on twenty-third,” I said.  
 
    “Okay, suit yourself. Hope I see you there.” Liam picked up his pace and I looked around me, the streets dark and quiet. The street lights flickered, making the whole scene appear like the beginning of an episode of “Law and Order,” right before someone was about to be murdered.  
 
    Fear and panic rushed through me and I reached out, grabbing hold of Liam’s arm before he could get too far. “Wait.” He turned and smiled. “I guess a little company wouldn’t be so bad, even if it is you.”  
 
    He chuckled and slowed his gait to match mine.  
 
    “Those shoes were a big mistake,” he said, tucking his hands into his pockets as we walked. 
 
    “Really? You’re going with I told you so?”  
 
    He shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”  
 
    “Jerk,” I muttered.  
 
    We made it to the crosswalk and I stepped off the curb, my heel getting caught in a hole and pitching me forward. Liam moved quickly and reached out to catch me as my body slammed into his rock-hard chest.  
 
    His arms tightened around my waist and he set me back on my feet. I looked up into those piercing blue eyes of his and felt naked. The way he looked at me made me feel like he could see through me to the sad, vulnerable girl underneath. It was unnerving for both of us. I could see it in his eyes and I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed.  
 
    He released me, his fingers lingering for a moment on my hips, setting my skin ablaze beneath his touch.  
 
    “Take them off,” he said, his voice low.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The shoes.” He took a step back, putting some distance between us. “Take them off. You’ll be better off going barefoot. It’s only another block.”  
 
    I looked down at the dirty, grime covered sidewalk. “I can’t walk barefoot. Only heaven knows what’s on the ground.”  
 
    “Fine. Suit yourself, but I’m starving.” He started to pick up the pace and I did my best to keep up, but it just wasn’t going to happen in these shoes. I sighed and leaned against a closed store window, taking off my now scuffed and scratched heels. As I straightened, relief washed over me now that my feet had been released from their designer prison.  
 
    “There. Happy?” I asked, stomping toward Liam, who watched me with an amused expression.  
 
    “You always this stubborn?” he asked.  
 
    “Only with cocky jerks who think they know everything.”  
 
    “Oh, Princess.” He slowly shook his head, a devious grin spread wide across his face. “You have no idea how cocky I can be.”  
 
    My mouth gaped and my gaze immediately dropped to his pants. Even in the dark light, I could make out the bulge. 
 
    Liam laughed and tugged open the door to a dingy little place with a torn green awning that said “rank’s.” The F had been worn away over the years, and based on the looks of the place, it had given itself a more appropriate name. I hesitated, watching the door swing closed behind him.  
 
    I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders. With my shoes in my hand, I pulled open the door, hoping I wouldn’t end up with some kind of staff infection from touching the handle.  
 
    The inside appeared old, but surprisingly clean. The smell of fresh coffee filled the air and mixed with the sweet scent of maple syrup, bringing me an odd sense of comfort.  
 
    The entire room was covered in sad shades of yellow. The faded counter was lined in yellow Formica that matched the chipped tables, rubbed white in spots from years of being wiped down in the same circular pattern.  
 
    The guys were lined up at the counter huddled over their coffee mugs as I came in. I took a seat at the only open stool at the tiny counter between Al and Liam.  
 
    I scrunched my nose in disgust as my jeans caught on an old piece of duct tape that barely held what was left of the stuffing inside the cracked vinyl seat. Liam chuckled into his coffee mug beside me as I attempted to peel my leg from the sticky surface.  
 
    A heavyset waitress, who looked to be at least seventy with a nest of gray hair clipped high on top of her head, approached us pulling a pencil from behind her ear. 
 
    “Liam,” she said without looking up from her notepad. 
 
    “Hey there, Doris,” he said.  
 
    “The usual?”  
 
    “You got it.” Liam smiled and shot her a wink.  
 
    Doris turned to me, raising her eyebrow, impatiently waiting for my order. Taking a quick look around the place, I decided it was better safe than sorry and ordered a water.  
 
    “Not hungry?” Liam asked.  
 
    I took another look at the worn counter top, my face twisting with disgust. “How can you eat in this dump?”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Al asked. “Frank’s has the best eggs benedict in city. Maybe the world.”  
 
    I snorted. “I seriously doubt that.”  
 
    “It’s like heaven in your mouth,” Al said. “You got to try it.”  
 
    “Ah, leave her alone, Al. She’s too good to be eating in a place like this with the likes of us.” His condescending tone did not go unnoticed.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Just what I said. I’m sure Frank’s food is too much for your sophisticated palate.”  
 
    I stared at him in shock. What a toe! Yeah, I grew up eating at some of the finest restaurants all over the world, but I was far from a food snob. I’ve had my fair share of diner food too.  
 
    I kept my eyes trained on Liam, my glare hard and unrelenting. “Doris, I’ll have what he’s having.”  
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow and I nodded, feeling a little victorious at having shown him up. 
 
    Al dropped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me in tight against his massive chest. “That’s my girl.”  
 
    My body tensed under his grip as he squeezed my shoulder harder than was necessary, before he finally let me go.  
 
    I took a deep breath trying to prepare myself to actually eat whatever slop Doris decided to bring me.  
 
    Sam laughed at something Al said and slapped the counter so hard the silverware jumped, and so did I.  
 
    “You seem a little nervous there, Princess,” Liam said.  
 
    I looked up at the ceiling and let out a long exhale. “How long am I going to have to endure the whole Princess thing?” I asked.  
 
    Liam shrugged. “Now that I know it bugs you, I’m thinking probably forever.”  
 
    “Such a jerk,” I muttered, resting my elbow on the counter and propping my head in my hand.  
 
    “For someone who desperately needs a job, you sure seem to have a problem with authority,” he said, taking a long drink from his coffee mug.  
 
    “Who said I was desperate?”  
 
    “I think accepting a job while sobbing in a bathroom qualifies as pretty desperate.”  
 
    “Are you always such a toe?” I said, my voice turning shrill, catching Sam and Al’s attention. All eyes turned to me, but my focus remained fixed on Liam.  
 
    He smiled and set his cup down on the counter before turning to me. “Listen, Princess,” he said, causing my body to shake with rage. “Whatever trash you pulled to piss off Daddy ain’t gonna fly with me. If you think you can get your way by batting those pretty blue eyes and shaking your belly, then I suggest you find a pole to dance on because that’s not gonna cut it in my bar.”  
 
    My mouth was still hanging open when Doris brought out our food. I turned toward my plate, still in a bit of shock.  
 
    Al nudged my arm with his elbow. I turned to look up at him and he smiled. “You can shake your belly at me anytime you want, baby.” His smile widened as he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively before digging in to his meal.  
 
    Sam looked around Al and shot me a wink. “Ditto.”  
 
    “Forget you all,” I said, jumping down from the stool a storming toward the door.  
 
    Liam didn’t look up from his plate. “Your shift starts at ten. Don’t be late.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, I got up and got dressed, trading in my stilettos for an old pair of Chucks before I headed into work. I’m not the type of girl who normally admits defeat, but in this case my feet had waved the white flag for me, so I begrudgingly went with Liam’s suggestion to wear something more appropriate.  
 
    I pushed through the kitchen doors, just as Sam was coming out of the walk-in refrigerator. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said setting down a giant tub full of vegetables on the prep table. “Look who came back.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and tucked my hands into my back pocket. “Where’s Liam?”  
 
    “He’s in the office,” he said, tilting his head to the right.  
 
    “Thanks.” I headed in the direction he pointed.  
 
    “Anytime, baby doll. Anytime.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile and shake my head as I walked away. Sam was a dirty old man, to say the least, but he was harmless. His eyes were kind and his features were soft and sweet. Despite his teasing, I didn’t get the creeper vibe from him, even though he spent most of the time staring at my belly.  
 
    I rapped my knuckles on the open office door, which was really more of a closet than an office. It only had enough room for a small desk with an open laptop and a filing cabinet pushed back into the corner.  
 
    Liam was bent over the tiny desk, sorting some paper work. “Yeah,” he said, without even looking up.  
 
    “What do you need me to do?” I skipped the greeting and got right down to business. I could play the game too. I could be just as much of a pain in the rear to him as he was to me.  
 
    He turned at the sound of my voice with a smirk, before returning to his paperwork. “Didn’t think you’d be back today, Princess.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth at the ridiculous nickname. “It’s Gwen,” I growled  
 
    Liam chuckled. “Whatever you say, Princess.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and exhaled. “You’re not going to give that up, are you?”  
 
    Liam spun around in his chair to face me. He trapped his pen between his lips, and smiled. He had the most perfect kissable lips. The dangerous kind that could bring a girl to her knees.  
 
    “Not a chance,” he said, his smile growing wider.  
 
    His voice and that mouth of his did a good job of breaking me out of my little fantasy. I straightened and narrowed my eyes in his direction.  
 
    He ran his eyes over me from head to toe, scrutinizing my outfit. I went for a more casual look today, skinny jeans and a V-neck t-shirt that still showed plenty of cleavage. If my first night as a cocktail waitress taught me anything, it’s that flirting and the right amount of cleavage can drastically increase your tips.  
 
    I was used to guys checking me out. If they didn’t, what would be the point of giving up carbs? So, I might as well put that attention to good use.  
 
    Liam leaned over and reached into a box tucked under a shelf behind his desk and tossed a black t-shirt at me.  
 
    I barely managed to catch it before it hit the floor. I shook it out and held it up for inspection. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Uniform. If you’re gonna work here, you’re gonna have to look the part.”  
 
    I held the shirt out in front of me. It was hideous, at least two sizes too big with The Den written in an old timey font that reminded me of a bottle of Jack Daniels.  
 
    “I can’t wear this.”  
 
    Liam turned back to his paperwork. “You can and you will.”  
 
    I considered showing him my middle finger but thought better of it and turned on my heel, heading to the bathroom to change. 
 
    As I passed by Sam, I spotted a pair of scissors tucked into a jar of pens by the door. I stopped and held the shirt out in front of me. A wicked smile spread across my face as an idea came to mind.  
 
    When I emerged from the bathroom, Liam was counting cash at the register. I sauntered up behind him.  
 
    “What do you think?” I said, showing off my creation by turning in a slow circle so he could get the full effect.  
 
    Liam turned his head toward me, his eyes widening as he took me in. “What the heck did you do?”  
 
    “What? You don’t like it?” I asked, playing coy.  
 
    “You destroyed it.” His mouth said ruined, but the look in his eyes showed his approval even though he’d never admit it. Every inch of my exposed skin tingled under his gaze, sending a current of static electricity across my skin and straight between my thighs. I liked that he was looking. I liked it a lot.  
 
    “I improved it.” I cut off both sleeves and the collar so the shirt hung low on my shoulders and gathered the extra fabric in a knot on my hip for a little bit of midriff action.  
 
    “You can’t wear that,” he snapped.  
 
    I smiled and reached for a rag to start wiping down the tables. “I can and I will.”  
 
    Liam ran a hand down his face and sighed. He pushed past me and headed into the back, clearly annoyed, and maybe just a little turned on. Victory was mine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twenty-three—that’s the number of times some jerk referred to me as “sweet cheeks.” Usually, I am a fan of copious amounts of attention from the opposite sex, but when the attention came from a group of Neanderthals in flannel shirts, let’s just say I was less than enthusiastic.  
 
    This job was beyond revolting. The bar reeked of stale beer and body odor and I could practically feel my skin breaking out from the greasy food I’d been carrying around all night. I needed to find another job and fast before I completely lost my mind. Unfortunately, I was still coming up short on prospects.  
 
    I pushed through the kitchen door and a cloud of oily steam practically smacked me in the face. It would be a miracle if I could wash the stench of fried fish and tartar sauce out my hair at the end of the night.  
 
    Sam was at the grill flipping burgers and dancing as he sang along with the radio that played some old bluesy garbage I’d never heard of.  
 
    I sighed and leaned against the wall beside the door, taking a break for a minute while I waited for him to finish up an order. I was beyond exhausted and in desperate need of a drink and a shower.  
 
    I felt my phone vibrate in my back pocket. I pulled it out as Dalia’s face popped up on the screen. I swiped a finger across it to answer.  
 
    “Where the heck are you?” she screeched.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “At work, jerk.”  
 
    “Work?” Clearly, she was unfamiliar with the term. “Blow it off and come meet us at Splurge.” 
 
    “I can’t.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    Panic started to set in. No way was I going to tell her that I was broke and working at a bar. She’d be here faster than I could blink for the chance to snap her fingers and order me around like a servant.  
 
    “I can’t just drop everything, Dalia. Some of us are adults and have responsibilities.”  
 
    “Since when does that include you?” 
 
    I ignored her dig and shifted my weight, trying to shield the phone from the kitchen noises and Sam’s singing.  
 
    Dalia and I went to college together and spent the majority of that time in constant competition. We were always trying to outdo the other—the hottest clothes, the hottest car, hottest boys. Everything she did was an attempt to prove she was richer, prettier, or just plain better than me. She was more frenemy than a friend, but she was also my last connection to my life prior to Daddy’s little melt down.  
 
    “Where are you?” she asked again. 
 
    “I told you, I’m at work.”  
 
    She scoffed. “I know that, but where?”  
 
    I looked around, a little frantic. There was absolutely no way I could tell her I was a waitress at some dive. I’d never hear the end of it and the last thing she needed was ammunition.  
 
    “I’m…uh…I got a job as a hostess at a super exclusive club downtown. You probably haven’t heard of it.”  
 
    “Try me.”  
 
    “Uh, Dalia, some VIPs just came in. I got to go, talk later.”  
 
    I quickly hung up the phone and tucked it back into my pocket, sighing in relief.  
 
    “You hear that, Sam,” Liam said, making me nearly jump out of my skin. I hadn’t heard him come in. “Sounds like we’re moving up in the world.”  
 
    I pressed a hand to my chest and took a deep breath, trying to get my heart rate to slow. “Goodness, you scared the heck out of me.”  
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow and smirked at me. “Something tells me it would take a lot more than that to scare the heck out of you.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Jerk.  
 
    My phone started to vibrate again, but I ignored it.  
 
    “So, you think you’re too good to work here?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that.”  
 
    “It was implied, Princess.”  
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” I pushed past him and reached for the baskets of fish and chips Sam had just put in the service window. My stomach churned from the grease that wafted up my nose.  
 
    “If you think this job is beneath you, there’s the door,” he said. “I could find someone else. Maybe even someone who could manage to bring the customers food they actually ordered.”  
 
    “You’re such a jerk, Liam.”  
 
    “Probably find someone with a better attitude too,” Sam said. 
 
    I shot them both a glare and pushed through the door to the bar. The job was beneath me.  
 
    I’m Gwen Stevens. My father is a U.S. Senator. I’ve had dinner at the White House for goodness sakes. The fact that I’d been forced to take this trash job in the first place, was ridiculous in itself. Now, I had to put up with some dipshit who made it his mission to make my life even more miserable then it already was. Idiot my life, my dad, and harass that self-important asshat.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    Obviously, I’d struck a nerve with Gwen. She spent the rest of the night—when she wasn’t glaring at me—slamming drinks and food down on tables, but at least she managed to slam the right food and drinks on the right tables. I’d call that progress.  
 
    All in all, she wasn’t a horrible waitress. A spoiled selfish jerk, yes, but she worked hard and managed to be somewhat helpful in the process. 
 
    I heard the bell above the door jingle and I looked up as Drew walked in, raising a hand in greeting.  
 
    “Hey, man,” he said.  
 
    “Hey.” I nodded and headed to the tap to pour him his usual. I set a pint of Guinness on the bar in front of him. “Where’s your better half?”  
 
    “She’s going insane. The wedding is only a couple weeks out and we’ve only gotten a handful of RSVP’s. I had to get out of the apartment before I lost it.”  
 
    I laughed and tossed a towel over my shoulder.  
 
    “How’s Bridget doing?” he asked.  
 
    “Good. Still laid up, but she’s on the mend.”  
 
    “You get someone to replace her?” 
 
    I looked toward the kitchen door as Gwen pushed through like a tornado, making it swing violently on its hinges.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” I said, tipping my head in her direction.  
 
    Drew took a sip of his beer and smiled before turning his attention to the back. As soon as he saw her, he almost choked.  
 
    “Incredible, man. You okay?”  
 
    He coughed and sputtered as he tried to catch his breath, the commotion catching Gwen’s attention. An evil grin spread wide across her face as she made her way toward us.  
 
    “Idiot me,” Drew said.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I already did,” Gwen replied, biting her bottom lip with a predatory look in her eyes.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Before she could answer, Drew turned to me. “What is she doing here?”  
 
    “Do you two know each other?” I asked, gesturing between them.  
 
    Gwen took a step toward him, her eyes never leaving him for a second. “Intimately.”  
 
    I frowned and looked back and forth between them as Drew began to sweat.  
 
    Gwen leaned toward him, and he retreated, stumbling off the bar stool and looking everywhere but directly at her.  
 
    She rested her hands on the stool he’d vacated, her arms squeezing her breasts together, giving both of us a clear view down her shirt.  
 
    “What is going on?” I asked. “How do you two know each other?” 
 
    “She can’t work here,” Drew said, a look of panic clear in his eyes. “You can’t work here,” he repeated this time to Gwen.  
 
    She straightened and crossed her arms in defiance. “I can and I do.”  
 
    I leaned toward them across the bar. “Someone want to fill me in here?”  
 
    Drew glared at her, but despite his reaction she seemed amused.  
 
    “Drew and I had a little thing a while ago,” she said. 
 
    “A thing?” he asked. “You nearly ruined my relationship with Alex.”  
 
    “Please.” She scoffed and stepped closer to him with a flirtatious smile. “She never could handle a little competition.”  
 
    Drew leaned across the bar, his eyes pleading with me. “Dude, you have to get her out of here. If Red finds out, she’s gonna lose her trash.”  
 
    I looked back at Gwen and a moment of panic filled her eyes, but she quickly covered it with a smug smile.  
 
    “She’ll just have to deal,” she said.  
 
    Drew didn’t respond. He didn’t even acknowledge her. He just raised an eyebrow and silently pleaded with me to help him out.  
 
    I needed to get to the bottom of this. Drew and Alex were as much a part of this place as I was. They’d been more than supportive when I bought it from Drew’s father, but I couldn’t fire Gwen just because he asked me to.  
 
    “Princess, a word?” I said. “Stockroom.”  
 
    I headed toward the back and she turned to follow, but not before she blew a kiss in Drew’s direction, which only made him clench his fists at his sides, his mouth set into a hard line.  
 
    I pulled her into the stockroom and shut the door behind us, pacing the floor as I tried to get a handle on the situation.  
 
    “You aren’t seriously going to fire me because of him?”  
 
    “I’m considering it.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open for a second before her expression hardened and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I snapped.  
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “I told you. We had a thing. It was no big deal.”  
 
    “If it was no big deal then why did he say you almost broke them up?”  
 
    “He’s being dramatic. Besides they’re obviously still together so I don’t see what the problem is.”  
 
    “They’re getting married. And they are my friends. I can’t have you causing problems with them. I don’t need this Dawson’s Creek drama trash in my bar.”  
 
    “Dawson’s Creek?” she scoffed. “That show was on like a million years ago. Update your references, Grandpa.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and ground my teeth together, trying to keep my cool. “Tell me what happened.”  
 
    “It’s really not a big deal. Alex and I used to work together, okay? She made up some trash to my boss about me and I got fired. I knew she had a thing for Drew but was too chicken trash to do something about it, so I slept with him to get back at her,” she said, shrugging like it was no big deal. 
 
    I stared at her, wide eyed. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Of all the childish vindictive trash I’d heard in my life—and growing up in my house there was a lot—it blew my mind that she could do something so low.  
 
    “You slept with him to get back at her?”  
 
    “It was a long time ago and besides, they weren’t even together. If anything, she should thank me. If I hadn’t slept with him, then she never would’ve had the balls to make a move herself. Seeing us together helped light a fire under her rear.”  
 
    “She saw you?”  
 
    “She walked in while we were—”  
 
    “I don’t want to know.”  
 
    I turned away and ran a hand down my face as I tried to process what she’d just said, but I couldn’t get my head around something like that. She actually thought she was justified in her actions. It was insane, but what really bothered me was this strange knot in the pit of my stomach that formed from just thinking about her with Drew. It was bizarre. Almost like I was…jealous. 
 
    I shook off the ridiculous thought and turned to face her again. “What kind of person does that?” I asked. I didn’t want an answer. I was just trying to wrap my head around it.  
 
    “Excuse me? I didn’t force him into anything. Drew was just as much a part of this as I was. I didn’t just throw myself on his toe you know.”  
 
    “I can’t deal with this right now. I have to get back out there.”  
 
    “So, that’s it? He walks in here with some trash demand and I’m fired?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll discuss it later.” I headed out of the stockroom, slamming the door behind me.  
 
    When I got back to bar Drew was waiting for me. “Is she gone?” 
 
    “Look, man.…I get it, but I can’t just fire her because of some trash that happened before you and Alex were even together.”  
 
    “Liam, you can’t be serious. Red is stressed enough with the wedding and this will send her straight over the edge.”  
 
    “I hear you, I do. Let me think about it, okay? For now, just keep Alex out of the bar until I can figure out what to do.”  
 
    Drew sighed. “All right, I’ll try. But think fast, man. This is not going to end well for either of us if Red finds out.”  
 
    I looked toward the back as Gwen emerged from the stockroom. I saw her quickly wipe her hand across her cheek. Was she crying? She looked up and met my eyes for a moment before pushing through the kitchen door and disappearing into the back. I had a feeling the whole situation was going to blow up in my face no matter what I decided to do.   
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    After closing, I untied my apron and pushed through the kitchen door into the bar. When I looked up, Liam was seated at the bar nursing a whiskey. 
 
    I sighed and took a deep breath. I needed this job, but based on our conversation earlier, I was pretty sure I’d been fired. I might as well get it over with.  
 
    “So, I guess I’m done,” I said, dropping onto the stool beside him.  
 
    Liam was quiet. He took a sip from his drink and kept his focus on the wall behind the bar.  
 
    “Come on, Liam. Can we just get this over with so—”  
 
    “Why did you even take this job?”  
 
    “I needed it.”  
 
    He scoffed. “Please. You don’t need the money.”  
 
    “You have no idea what I need.” I could feel the anger rising in my chest again. 
 
    “You wear six-hundred-dollar jeans and carry a fifteen-hundred-dollar purse. You don’t need the money.” He finished what was left of his drink before pouring himself a new one.  
 
    I looked down at my jeans and frowned. How the heck did he know how much they cost? 
 
    “So, tell me, why is a spoiled little rich girl like you working in a dive like this anyway?”  
 
    “It’s not a dive.”  
 
    Liam turned toward me, raising his brow. “Really? Is that why you lied to your friend?” 
 
    The comment stopped me in my tracks. “It’s complicated.”  
 
    “Yeah, I figured.”  
 
    “You have no idea what I’m going through, so don’t assume you know anything about me or my life.”  
 
    “Oh, I know you, all right. You’re spoiled and selfish and you like it that way. I’m sure your Daddy pays for everything from your car, to your apartment, to that fake hair glued to your head.”  
 
    I winced as his harsh yet accurate description hit me hard, like a punch to the gut. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before, but something about hearing it from Liam made me feel ashamed of who I was. Gwen Stevens doesn’t do shame. 
 
    “So far, everything in life has been handed to you. Including this job, which is why I’m curious why you would even want it in the first place. Why can’t you just call Daddy to bail you out of whatever trouble you’re in?” 
 
    “Because he cut me off,” I shouted. My breathing was labored as white hot rage coursed through my veins. I couldn’t tell if I was more pissed because he was being a jerk, or because he was right.  
 
    Liam frowned and turned to face me. “Good for him.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” I sneered.  
 
    “I said good for him. You’re a adult, Princess. Maybe it’s time you acted like one.”  
 
    Before I knew what I was doing, I reared back and slapped him hard across his face. The sound of my palm making contact with his cheek echoed through the empty bar. 
 
    Slowly, Liam turned his face back to meet my eyes. He rubbed his cheek, the skin already red and heated.  
 
    With a growl, he stood up, knocking over the bar stool in the process. He took a step toward me, his ice blue eyes dark and intense. One more step and we’d be nose to nose. I swallowed, suddenly nervous and slightly terrified. I wasn’t scared of Liam. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. It wasn’t about that. I was more afraid of the way he was looking at me with such intensity it felt like he knew exactly who I really was. Like he could see beyond the mask—and I had a feeling he didn’t like what he saw. 
 
    It surprised me, but I realized, in that moment, standing in front of this incredibly gorgeous man, that the only thing I wanted was his respect. It was unnerving. Sex came easily to me. Men were eager and all it took was a smile, maybe a little flirtation and the game was on. That’s exactly what it was—a game. They didn’t respect me, and I sure didn’t respect them, but Liam was different. I actually cared what he thought of me—not how I looked, but what he thought of me as a person. It was terrifying.  
 
    Still, I refused to back down. I wasn’t going to let him win. He might think he knew me, but I refused to go down without a fight and I fought dirty.  
 
    He kept staring, watching me closely. Then suddenly, his focus dipped to my lips and for a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. Just the thought of his lips on mine sent a current of white hot lust directly between my thighs.  
 
    I shook it off. I was attracted to him, so what? I was sure a lot of women wanted Liam. He was beautiful. Those eyes, that rich brown hair, those delicious lips. Shoot! So much for shaking off the attraction.  
 
    I pushed the thought away. Liam was my boss. Well, for the next few minutes, at least, and nothing would ever happen between us. It was clear he wasn’t nearly as taken with me.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, daring him to take me on, and he almost smiled. The next thing I knew, I was staring at his perfect rear as he marched toward the back with me thrown over his shoulder.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I screamed, trying in vain to loosen his grip.  
 
    Liam didn’t say anything, just kept on walking as I kicked and screamed at him the whole way.  
 
    He carried me up a flight of stairs and through an old metal door. I continued to beat on his back, shouting, “Put me down,” and finally he listened. He set me down in front of a large punching bag that hung from an exposed steel beam high above my head.  
 
    “What the heck?” I asked. “Where are we?”  
 
    “You want to hit something, Princess? Hit that.” He gestured toward the bag.  
 
    “What?” With all the commotion, I’d almost forgot I’d slapped him.  
 
    “Hit the bag.” 
 
    “I’m out of here,” I said, heading for the door, but Liam stepped in my path.  
 
    “You’re angry. Daddy cut you off. You’re forced to work a trash job for lousy pay. You want to lash out? You want payback? There it is, Princess.” He gestured to the bag again.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?”  
 
    “Because you need to get that chip off your shoulder. The universe doesn’t give handouts. The sooner you let go of all that anger and resentment about life not turning out the way you planned, the better off you’ll be.” Liam took a step toward me, his jaw set and his eyes intense and determined. “Now hit the bag, Gwen,” he growled. 
 
    He called me Gwen. He’d never used my name before. Something about the way he said it knocked the fight right out of me. I looked back at the bag and stepped forward. Maybe a little catharsis would be good for me. 
 
    I glared at the bag and pictured my stepmother’s face as I set my feet and took a swing. My knuckles slammed into the bag with a satisfying smack as pain shot through my hand.  
 
    “Jerk,” I said, shaking my hand out and glaring at the bag, which had barely moved. Mother idiot.  
 
    Liam stepped behind me. His hands went to my hips as he corrected my stance. The soft pressure of his hands as he moved me into position made me swallow hard, while I tried not to react to his touch. 
 
    He reached for my hands. The rough pads of his fingertips pried open my fist and repositioned my fingers, and caused goosebumps to rise on my arms. “Thumb goes on the outside. Tucked over your index finger. When you throw a punch, use your hips, throw all your weight into the swing.”  
 
    I mimicked his stance, shifting my hips as I pivoted my foot.  
 
    He nodded. “Good. Try again.”  
 
    I threw another punch to the bag and it moved a little, swaying a bit on its chain and dang did it feel good. It was a release. The anger and the hurt I’d felt for as long as I could remember eased the tiniest bit. I felt alive and powerful and…strong. I wanted to feel that way again and again. 
 
    I landed punch after punch to the bag until sweat beaded on my forehead and my knuckles were raw and red from the effort.  
 
    My mind raced with thoughts of my mother, of my dad cutting me off, getting fired from Grant Designs, Peter’s smug face, and Drew’s panicked expression.  
 
    His hand gripped my shoulder and I stilled, spinning around so quickly I nearly lost my balance. Strong hands gripped my hips to steady me as my breath came in short shallow gasps.  
 
    “Better?” Liam asked as he released me once he seemed sure I wouldn’t fall. 
 
    I fought to catch my breath, then nodded.  
 
    He gave me a small smile and headed to the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water and handed it to me. I tipped my head back, gulping the water down my dry throat. 
 
    Once the bottle was empty, I finally took in my surroundings. I hadn’t been in the mindset to take in the space until now.  
 
    It was a wide open loft, wood floors, sky high ceilings with exposed steel beams painted a rust red color that complemented the exposed brick walls. Wide filmy windows cast a dull glow from the street lights outside on the open living room which housed an old leather couch and a coffee table made from wooden pallets. It was obviously still a work in progress, but it had potential, sort of an industrial meets rustic vibe.  
 
    The kitchen had gleaming stainless steel countertops that reflected the light from the Mason jar light fixtures that hung above the breakfast bar. The cabinets were a dark charcoal color, simple and functional. Nothing about this place was over the top or luxurious, but it felt comfortable, like the Better Homes and Gardens version of a bachelor pad. 
 
    The bathroom wasn’t finished. The walls were framed with wood and allowed a clear view of the toilet. An old claw foot tub sat in the corner surrounded by a plain white shower curtain that hung from the ceiling to offer some semblance of privacy.  
 
    I wondered what he had planned for the remodel. If this was any indication, no doubt it would be amazing when it was finished.  
 
    “You live here?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “It’s nice.”  
 
    Liam laughed. “It will be.”  
 
    “You fixing it yourself?”  
 
    “When I can.”  
 
    He studied his hands and I stood there and twisted the cap on my water bottle on and off, while an awkward silence washed over us.  
 
    He exhaled. “Look, what I said before, it was—”  
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    Liam folded his arms across his chest. “Who said I was apologizing?”  
 
    “Liam, I’m tired. Can you just fire me so I can go home and get some sleep?”  
 
    He shook his head. “You’re a real piece of work, Princess.”  
 
    I shrugged. It’s not like I hadn’t heard that before.  
 
    I heard a soft thud and turned to see a bright orange tabby sitting on the kitchen counter. “What the heck?” I said as the cat stared me down. I turned toward Liam and raised an eyebrow. “You have a cat?” 
 
    “It’s more like he has me,” Liam said with a smile, holding out his hand as the cat rubbed against him.  
 
    “I never took you for a cat person,” I said, watching Liam as he held the kitty’s face gently in his palm, scratching him lightly behind the ears. His whole demeanor changed the moment his fingers made contact with the cat’s soft orange fur. Gone was the angry, frustrated Liam. Tension eased from his shoulders and a smile played on his lips as he stroked his hand down the feline’s back.  
 
    Liam shrugged. “He was here first. We have an arrangement. I provide the food and water, and he lets me pretend I’m in charge.”  
 
    I frowned, having a hard time trying to wrap my head around the image of this giant bear of a man being reduced to a pile of mush by a bright orange fur ball.  
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I just call him Cat.”  
 
    “Your cat’s name is Cat?”  
 
    “It fits him,” Liam said, leaning down as Cat affectionately rubbed his forehead against Liam’s. 
 
    I sighed. This entire night had been a whole new level of surreal for me. “So, am I coming in tomorrow or not?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation back to the matter at hand.  
 
    “Not,” he said, continuing to scratch behind Cat’s ear.  
 
    I frowned as my muscles tightened, ready to chew him out for firing me over some trash that happened almost two years ago. 
 
    Sensing the shift in my mood, Liam held up a hand to stop me before my tirade let lose. “Take the day off. Be in on Thursday.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” I was caught off guard, poised and ready for a fight. I was so sure I knew how this whole thing was gonna go that his words floored me. He was giving me another shot? Wow, never saw that one coming.  
 
    I turned and headed for the door, then paused and turned back to face him. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. “Just get out of here before I change my mind.” His lips tipped up in a smirk. 
 
    I nodded and turned to leave again.  
 
    When I reached the bottom of the stairs, my phone started to vibrate in my pocket. I took it out and swiped my finger across the screen without bothering to see who was calling.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “This is a courtesy call to inform you that your rent payment is currently past due. Please forward your payment immediately. Failure to do so could result in additional late fees or the termination of your lease,” a mechanical voice spat in my ear.  
 
    It was a new low when even a recorded message could mock me. It should have just said, “Give me my money, jerk.”  
 
    Either way, the message was clear. I was screwed.  
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    “Call,” Drew said as he tossed his chips into the center of the table. I’d become a regular at the guys’ weekly poker game. This week, the game was at Drew and Alex’s place, which doubled as wedding central. Nothing like playing poker surrounded by Jordan almonds and tulle.  
 
    David laid his hand down on the table. “Read ’em and weep.”  
 
    Groans sounded from around the table and we tossed our cards down in defeat.  
 
    The door opened and Alex came in, her arms filled with bags of more wedding stuff.  
 
    “Hey, Red,” Drew called over his shoulder.  
 
    “Hello, boys.”  
 
    The rest of us nodded in greeting while examining our cards.  
 
    Alex came up behind Drew, resting her arm on the back of his chair and studied his hand. “He needs two.” She plucked two cards from his hand and slid them over to David.  
 
    “Hey,” Drew whined.  
 
    “Trust me.”  
 
    He didn’t put up a fight, just took the cards his brother dealt.  
 
    Alex turned her attention to me. “Hey, Liam. I feel like I haven’t seen you in weeks. How’s the bar doing?”  
 
    “Good. Crazy, but good.”  
 
    “Floyd still giving you a hard time?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Nah, the new waitress is a good distraction. Keeps him off my back.”  
 
    I caught movement out of the corner of my eyes and looked up as Drew made a slashing sign across his throat.  
 
    “Oh, you hired someone to replace Bridget?”  
 
    I looked over at Drew, who shook his head, his eyes wide in an attempt to warn me from heading down this road.  
 
    “Uh…well…” I stammered and my eyes darted between Alex and Drew. 
 
    She frowned at Drew, who looked up at her with a smile plastered across his face.  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “Bridget can never be replaced, but I got someone to cover while she’s out.” 
 
    “Good. I know I’ve been M-I-A the past few weeks, but I promise I’ll be there for trivia next week.”  
 
    “No!” Drew and I both shouted at the same time. Alex startled at our shared outburst.  
 
    “I mean, don’t worry about it, Alex. You’ve been swamped with the wedding. You should take some time for yourself.”  
 
    “Yeah, Red. Like maybe a spa day or something,” Drew suggested.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, dragging out the word while her eyes volleyed between us. Alex was far from stupid and we weren’t exactly playing it cool, but I prayed she’d let it go. We needed to come up with a plan to ease her into the idea of Gwen working with me.  
 
    She furrowed her brow, muttering, “Freaks,” over her shoulder as she headed into the bedroom.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. How did I get dragged into their drama? Last time I checked, I wasn’t the one who messed Gwen. Not that I hadn’t thought about it. She strutted around the bar in skin tight jeans and low cut shirts. She was hot, but it was superficial. Who could tell what she really looked like under all that make up and fake hair?  
 
    David leaned across the table toward Drew. “What was that about?”  
 
    He sighed and nodded to me. “Guess who dipshit here hired as the new waitress?”  
 
    David frowned. “Who?”  
 
    “Gwen Stevens.”  
 
    “Jerkface?” Sean asked, his eyes wide with shock as he turned to face me. “You hired Jerkface to work at The Den?”  
 
    “No, your girlfriend hired her,” I said, my answer curt as I faced him.  
 
    He winced. “Jerk. She told me she was helping someone get back on her feet, but she didn’t tell me it was Gwen.”  
 
    “Well…” Drew shrugged. “She wasn’t around when all that happened, so she didn’t know.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Neither did I and now I’m stuck.”  
 
    “Stuck? What do you mean you’re stuck? I thought you were getting rid of her.”  
 
    “I can’t just fire her because she slept with you. Finding a waitress you haven’t slept with is going to be pretty difficult.”  
 
    “The man’s got a point,” David said, his gaze never leaving his cards.  
 
    “Forget you all,” Drew said.  
 
    “Look, Alex is a reasonable woman and besides, what happened was a long time ago you guys are solid now. You’re getting married, for idiot’s sake. She’ll deal.”  
 
    Sean shook his head at me and clicked his tongue as he studied his cards. “You don’t know Alex, man. Trust me, you do not want to cross her.”  
 
    “I’m not planning on it, but Gwen stays, at least for now. I will talk to her and we will deal with Alex when the time comes.”  
 
    “Oh, I got to be there to see this,” Sean said.  
 
    “I just hope that when this is all over, I’ll still be able to walk down the aisle with my balls intact.” Drew shifted his cards and laid his hand face up on the table. “Straight flush.”  
 
    “Jerk,” I said, tossing my lousy hand down on the table. 
 
    “Red’s instincts are rarely wrong, Liam,” he said. “Just keep that in mind.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walked into the bar just as Gwen flipped the sign to closed. I waved at Al and went straight to the register to pull the reports and receipts from the night.  
 
    Gwen hopped up on the bar and swung her legs around to face me. “So, what were you up to tonight? Hot date?” 
 
    “Yep, real hot,” I said over my shoulder.  
 
    “Couldn’t be that hot, it’s only…” She paused, looking down at her watch. “Eleven-thirty.”  
 
    I pushed the register closed and turned toward her. “What can I say? I’m a gentleman.”  
 
    She scoffed. “Gentleman, my rear. Weren’t you the guy who threw me over his shoulder the other night all caveman style and carried me up the stairs?”  
 
    Al raised an eyebrow at me. “It’s not what you think.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, boss,” Al said, his voice a little hard.  
 
    I frowned, watching him as he snuck a peek at Gwen, who was still perched on my bar adjusting her cleavage.  
 
    “Al,” I said. He didn’t respond, his stare locked on Gwen’s chest. “Al!” Finally, he looked up. “Will you go check the kegs?” 
 
    He nodded and gave Gwen a smile as he passed her on the way to the back. She smiled and wiggled her fingers at him. I leaned against the bar and watched her watch Al walk away. 
 
    She licked her lips and then turned her attention back to me. Not even a little bit embarrassed at being caught checking out her coworker’s rear. 
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “That can’t happen.” 
 
    “What can’t happen?”  
 
    “You and Al.” 
 
    She smiled. Her features went soft for a moment before, twisting into a wicked smile. “Jealous?”  
 
    “Of you and Al?” I scoffed. “Not a chance, sweetheart.”  
 
    Gwen jumped down from the bar, closed the distance between us, and pressed her chest against mine. Her sweet scent surrounded me and I swallowed hard, feeling her nipples pebble against me through the thin fabric of her shirt.  
 
    That shirt. The minute she stepped out of the bathroom with that shirt cut up, revealing all that perfect tanned skin, I was granite. I’d never been that hard in my life and it pissed me off. This girl was high maintenance and way more trouble than she was worth, but that shirt….  
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “Don’t you like me, Liam?” She looked up at me, batting those beautiful eyes as she trapped her bottom lip between her teeth. All I could see were those lips, those soft pink lips. I wanted to tasted them, to…  
 
    Idiot. What am I doing? 
 
    I shook my head to break whatever witchy voodoo spell she’d put me under. Reaching for her hands, which had somehow begun to snake up my chest, I grabbed her wrists, pulled away, then took a step back to create some distance between us.  
 
    “Nice try, Princess, but that trash doesn’t work for me.” Her face fell as that blinding smile she’d worn a minute ago changed to disappointment.  
 
    “Then why do you care if I go out with Al?” 
 
    “I don’t care who you go out with. I just don’t need my employees messing around at work.” I turned my back on her and went back to sorting the receipts.  
 
    Gwen narrowed her eyes. “You don’t think very highly of me, do you?”  
 
    “I don’t think you think very highly of yourself.” 
 
    “What or who I do is none of your business,” she said, the hurt was clear in her voice. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the receipts I was sorting and refused to meet her glare. It was the worst thing I could have done, ignore her. I could feel the heat as it came off her. She just grew more and more angry.  
 
    “It is my business, when it’s in my bar.”  
 
    “You’re a controlling prick, you know that?”  
 
    I turned and stepped right into her personal pace. “And you’re a spoiled brat. What’s your point?”  
 
    She glared up at me, her blue eyes swirling with fire. She was pretty cute when she got all worked up, like a Jack Russell spotting a squirrel through a window.  
 
    “Ugh!” She growled, spun around on her heel, and headed for the back.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I called behind her as she retreated down the hall.  
 
    “To hit something,” she said as she stomped down the hall toward the stairs.  
 
    “Don’t forget to rotate your hips and throw your weight behind it.”  
 
    “Idiot off, Liam,” she snarled. She shouldered past Al as he came out of the kitchen with a case of beer.  
 
    I laughed and shook my head returning to the receipts.  
 
    “What’s her problem?” Al asked.  
 
    “It would take decades and at least four clinical psychologists to figure that one out.”  
 
    Al raised his eyes brows and whistled, returning to his work without another word.  
 
    I heard the door to my loft slam. I smiled. I enjoyed teasing her a little too much.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I woke up pinned to the bed with Al’s meaty arm slung over my waist. I sighed and dropped my head back to the pillow. Maybe going home with him wasn’t such a good idea after all, but Liam forbidding it made the idea of sleeping with Al all that more enticing.  
 
    Slowly, I wriggled my way out from under him, careful not to wake him. The last thing I wanted was another round of his awkward jack-rabbit. It took all of my high school drama skills to fake an orgasm last night, and there was no need for a repeat performance.  
 
    I managed to slip from the bed and landed hard on my rear. An old pizza box broke my fall. As quickly and quietly as I could, I made my way around his bedroom retrieving my clothes as I went. I slipped into my jeans and my bra. Before I managed to get my shirt on, Al stirred, so I quickly grabbed the rest of my clothes and my bag and headed into the living room to finish getting dressed.  
 
    I eased the door shut, only to lock eyes with a sweaty shirtless guy with the beginnings of a beer gut, holding a video game controller in his hand. 
 
    Startled, I clutched my shirt to my chest and dropped my bag at my feet. A slow creepy smile spread across his acne-ridden face. “Nice,” he said. His stare never left my nearly naked chest.  
 
    I glared at him and quickly pulled my shirt over my head. The dude’s creepy smile never wavered and I looked down at my cut up work shirt, which showed almost as much skin as my bra. Dang it! I was pissed at Al’s leering roommate, and even more at myself because he wouldn’t have a full view of my chest if I hadn’t cut up the shirt to begin with—which made the whole thing infinitely worse. Liam always had to be right.  
 
    I untied the knot at my waist and tugged the wrinkled fabric down for as much coverage as I could manage. I glared at the roommate, whose creepy eyes were still locked on my boobs. I snatched my bag off the floor and headed for the door.  
 
    “Idiot, baby,” the creeper said. “You’re hot coming and going.”  
 
    I groaned and slammed the door as hard as I could. I no longer gave a trash if I woke Al or not. I made it to the elevator and leaned against the back wall as my phone began to ring. I fished it out of my bag and my dad’s face flashed across the screen. I sighed in relief. He must have come to his senses about this ridiculous cutting me off business.  
 
    Swiping my finger across the screen, I took a deep breath as I held it to my ear. “Hi, Daddy.” I kept my voice high and sweet with just a touch of sadness, the verbal equivalent of puppy dog eyes, a skill I’d perfected over the years.  
 
    “Gwendolyn.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you finally called.”  
 
    “You are?”  
 
    “Of course, Daddy. I missed you.”  
 
    “Oh. Well, I missed you too. I…” He stammered for a minute. Clearly, he expected a freak out, but I was smart enough to know that screaming at him right now wasn’t going to pay my rent.  
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “I wanted to see how you’re doing.”  
 
    “I’m okay, I guess. Things have been really hard, but I understand now what you mean. I need to make my own way in the world. I’m grateful to you for helping me see the error of my ways.” If they gave out Academy Awards for manipulation, I was a lock. The trick with Daddy was pretty simple: Tell him what he wanted to hear and he’d cave like a sinkhole. 
 
    “Really? You have, have you? That’s interesting because I got a call from your rental office today. It seems your rent hasn’t been paid.” 
 
    No kidding, Sherlock! I rolled my eyes, but kept the attitude out of my voice. “I know, Daddy. I’m having some trouble getting the money together.”  
 
    “What happened to the money I gave you?” 
 
    “Five thousand dollars doesn’t last as long as it used to.” 
 
    “That should have covered your rent for at least two months, Gwendolyn.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I had expenses.”  
 
    He sighed into the phone. I was losing him. “I got a job,” I added.  
 
    “You did?” His surprise stung, but I did my best to hide it. I pushed the hurt way, way down and continued with the task at hand.  
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t pay much. I don’t think I’m going to be able to make enough to cover my rent.”  
 
    “Then you’ll just have to find a cheaper apartment.” 
 
    “What?” I stopped dead in my tracks. Was he serious? 
 
    “You’ll have to move out and find a place to live that fits your budget.”  
 
    “My budget?” He was actually sticking to this ridiculous idea of tough love. I couldn’t believe he’d just abandon me like that.  
 
    “Gwendolyn. We’ve had this discussion. You are an adult, and as such, you need to make your own way.”  
 
    “But I could end up on the streets!”  
 
    “You are a smart resourceful girl. You’ll figure it out.”  
 
    I growled in frustration and ended the call.  
 
    That jerk! I could end up homeless, and he could care less.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, I pushed through the kitchen door, tying my apron around my waist. Liam was putting money in the till and glanced up as I made my way behind the bar. His eyebrows rose as he looked me over.  
 
    “What?” I shrugged as I reached for the cleaning solution and a rag from under the bar.  
 
    “Nice shirt,” he said, nodding to my unaltered staff shirt. After that interaction with Al’s roommate, Captain Creepy, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to cover up a little. 
 
    “Shut up,” I sneered, then went to work cleaning tables.  
 
    Al came in the front door and his smile widened when he spotted me. I groaned and rolled my eyes, wiping down the table with more vigor than before. Al swatted my rear with a loud smack as he passed me. “Hey there, sweet cheeks,” he said, walking backward toward the kitchen to clock in. “Last night was awesome!” He raised his arms in victory.  
 
    I glared at him and my grip tightened on the bottle of cleaner until my knuckles were white.  
 
    I heard a chuckle from behind me and turned to see Liam trying to hold in his laughter. His shoulders shook and he pressed a fist to his mouth.  
 
    “Forget you, Liam.”  
 
    “And get Al’s sloppy seconds?” 
 
    That stung. “Whatever,” I said, returning to the tables. I did my best to ignore the tears welling in my eyes.  
 
    Nothing more was said. We continued our work in silence, barely speaking a word to each other the rest of the night.  
 
    The conversation with Dad weighed heavily on my mind. He wasn’t going to change his mind, which meant I had to find a way to pay my rent. It seemed impossible. Even if I saved every last penny I made, I’d still be several hundred dollars short.  
 
    I could get a roommate, but my apartment only had one bedroom and besides I didn’t want some stranger touching my stuff. I was quickly running out of time and options.  
 
    To make matters worse, there was the whole Al situation. Normally, I never would have slept with a guy like Al. Sure, he was cute. His blond hair was buzzed short, his shoulders were wide and muscular. He had the body and the looks, but he lacked the intelligence and the pedigree.  
 
    The men I usually went for were gorgeous with multimillion dollar trust funds and private jets at their beck and call. Al didn’t even come close.  
 
    It had been my idea to go home with him. After the edict from Liam, I was pissed, and if I’m being honest…more than a little turned on. The effect that man had on my body was intense. Al just happened to have been in the right place at the right time to receive the benefits of my attraction to Liam. 
 
    Last night with Liam started out as harmless flirtation, but when he reached for my wrist to push me away, the fire in his eyes made my mouth dry and my panties wet. There was just something about him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but it drew me to him. It made absolutely no sense considering how much of a jerk he was to me most of the time.  
 
    Throughout my shift, I would find myself watching him as we worked. He’d smile at the customers, laugh at something they said. Just watching him made my body feel electrically charged, which was ridiculous. The man was nothing but a jerk to me all the time. He’d made it perfectly clear last night that he had zero interest in me, and yet I pathetically lusted after him like some love-sick moron.  
 
    No more. I would be professional. I would figure out how to pay my rent and ignore my sexy-as-sin boss until I could find a new job. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After closing, I brought the last of the dishes into the back and set them in the racks for the dishwasher. Sam was taking out the trash, which was code for sneaking a cigarette.  
 
    Hands gripped my hips and I jumped, spun around, and came face to face with Al.  
 
    “You scared me,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry, babe. It’s just me.”  
 
    I pushed on his chest. “What do you want?”  
 
    He smiled down at me, ignoring my attempts to get him to back up. “Just looking for a little sugar, that’s all.” His hand slipped from my hip to my rear, giving me a firm squeeze.  
 
    “Get your hands off of me,” I said, trying and failing to push his arms away.  
 
    “That’s not what you said last night, baby.”  
 
    “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “How could it be a mistake when you were screaming my name all night?” He leaned forward, his lips attacking my neck with sloppy kisses.  
 
    I braced my hands on his shoulders and shoved him as hard as I could. “I was faking it. Now get your hands off me.” My feeble attempt to force him to release me did nothing but piss him off. Al gripped my hips hard, his fingers bit into my skin through my jeans.  
 
    He pulled me hard against him, his eyes narrow and cold as he glared down at me. “Don’t be a jerk, Gwen,” he growled. I was quickly losing control of the situation and panic began to set in.  
 
    I pushed at his chest again, but he didn’t budge. He just laughed and gripped me harder, trapping my hands against his chest as he leaned down to kiss me.  
 
    “Let me go,” I screamed.  
 
    Just then, he was ripped away from me. I stumbled forward from the force of it and looked up to see what had happened. Liam had him pinned against the wall, and Al’s t-shirt was clenched in his fist.  
 
    “What the heck do you think you’re doing?” he roared.  
 
    Al’s face was a contorted mix of anger and panic.  
 
    “I…I was just—”  
 
    “Apologize,” Liam demanded.  
 
    “But she—”  
 
    “Apologize!”  
 
    Al looked over at me, his eyes narrow and bitter. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Liam released him and gave him a hard shove against the wall. “Now get out.”  
 
    Al frowned. “What? You serious?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m joking?” Liam stepped forward, placing himself within inches of Al’s face. “Get the heck out of my bar.”  
 
    Al looked over at me with hatred in his eyes. He pushed off the wall and shouldered past Liam. “Hussy,” he muttered, then turned and disappeared through the kitchen door.  
 
    Liam was breathing hard, his hands on his hips, his back to me. Slowly, he turned to face me. “Did he hurt you?” he asked, sounding almost concerned.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Liam nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, my voice low and a little shaky.  
 
    His head snapped up. “Next time I tell you not to mess around with the staff, how about you listen and keep your legs closed.” Then he turned and pushed through the kitchen door. It slammed hard against the wall and I flinched as I watched it swing violently back and forth long after he’d gone. 
 
    A tear slid down my cheek as I listened to the sound of Liam’s boots as he stomped up the stairs. I really messed things up this time.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    I stormed into my apartment and slammed the door behind me. Idiot! That was too much. I’d been way too harsh, but I was completely livid. I knew Al was a creep. It’s why I tried to warn her off him in the first place, but I never expected him to pull some trash like that. I should’ve know telling a girl like Gwen not to do anything would immediately make her want to do it.  
 
    Dang it! I took a swing at the heavy bag and it swung back hard, the chains rattled as it rocked from the impact.  
 
    Why couldn’t she just listen to me? Now I was down a bartender and seriously pissed off. The worst part was the rage I felt when I saw his hands on her. The jealousy caught me off guard, and when I heard her tell him to let her go, I just lost it. Before I even knew what I was doing, Al was slammed against the wall, his shirt clenched in my fist and fear in his eyes.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself down. This wasn’t her fault. I knew that. No woman deserved to be treated like that. Just because she’d said yes last night didn’t mean she’d say yes again tonight.  
 
    I grabbed a beer from the fridge and chugged it, then slammed the bottle down hard on the counter top. I rested my hands on the edge and dropped my head with sigh. This chick had been nothing but a thorn in my side from day one, but the terrified look on her face when Al trapped her nearly tore me in half. I should’ve just kicked her out the first night her tight little donkey walked into my bar. Maybe then I wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with.  
 
    Regardless of how my body reacted to her, I knew that if I gave in to this lust, it would be a disaster of epic proportions—not only for me, but for my business as well.  
 
    I needed to lock that trash down. I’m a blasted professional.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a while, I calmed down enough to head back down stairs to close up by myself since what was left of my staff was long gone.  
 
    When I reached the bottom of the stairs I stopped dead in my tracks. The tables were clean chairs stacked neatly on top. The beat-up old bar top shined and the floor was swept and mopped to perfection.  
 
    Gwen pushed into the bar from the kitchen, nearly colliding with me.  
 
    “Oh, hey,” she said.  
 
    “You did all this?” 
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “You didn’t have to stay,” I said.  
 
    “Not like I had anything better to do tonight. Besides, you threw your little tantrum before I could cash out for tonight and I really need the money.”  
 
    I nodded and headed for the register to cash her out and check the receipts since she’d already done everything else. I flipped the key in the register and hit the button to slide the cash drawer out. I went over her totals and counted out her tips. I was so focused on my task I almost didn’t hear her.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Liam,” she said, her voice barely audible.  
 
    I looked up at her. Her sea blue eyes were flooded with tears. Gwen was hell on heels, twenty-four hours a day, so the sight of her on a bar stool breaking down wasn’t something I’d ever expected to see.  
 
    Before I could think about it, I dropped the cash, made my way around the bar, and pulled her into my arms as her tears continued to fall. 
 
    I said nothing. I just let her cry while I held her. The sound of her sobs nearly broke me in two. I hated to see women cry, especially if I had a hand in it. While Gwen’s break down was probably a messed up mix of the trash she was dealing with, I knew my harsh words earlier in the kitchen were a part of it.  
 
    She pulled away and looked up at me. Her make-up was streaked down her face, her nose was red and running, and her eyes were swollen from crying. She was a disaster, but completely and utterly gorgeous.  
 
    She took a deep breath and wiped the back of her hand across her cheek. She sighed when she spotted the blurred smear of make-up that came away with her tears.  
 
    “Goodness,” she said. “I must look like complete trash.”  
 
    “Not complete incredible.”  
 
    She playfully slapped at my arm and hopped down from the stool. “I’m just gonna…” She pointed down the hall toward the bathroom.  
 
    I picked up the cash and finished counting while she was gone. The bathroom door creaked open and I heard her stop beside me, but I didn’t look up right away as I was counting and didn’t want to lose my place. I finished and handed her the small stack of bills I owed her, then froze.  
 
    Her face was clean, not a stitch of make-up left, and the result was breathtaking. Her skin was bright with a pink tint that practically glowed. Long dark lashes framed what were possibly the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. Without all the shadows and trash she wore every day, her eyes seemed brighter.  
 
    “What?” she asked. I must have been staring.  
 
    “Nothing.” I shook my head and tried to clear it of—well, her.  
 
    Gwen rolled her eyes. “I know I look awful. No need to rub it in.”  
 
    I shook my head, and met her eyes. “No. You’re beautiful.” The words slipped from my lips before I realized what I said.  
 
    Gwen’s eyes widened and a shy smile spread across her face.  
 
    What was going on? I cleared my throat. “I mean, you look better without all that trash on your face.” I swallowed hard and went back to counting receipts.  
 
    Gwen laughed and shook her head with her tongue stuck in the side of her cheek. “Wow, Liam, you’re a real charmer.”  
 
    “That’s me,” I said, refusing to look at her out of fear that more stupidity would fall out of my mouth if I did.  
 
    “Whatever. I’m heading out. You good?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “See you later.”  
 
    I could feel her as she watched me, but I refused to turn and look at her.  
 
    “Yeah. See ya.” 
 
    The bell on the door sounded when she opened it and again when it shut behind her. When the coast was clear I leaned my elbows on the edge of the bar, and exhaled. I dropped my head into my hands and raked my fingers over my face. What in the world had gotten into me?  
 
    I wasn’t attracted to Gwen. She was a pain in the rear, and an extra jerky one, at that, but idiot—seeing her bare, without the mask she put on to keep out the rest of the world, was enlightening. For a second, I thought I caught a glimpse of the strong, yet broken girl underneath…and she was beautiful.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    The bar was packed. People flooded in wearing those ridiculous team t-shirts. Every table was taken and I busted my rear running between the bar and the kitchen.  
 
    Liam really needed to hire a second waitress, if only on a part time basis, and thanks to me, he needed to hire a second bartender as well. 
 
    I’d gotten myself into some nasty situations over the years, but Al trapping me like that had been scary. Who knew how far it would’ve gone if Liam hadn’t come in? I’d never seen him so angry. I hated to admit it, but it was sexy watching him come to my rescue and pin Al to the wall like that, all muscle and fiercely protective. 
 
    He’d gone from wild and strong to soft and sweet as he comforted me while I ugly cried on his shoulder—and it was an ugly cry. I took one look in the mirror that night and cringed. I looked like the love child of Alice Cooper and the Joker. It was awful. Thankfully, I had make-up remover wipes in my bag. I scrubbed my face clean and tied up my hair before finally returning to him.  
 
    The way he looked at me that night was intense, as if he’d seen me for the first time, and from the heat in his eyes he liked what he saw. Then he said I was beautiful. Not hot or sexy, but beautiful. My heart felt so full in that moment, but it was short lived. As quickly as that look appeared in his eyes, it washed away and the same jerk Liam was back, only he refused to look at me. Something told me he’d felt it too.  
 
    “Hey, sweet cheeks!” someone called breaking me from the memory.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and headed toward the customer to see what he wanted.  
 
    After I took Mr. Sweet Cheeks’ order for another round, I pushed through the crowd to the service well at the end of the bar. I typed the drinks into the computer for Liam and set my tray down for him to fill.  
 
    “You know, if you keep answering to that, they’ll just keep calling you sweet cheeks,” he said as he popped the cap off a bottle and exchanged it for a wad of cash.  
 
    I shrugged. “Eh, I’m getting used to it. Besides, my rear is pretty sweet.” I shot Liam a wink and took off toward the kitchen as he shook his head.  
 
    Armed with eight baskets of fish and chips I hip checked the kitchen door and headed out to deliver the food. I heard her before I saw her.  
 
    “What the actual idiot!” Alex screeched. She stood just inside the door, her eyes wide with shock her long red waves seeming to grow brighter in her anger.  
 
    “Incredible,” I muttered.  
 
    I steeled my nerves, stood up straight, and tried not to let her know how much her presence affected me. I went about my business and delivered the food to the once boisterous crowd that had gone silent, their stares volleying between Alex and I, eager for a cat fight.  
 
    “What the heck are you doing here, Gwen?” she asked. Before I could answer, she turned on Liam. “What is she doing here?”  
 
    Liam shrugged. “What does it look like she’s doing? She’s working.”  
 
    “Here? She’s working here?”  
 
    “No at the Subway down the street. Of course, here.” 
 
    “Don’t be cute. Liam, this is no time to be cute.” She jabbed her finger at him.  
 
    The bell above the door sounded as an out of breath Drew came in, followed closely by a rather amused Sean.  
 
    Alex turned on them. “Did you know about this?”  
 
    Drew scratched the back of his head, a guilty look on his face.  
 
    “Are you kidding me? You knew and you didn’t tell me.”  
 
    Drew stepped forward and reached for her but she took a step back. His hands fell, his eyes full of hurt. “Come on, Red. You’ve been so crazy with the wedding stuff. I didn’t want to stress you out.”  
 
    Alex threw her hands up in the air. “Un-frigging-believable.”  
 
    “What’s the big deal?” I asked. “It’s just a job.”  
 
    “You tried to ruin my life!”  
 
    “Oh please, don’t be so dramatic.” I scoffed.  
 
    A low guttural sound rose from her throat and she lunged toward me, her eyes crazy and her hands curled, ready to claw my eyes out. Drew caught her before she even got close to me and ushered her toward the front door.  
 
    He looked over her shoulder at Liam. “Happy now?” Drew asked.  
 
    Liam shot me a look and pointed toward the back. I rolled my eyes and pushed through the kitchen doors, then stopped with my hands on my hips. Liam came in seconds later and waved me toward his office. I groaned and kept moving. 
 
    In his office, I dropped heavily into the chair behind his desk. Liam closed the door behind us, leaving him just enough room to lean against the edge of the desk with his arms folded. 
 
    “You’re more trouble than you’re worth, aren’t you?” he asked.  
 
    I leaned toward him. “I don’t know. I’m worth a whole lot of trouble.” 
 
    Liam scoffed. “Is there anyone in my life you haven’t pissed off?”  
 
    “Your sister likes me.”  
 
    “Yeah, well don’t get too excited. Madison is the patron saint of lost causes.” He looked up at the ceiling and ran a hand across his face in frustration. I dropped my head, trying to suppress the tears that threatened to fall. So that’s how he saw me, a lost cause. 
 
    Liam frowned. “Hey.” He took hold of my chin and turned my face up to meet his eyes. “I wasn’t talking about you.”  
 
    I turned my head sharply and forced his fingers to drop from my face. “Yeah, I’m sure.” My tone was flat and sarcastic. Of course, the jerk was talking about me. His sister took pity on me. She hired me when no one else would, and how did I repay her? By causing trouble for her brother and their bar. If that wasn’t a lost cause I didn’t know what was.  
 
    Liam sighed. “Goodness, Gwen, I was talking about me.”  
 
    “You? How are you a lost cause?”  
 
    “It’s a long story. She was there for me when I needed someone to straighten me out.” My eyebrows shot up. Liam got to his feet, stepped toward me, and rested his hands on the arms of the chair. He leaned forward his face mere inches from mine as he added, “But I’m not as nice as my sister, which is why I’m going to tell you enough is enough.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The attitude. It’s time you quit the jerky trash, Princess. It’s getting old.”  
 
    “What can I say? I’m a jerk. Take it or leave it.”  
 
    Liam shook his head. “Not buying it, Princess. It’s a front. You push people away and hurt them before they have a chance to hurt you,” he said, his tone clipped and frustrated.  
 
    My body shivered as his warm masculine scent invaded my space. I narrowed my eyes and squeezed my thighs together tight. I hated the way I reacted to his closeness. I steeled myself and tried my best to get a grip.  
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said as I shot to my feet and attempted to move past him in the tiny space.  
 
    Liam braced a hand on the wall beside my head to stop me. He looked down at me, his eyes a strange mix of emotions I couldn’t name. There was almost no space between the desk and the wall. Liam’s large frame blocked my exit, but I wasn’t panicked or afraid. For the first time in a long time I felt safe.  
 
    “Whether you believe it or not, you have an opportunity to redefine yourself. To get rid of all the make-up, the fake hair, the trash, and just be you.”  
 
    “No one gives two trashs about the real me.”  
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said as his eyes locked with mine. “I do.”  
 
    My eyes went wide. I’d been nothing but a thorn in his side since I walked through the front door. He was full of trash. I was sure of it, but when I searched his eyes, I saw nothing but sincerity. Hope bloomed in my chest. Liam cared about me?  
 
    We were still mere inches apart. I felt a tug in my chest and my body moved forward on its own. I pressed myself against him and touched my lips to his. He didn’t move. His body was stone still as I continued to brush my lips softly against his.  
 
    He tasted like mint with just a hint of sugar. His lips were soft and full against mine. My head clouded, lost in the sensation of his hard muscular chest beneath my fingers and the warmth of his lips.  
 
    He didn’t move, but he didn’t push me away either. I parted my lips and sucked his bottom lip into my mouth, and his control snapped. Liam pushed me hard into the wall behind me and covered my body with his. 
 
    I gasped when my back made contact with the hard surface of the wall. Liam thrust his tongue past my lips and kissed me deep. His fingers dug into the flesh of my hips. He nipped and sucked at my lips and kissed down my jaw to taste the sensitive skin of my neck. A soft moan fell from my lips as he continued his exploration of my skin.  
 
    Liam’s hands traveled down my thigh, gripped the back of my knee as he hiked my leg up high on his hip, and pressed his already hard cock against me.  
 
    It was a kiss of legends, hot and intense. I was so lost in him in that moment I doubt I could’ve remembered my own name.  
 
    I’d never been kissed like that in my life. The tension that had built up between us seemed to sharpen, making us both lose complete control.  
 
    He kissed me harder as his hips pinned me to the wall. I ran a hand down his chest to his belt, tugging at the leather to undo it. I didn’t care if Sam was on the other side of the wall or if the bar was still packed with customers. I wanted him.  
 
    I managed to undo his belt and started on the front button of his jeans when he suddenly pulled away.  
 
    He backed away as far as he could, until he crashed into the desk behind him. “Incredible,” he muttered.  
 
    I sagged against the wall, breathing heavily, my lips still warm and swollen from his kiss.  
 
    “This was a really bad idea,” he said, his hand on his hips. His belt hung open at his sides.  
 
    My body went cold. I was desperate to feel his warmth, to get things back on track. I took a step toward him, my hand going straight for the hard outline of his cock. “Your body seems to disagree,” I said, rubbing my hand against his length through the rough denim of his jeans.  
 
    Liam’s eyes went dark and anger flashed across his face. He grabbed my wrist and pulled my hands away from him. “I’m not going to forget you, Gwen.” He sneered.  
 
    My eyes widened. I was half shocked, half turned on. Liam’s caveman thing did something to me. When he got like this, it wasn’t about control, it was about protection, but I wasn’t completely sure who he was trying to protect—him or me.  
 
    I slumped back against the wall and Liam released my hands. I dropped my head unable to meet his eyes as the rejection settled deep in my stomach. It hurt bad, and the added humiliation of being rejected by my boss just made things worse.  
 
    Liam took a deep breath and ran a hand down his face. “We need to get back out there,” he said. I nodded, pulled open the door, and quickly made my way through the kitchen.  
 
    I paused at the door, took a deep breath, and wiped a tear from my eye. No way was I going out there upset. I could do this. Idiot Liam—the jerk didn’t know what he was missing.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    I kissed her. Dang it! I’m such an idiot. What was I thinking? Obviously, I wasn’t thinking or I wouldn’t have practically devoured her in my office.  
 
    My mind spun as I made my way toward Grover Park. The guys had been trying to get me to play football with them for months. I dodged them making excuses about having to work, but today the weather was nice. Plus, I needed an excuse to get out of the bar and away from Gwen.  
 
    I just couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. It was incredible. It took everything I had to hit the brakes when I did, but just thinking of those lips and that tight little body pressed against me made me hard all over again, but Gwen would be a colossal mistake. I’m talking FEMA level disaster.  
 
    I didn’t even like her. She’s jerky and stubborn, and idiot if she didn’t wear on my last nerve more often than not. The chick was a blasted train wreck and my life was finally on track. Getting involved with her would complicate an already complicated work relationship. 
 
    She represented everything I’d given up when I left law school. The money, the status, my family’s expectations, everything I’d walked away from.  
 
    I disappointed them all, my mother and my father. I rejected the life they’d laid out for me and chose instead to live a life of my own making rather than the one they’d manufactured for me.  
 
    Yale was my father’s idea. I was to follow in his footsteps, just like my older brother. I’d graduate at the top of my class, take the bar exam and join the firm. I made it through one semester before I’d had enough. I wasn’t living my life, I was living his. Just perpetuating the cycle that spanned generations of Sinclairs, leading the lives they were expected to, but it was never what I wanted.  
 
    I wanted to make my own way. I wanted to make something of myself on my own outside of their rules and restrictions, and I did so at the expense of my family.  
 
    Madison was all I had left. My parents cut me off when I quit school hoping it would change my mind and send me crawling back to them on my knees, but I was done. Instead, I got a job and moved in with Maddie, something they never stopped giving her trash for.  
 
    When I told them about buying the bar, they lost it, completely disowned me. My mother cried and my father looked like his head would burst. I was hopeful that one day they would come around, but if holding a grudge was an Olympic sport my parents would be gold medalists. 
 
    “Head’s up,” Sean called. I looked up just in time to see a football headed straight for me. Quick reflexes kept me from a broken nose as I caught it easily in my hands.  
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    Sean nodded his greeting. “Glad you finally decided to come.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I needed a break from the bar.”  
 
    “You’re working too hard,” Madison said as she looked up at me from a blanket she’d spread under a tree.  
 
    Sean dropped down on the blanket beside her. “Nah, he just needs a break from all the drama.”  
 
    Madison ducked her head an embarrassed blush reaching the tips of her ears. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.” She looked up at me. “I swear, I had no idea who she was. If I did, I never would have offered her the job.”  
 
    “I know,” I shoved my hands in the pockets of my hoodie.  
 
    “I’ve never seen Alex like that,” Sean said.  
 
    I reached up to scratch the back of my neck. “She was pretty upset.”  
 
    “Upset? She was completely insane. Drew said it took him two hours to calm her down.”  
 
    “Seriously? I don’t get why she’s freaking out about this. I mean it was a long time ago and they weren’t together right?”  
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow at me. “You want to tell her that?”  
 
    “From everything I heard, what Gwen did was pretty bad. I don’t think I could let it go either,” Madison said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess, but it all worked out for the best. They’re getting married.”  
 
    “Yeah, but to Alex, Gwen represents everything that kept them apart in the beginning. With the wedding coming up soon, the last thing she needs is for her insecurities to be shoved in her face.”  
 
    I nodded. “I can’t just fire Gwen.”  
 
    “Why not?” Sean asked.  
 
    “Because that’s messed up. The girl is in a tough spot right now. She needs the job and I’m supposed to just kick her to the curb because Alex hates her. How fair is that?” I’m defending her now?  
 
    Sean narrowed his eyes, watching me closely. “Why do you care?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You’ve known her for, what, a few weeks? Why do you care so much?”  
 
    “I don’t.” I dropped my head.  
 
    “Aww, incredible,” he groaned. “You like her.”  
 
    “What?” Madison asked.  
 
    “Look at him,” Sean gestured toward me. “He’s a mess. He’s all fidgety, refusing to make eye contact. He likes her.”  
 
    “Is that true?” she asked.  
 
    “What? Of course not.” I couldn’t tell if I was lying to them or myself. If I wasn’t aware of how I felt about Gwen before, then the kiss last night clinched it, but I refused to allow it to go any further.  
 
    “Incredible,” Sean coughed. Madison playfully slapped at his chest. He caught her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. Her face lit up with a bright smile, which he returned before leaning in for a kiss. Things hadn’t come easy for Sean and Madison, but if anyone deserved to be happy, it was my sister. She’d been through so much with the divorce, but Sean made her happy and I was happy for them.  
 
    “Geez man, get a room,” Drew said. I turned around as he and Alex came up the hill. I watched them approach and braced myself for the verbal lashing I was about to get from Alex, but she seemed surprisingly calm.  
 
    “Hey.” I nodded in greeting.  
 
    Drew slapped my hand and pulled me into a bro hug. “Hey, man. Glad, you finally showed up.”  
 
    “He needed a break from the bar,” Sean said.  
 
    Drew smiled and dropped a heavy hand on my shoulder. “The place getting to you already?” 
 
    “I think it’s not the bar so much as the staff.”  
 
    “See, I told you,” Alex said. She reached for Drew’s arm, already in full rant mode. “She’s a nightmare! She does nothing but wreak havoc where ever she goes.”  
 
    “Come on, Red,” he said. “Don’t you think you’re being a tad dramatic?”  
 
    Alex’s eyebrows shot into her hairline and her green eyes almost glowed with a volatile mix of shock and anger. “Do you not remember what happened the last time you saw Gwen Stevens in The Den? You know what she’s capable of, Drew.”  
 
    Drew flinched. “Yeah, Red, I know but…”  
 
    “But nothing,” she said, then turned her crazy eyes on me. “Mark my words, Liam Sinclair, that girl is a disaster waiting to happen.”  
 
    I shook my head and threw my arms out at my sides. “You know what? Enough!”  
 
    Everyone froze around me.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of this.” I looked around to make absolutely sure that they were all listening. I turned toward Alex. “I get that you have a history with Gwen, but that’s what it is—history. Did you ever think that maybe she’s changed? She’s had to deal with some pretty heavy trash lately. She’s trying to stand on her own two feet for the first time in her life and all you want to do is continue to punish her for the mistakes she made in the past.” Alex bit her lip and looked down at her feet. “Would you want people to judge you based on the mistakes you’ve made?”  
 
    Alex remained silent. I raised my eyebrows and tilted my head, waiting for her answer. She, glared at me before she let out a long exhale. “No,” she said, “but I still don’t have to like her.” 
 
    I gave her a half smile. “No, you don’t have to like her. Just try not to claw her eyes out in the middle of my bar.”  
 
    “Deal,” she said reluctantly.  
 
    Sean started a slow clap and we turned around to face him. He wiped a pretend tear from his eye, got to his feet, and continued clapping before he slung an arm around my shoulder. “Aww, you guys, that was just…beautiful.” His voice cracked as he feigned being overcome with emotion.  
 
    I shrugged his arm off me. “Jerk,” I muttered.  
 
    Drew just smiled and shook his head before he headed toward the field. I dropped my wallet and keys on the blanket beside Madison and took a step to follow him when Alex grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Just be careful, Liam,” she said. I was pretty confident that she wasn’t talking about football.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next couple of weeks were uneventful and went by pretty quickly, largely because I was avoiding Gwen at any cost. I hired a new waitress, Jenna and a new bartender, Jason. Jenna was a little on the bubbly side which annoyed the heck out of Floyd, so I had to watch that situation pretty carefully. Jason seemed like a good guy, worked hard kept to himself, made a decent drink. He even seemed to get along with Gwen, which worried me at first but she hadn’t even batted an eyelash in his direction since he started.  
 
    Business was good and with the new staff, I was finally able to take some time away from the bar to work on the loft. The drywall in the bathroom was done and prepped for tile and I managed to refinish the rest of the floors. The place was starting to feel more like a home and less like a storage room.  
 
    I let Jason and Jenna close up while I caught up on some paperwork in the back. I was knee deep in receipts when Jason stuck his head in to tell me they were headed out for the night. I said good night and dove back into my work.  
 
    A few minutes later, I heard the bell on the door chime as someone entered the bar. I figured maybe they forgot something, and headed back into the bar to check things out.  
 
    I pushed through the kitchen door and froze. Gwen stood in the center of the bar, her cheeks were stained with tears. She looked up and her eyes locked with mine as a sob tore from her throat. 
 
    “Aww, idiot.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    It didn’t feel real. I stood there with the eviction notice in my hand, staring at the key to my apartment that no longer worked, but it didn’t feel like it was really happening to me.  
 
    I was numb. I looked up at the neon Guinness sign in the window of The Den. I had no memory of how I got there. All I know was one minute I stood at the door to what used to be my apartment, and the next I was parked in front of The Den.  
 
    Jason and Jenna, the new staff Liam hired, came out, laughing as they walked toward their cars. Their carefree attitude pissed me off. They had a place to sleep tonight while I was probably going to have to sleep in my car.  
 
    The lights were still on inside which meant Liam was still downstairs. Liam. I closed my eyes and sank back into my seat. He’d been avoiding me since our kiss, staying busy and avoiding eye contact or just hiding in his office—“catching up on paperwork” or whatever trash excuse he had.  
 
    I was desperate. I had nowhere to go and no one who really cared about me. Liam cared about me, or at least he did before I kissed him and ruined everything. I couldn’t help myself. He was so beautiful and kind, a little rough around the edges, maybe, but he had such a good heart.  
 
    I’d never had someone like Liam in my life. Heck, I’d never wanted someone like him in my life. I respected him. I actually cared what he thought. His opinion mattered to me. It was a little unnerving to be honest. Normally, I did what I wanted with who I wanted, but the look on Liam’s face after everything happened with Al, broke something deep inside me. For the first time in my life, I wanted to prove that I was worthy, that I could change.  
 
    I got out of the car and headed for the door. I tugged on the handle, expecting it to be locked, but the door came open easily in my hand. The chairs where turned upside down on top of the tables and scent of disinfectant hung in the air.  
 
    The kitchen door swung open and Liam stepped through, stopping dead in his tracks once he saw me. The moment my eyes locked with his, I lost it. I broke down and dropped my purse at my feet as a sob tore from my throat.  
 
    “Aww, idiot,” he said, before he headed toward me and wrapped me in his arms.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Liam said, handing me a cup of tea.  
 
    I looked up at him and gave him a small smile, it was all I was capable of at the moment. “Thanks.” 
 
    “So, they just kicked you out?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I always thought evictions took months.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I guess luxury apartments can afford luxury attorneys to expedite the process.”  
 
    “Hmm,” he said.  
 
    “I feel so stupid.” I wiped a tear from my face. 
 
    “It happens,” Liam said, taking a sip from his beer.  
 
    “What am I going to do?”  
 
    Liam sighed. “You deal.”  
 
    “Deal? I’m homeless!” I dropped my head back and looked up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re being nice to me and I’m complaining at you.”  
 
    He shrugged. “Is there someone you can call? A friend you can crash with for a while?”  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “Family?” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, not really in the mood to hear Daddy’s “I told you so.” His disappointment was already at its peak. I didn’t think I could handle any more of his “tough love.”  
 
    Liam leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. He took a deep breath and let it out in a long exhale. “You can crash here for a while. Just until you can figure something out.”  
 
    My head snapped up. “Seriously?”  
 
    “You don’t have anywhere else to go. You can crash on the couch.”  
 
    I nodded. I felt horrible. In the past few months, I’d sunk so low. I had it all—a great place to live, money, a life and now I was a homeless waitress crashing on my boss’s couch. A boss I was insanely attracted to.  
 
    “Thank you, Liam,” I whimpered.  
 
    He nodded. “I’ll get you some blankets and something to sleep in.” He set his beer on the coffee table and disappeared into the bedroom.  
 
    I didn’t deserve his help or his pity.  
 
    Liam dropped a pillow and a stack of blankets on the couch beside me. He handed me an old t-shirt and a pair of sweats with a sad smile. I took the clothes from him and pressed them against my chest, breathing in the fresh scent of clean laundry and something distinctly Liam. 
 
    “I got some stuff to do downstairs. You gonna be okay?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah. I just need some sleep.”  
 
    He nodded and headed for the door. He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “You’ll get through this, Princess.”  
 
    I gave him a small smile. Then he was gone and I was alone.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up to the smell of coffee and bacon coming from the kitchen. I stretched my arms above my head and sat up as the weight of my situation sank in.  
 
    I got to my feet and followed the delicious smell. Liam stood in front of the stove shirtless, as he turned the bacon and sipped his coffee.  
 
    Cat was curled up on the kitchen island flicking his orange tail casually back and forth. I leaned my hip on the counter and watched as the muscles in Liam’s back moved and stretched while he cooked. My fingers itched to touch him. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to rake my fingernails along the smooth bare skin of his back.  
 
    I reached out and gave Cat a good scratch behind the ears, more to keep my fingers busy than anything else. He stretched and let out an approving meow. 
 
    Liam turned around at Cat’s cry, frying pan in hand as he plated a golden-brown omelet that made my mouth water almost as much as he did. “Good. You two are making friends.”  
 
    “He’s sweet,” I said as I leaned down so Cat could give me his signature head butt.  
 
    “He doesn’t warm up to everyone. In fact, he and I had a long talk last night.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. My lips curved up in an amused half smile. “And what did you two talk about.”  
 
    “You.”  
 
    “Me?”  
 
    “Yeah. I mean I had to get his okay for you to stay. This was his place first remember?”  
 
    I nodded. “I do. So, what was his decision.”  
 
    Liam shrugged. “Jury’s still out.”  
 
    “Uh-huh. So, I guess I’m going to have to prove I’m worthy.”  
 
    “Or bribe him with bacon.”  
 
    “Bacon?” I asked.  
 
    Liam nodded. “Yep.” He broke off a small piece from the plate and held it out for Cat who devoured it in one bite then continued to lick Liam’s fingers clean. “Works every time.”  
 
    I laughed. “I can see that.”  
 
    “Coffee’s fresh,” he said, pointing to the pot beside the fridge.  
 
    “Thanks.” I headed over to the pot and poured myself a cup, breathing in the rich aroma before I took a sip.  
 
    “Hungry?” He slid a plate across the counter to me.  
 
    “You didn’t have to…”  
 
    Liam shrugged. “No big deal. I like to cook.”  
 
    It looked and smelled amazing. I grabbed my fork and dug in. I took one bite and sighed my approval. It was like heaven on a plate, light and fluffy, smothered in cheese and mushrooms.  
 
    “This is incredible,” I mumbled with a mouth full of food.  
 
    Liam leaned against the counter and dug into his own food. He tilted his head and shrugged off the compliment.  
 
    “Where did you learn to cook?” I asked as I took another forkful of the delicious breakfast treat.  
 
    Liam finished chewing and swallowed. “Our housekeeper when I was a kid.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Housekeeper?”  
 
    “You seem surprised.”  
 
    “I guess I just assumed.” 
 
    Liam took a bite of egg and pointed his fork in my direction. “You know what happens when you assume.”  
 
    I scrunched my nose and fixed him with a pointed look. Smart aleck.  
 
    “So, your housekeeper taught you?”  
 
    He nodded as he finished the last of his eggs and dropped his plate in the sink behind him. “Yeah, I’m the baby. By the time, I came along my parents had already checked out. Madison was in high school, Frank and Evelyn weren’t far behind her. So, it was usually just me and Rose during the day. Mama had her charities and my dad worked a lot of hours.” 
 
    I nodded and took a sip from my coffee. “I didn’t know you had more siblings.”  
 
    “Yeah, Frank and Evelyn. The clones.”  
 
    I frowned. “Clones?”  
 
    “They are carbon copies of my parents. Frank graduated from Yale, and went to work for my dad’s firm. He’s being groomed to take over when Dad retires. Evelyn married well, popped out a couple of kids, and joined all of mom’s charities. They did what was expected of them and didn’t ask questions.” 
 
    “So, you’re an uncle?”  
 
    Liam’s face fell a bit. “Yeah, but I don’t get to see my nephews very often.” 
 
    I was curious why, but the sad look that filled his eyes when he talked about them convinced me not to push.  
 
    “Where do you and Madison fit in?”  
 
    “We don’t. She rebelled by getting her MBA and choosing the career over having a family, and me well I’m just an all-around disappointment.”  
 
    I frowned. “What? You’re hardly a disappointment.”  
 
    Liam took a sip of his coffee. “Tell that to my father. Not that he had much hand in raising me. Rose practically raised me herself. She taught me to read from cook books when I was four. She’d sit me up on the stool and I’d read the all ingredients and instructions as she cooked. She knew all those recipes by heart, but she would still make sure I read every step.”  
 
    “She sounds great.” 
 
    His eyes softened. “She was.”  
 
    “Where is she now?”  
 
    “She passed away a few years back.” 
 
    My heart broke for him. The sadness in his voice and eyes, made it clear this woman meant a lot to him. I don’t think I could remember the names of any of the staff my father employed now, let alone from when I was a kid.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. She was one of a kind.” His eyes were glassy, and he was no doubt lost in some fond memory from his childhood about the woman who’d raised him.  
 
    “I take it you’re not close to your parents?”  
 
    “Hmm?” he asked, breaking free of the memory. “Oh, no. We’re not.”  
 
    “I get that,” I said pushing the remainder of my breakfast around on my plate. I suddenly lost my appetite.  
 
    Liam drained the last of his coffee and set the mug in the sink. “I’m gonna take a shower.”  
 
    I nodded and watched him disappear into the bathroom. 
 
    The place had come a long way since the last time I’d been there. The bathroom was just studs the last time I was there, but he’d hung the drywall and installed the fixtures and a vanity. The floors had been sanded and polished smooth again. The place was beginning to take shape. I could easily see how nice it could be, and for Liam, he couldn’t beat the location.  
 
    The shower turned on and my mind wandered to him. The man was dangerously sexy. The attraction was strong, but nothing was going to happen with us. After showing up homeless and crashing on his couch, I’m sure whatever feelings he may have had toward me were long gone. I’d hit rock bottom, but I was grateful to have someone like Liam there to break my fall.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    Showered and dressed, I headed back to the kitchen to clean up, but Gwen had already beaten me to it. For a jerky self-important princess, she had moments of thoughtfulness that surprised me.  
 
    I heard her voice from the living room and headed toward the sound. She was on her phone, talking in hushed tones. I could make out what she was saying, but it was clear the call stressed her out. Her face was tense and she kept rubbing at her temples as she listened to whoever was on the other end.  
 
    She finished up her call and set down her phone.  
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked.  
 
    “I talked to the leasing office and they agreed to let me at least get my stuff.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yeah, but I have to get everything out of there today.”  
 
    “Today?” She nodded. “Well,” I said. “I’ll make some calls see if we can get a truck and some guys to…” I’d snapped into what Madison calls my fix-it mode.  
 
    “No, Liam. You’ve done so much for me already. Besides, I don’t have anywhere to put it.”  
 
    “You can get a storage unit until you get a new place.”  
 
    Gwen trapped her lip between her teeth which instantly drew my attention to her mouth. The memory of that kiss flooded my head and made a beeline straight for my cock. I wanted to bite that lip. I was dying for another taste of those sweet lips, but she was stressed and worried. Her life was basically falling apart at the seams.  
 
    I dropped on to the couch beside her and reached for my laptop on the side table. “I know a guy with a truck we can use. I’ll give him a call and see if I can round up a few guys to help us out.” 
 
    “That’s great but where am I going to find a storage unit?”  
 
    I opened my laptop, dragged a finger across the mouse pad, and pulled up the browser. “Well let’s see there’s this magical thing called Google, and if you ask it a question, like short term storage…” I typed in the words as I spoke, ignoring her annoyed glare that burned a hole in the side of my head. “And voilà a list of storage places that are just a phone call away.”  
 
    I smiled at her, but she didn’t seem amused.  
 
    “How is it you can be condescending and do something nice for me at the same time?” she asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “It’s a gift.” I handed her the laptop. “Why don’t you call a few of these places? See if they have anything available and I will work on getting us a truck.”  
 
    She looked up at me. Her eyes were tired and worried, but she nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four hours and two trips later, we managed to cram all of Gwen’s stuff into storage. When we got to her apartment, we just started throwing things in boxes. It would take her years to sort it all out, but heck, at least we got it all out of there. 
 
    The place was just about what I expected. It was on the top floor of a new modern building downtown. Floor to ceiling windows showed an unobstructed view of the river. Plush couches in a deep purple sat facing each other in front of a glass fireplace. Everything else was stark white. The walls the floors the fixtures, the couches were the only piece with even a hint of color.  
 
    Her closet was what I imagined the inside of her head looked like. Who needed that much clothing? It was insane. Row after row of shoes and clothes lined the walls of a room that was basically the size of my entire apartment. Racks of clothes overflowed with every kind of shirt or dress I could imagine, in every color. I limited her to one box to go to my place and the rest was off to storage. We might end up needing a separate unit just for her clothes alone. 
 
    Shockingly enough, I was okay with Gwen staying with me. Granted, it would be difficult to be around her all day, every day, and still keep my hands to myself, but I felt better knowing she was in a safe place until she got back on her feet.  
 
    The truck was loaded and the apartment was empty except for one more box, labeled shoes. I lifted the box and looked back at Gwen, who surveyed her empty place. The front door opened and we turned to see a smug little man in a light gray suit.  
 
    He held out his hand out to Gwen. “The key, Ms. Stevens.”  
 
    She slowly removed the key from the ring and handed it to the little mongrel. I was glad I was still holding the box because it was the only thing that kept me from punching him in his smug face.  
 
    “Shame it had to come to this. Our attorney will be in touch regarding the outstanding balance on your account.” Gwen dropped her gaze in defeat and nodded before she headed past him and out the door. My heart broke for her as she left. She put up a good front, but the truth was that she’d lost everything. This was just one more thing to kick her while she was down.  
 
    I stepped up to the douche in the suit who was inspecting the place for damage, checking items off his list as he went. “Hey,” I said. I set the box on the floor and pulled my wallet from my back pocket. I handed him my business card. “See that your attorney forwards the bill to me. I’ll take care of it.”  
 
    A fake smile lit the mongrel’s face. “Of course, sir.” He didn’t even try to keep the condescension from his voice. “I’ll see to it.”  
 
    I reached down and picked up the box. “You do that.” I sneered and headed for the front door. “Dick,” I muttered, smiling to myself as his offended gasp echoed through the empty space. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We managed to get everything into storage except for her essentials. When we got back to my place, I got to work clearing out the hall closet so she could have a place for her stuff. After a lot of cursing and dodging golf balls that rained down from the top shelf, I deemed it safe for her still pretty extensive wardrobe. It was truly remarkable how much trash she managed to cram in that one box.  
 
    Gwen came around the corner with an armful of hair products. “Here,” I said as I gestured to the empty closet.  
 
    “It’s a closet,” she said.  
 
    I reached up to scratch the back of my head. “Yeah, well…you need a place to put your stuff, so…”  
 
    “You’re giving me your closet?”  
 
    I thought that was clear, but based on the look of disbelieve on her face, I could’ve been wrong, so I nodded.  
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and she launched herself at me. Hair products fell to the floor as her arms wrapped tight around me and her face was buried in my neck. She took me by surprise at first. I didn’t know what to do but soon the sweet smell of her hair and the warmth of her skin made me relax. I wrapped my arms around her and gave into the hug. I allowed myself just a second to enjoy the feel of her body against mine.  
 
    “It’s just a closet.” I chuckled.  
 
    She leaned back and met my eyes. “It’s you. I don’t deserve you.”  
 
    I stared down into her eyes as a tear slid down her cheek. This was a girl who spent a lot of time and a lot of money so people would think she was beautiful, but to me it was moments like this when she was the most striking. The honest, vulnerable moments when the mask she wore was washed away and I got the slightest glimpse of the girl underneath.  
 
    She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and my eyes followed the movement. I was suddenly very aware of the fact that we were still pressed against each other, wrapped in each other’s arms, and it felt good. 
 
    Without thinking, I reached up and cupped her cheek, wiping her tears away with the brush of my thumb. She leaned into my touch and exhaled as her body relaxed into my arms. She looked up at me. The blue of her eyes held me captive as I began to close the small distance between us.  
 
    She tilted her head up the slightest bit and her breath tickled my lips as I leaned in farther. Suddenly a crash sounded behind us followed by an angry meow and paws thudding lightly on the hardwood.  
 
    The spell was broken. I braced my hands on her waist and cleared my throat. I stepped back and her arms slipped from my neck, her fingertips trailing down my chest as she lowered her arms. I swallowed hard, trying to keep control when every instinct inside me was screaming for me to take her against the wall.  
 
    “I’m gonna head downstairs,” I said my voice cracking. “You know, check in.”  
 
    Gwen took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I should get started with my stuff. Get it out of the way.”  
 
    I nodded and gave her an awkward smirk.  
 
    I was heading for the door when she called out to me. “Liam?”  
 
    I turned back to her.  
 
    “Thanks again,” she said. “For everything.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stalled for as long as I could downstairs, but things were pretty dead. Jason had the bar covered and there were only a few tables occupied at the moment, so Jenna was keeping busy with some side work.  
 
    I was sitting at my desk recounting receipts for the third time that night when I heard someone clear their throat. I looked up to see Sam’s hulking figure standing in the doorway to my office.  
 
    “I hear you got a roommate,” he said.  
 
    “It’s only temporary.”  
 
    “Mmm-hmm.”  
 
    “She had nowhere else to go. What was I supposed to do?”  
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I didn’t say nothing,” Sam said.  
 
    “Mmm-hmm.”  
 
    “She’s a pretty little thing.”  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “And it’s been a while for you, hasn’t it? Come to think of it I haven’t seen you so much as talk to a woman since you’ve been here.”  
 
    “I’ve been busy. This place doesn’t run itself you know.”  
 
    “Oh, I know, boss. But that girl up there is the first one I’ve seen get under your skin.” He shook his spatula toward the ceiling.  
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Maybe it should be.” He raised his eyebrow and fixed me with a pointed look, then went back to the grill. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, looked up at the ceiling, and let out a long breath. She hadn’t even been there for twenty-four hours and already I was going crazy. I wanted to kiss her. I would’ve if Cat hadn’t knocked over that picture frame. Gwen was everywhere, at work, at home, just everywhere. There was no escaping her. Could this trash get any more complicated? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After I rearranged the stock room and checked in at the bar one last time, I headed back upstairs. A few empty boxes were stacked neatly in the corner, all her stuff seemed to be tucked away. My place looked the same, but it felt different—not bad just different.  
 
    Gwen was asleep on the couch, a tangled wad of hangers at her feet and one still clutched in her hand. Cat was curled up on her stomach snoozing away. Even he seemed to have taken Gwen in. I smiled to myself, made my way over to her, slipped the hanger from her hand, and put the rest of them into the laundry basket that sat beside the couch. I leaned over and gave Cat a scratch behind his ears. He lifted his head and leaned into my touch before snuggling back against Gwen, who didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    She looked so peaceful, so sweet. Her hair piled in a knot on top of her head, her breathing slow and even. My chest tightened as I watched her. She’d been through so much and today was no exception. I felt this unexplainable pull toward her. I wanted to hold her close and keep her safe. It was crazy and completely overwhelming. I’d only know this girl for a few months, and for most of that time, I didn’t even particularly like her. There was just something about her. 
 
    I grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch, spread it over her, and tucked it around her shoulders. Cat meowed his annoyance that I had disturbed his slumber. He hopped off the couch and disappeared down the hallway. I couldn’t help myself, I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. She shifted in her sleep and settled deeper into her pillow. 
 
    I was headed toward my room when I heard it. Her voice was soft, just barely above a whisper but I heard it: “Liam.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    It’s been about a week of Liam and I tiptoeing around each other. If working together was awkward, living together was worse. It seemed that every time we got comfortable with each other, something would happen—a brush of the hand or a look and it would totally derail us again.  
 
    We did our best to avoid each other. Taking different shifts or making sure when one of us was home, the other would be conveniently out for the day. On the rare occasion we were both home we would sit in an awkward silence on the couch with Cat asleep between us acting as a fluffy orange barrier. Even he got tired of the tension and would get up the second we both sat down, glaring at us as if to say, “Get over it and idiot already.”  
 
    I knew it would be a horrible idea for something to happen between us, but this push and pull thing was just as bad if not worse.  
 
    I finished my shift and headed upstairs. I could hear the music pumping through the door as I climbed the stairs. I pushed open the door, the sound of grunting coupled with the slam of his fist on the heavy bag.  
 
    I was starving, but eating required a trip to the kitchen which would bring me right past a very hot, very sweaty, very shirtless Liam. I was beginning to wonder if it was possible to die from sexual tension. If so, Liam and I would be dead by the end of the week.  
 
    I made my way toward the kitchen, my eyes focused on the sink, trying my best to ignore the deliciousness that was Liam while he worked out.  
 
    “Hey,” he said.  
 
    “Hey.” I still refused to look at him. Instead I headed to the fridge and pulled it open, hiding my face in the coolness, hoping it might help to cool down my hormones.  
 
    I frowned at the bare shelves. I’d been so preoccupied with avoiding Liam that I forgot it was my turn to go to the store. I would just have to take care of that tomorrow. It was getting late and I was dead on my feet as it was.  
 
    “Hungry?” I turned toward Liam without thinking.  
 
    He shrugged. “I could eat,” he said, his breathing shallow from his work out.  
 
    I followed a drip of sweat that rolled down his chiseled chest and ran along the lines of his stomach, then disappeared into the waistband of his shorts.  
 
    I swallowed thickly and shook off the dirty thoughts that ran through my head. “Chinese?” I managed to choke out.  
 
    “Uh,” he said, his breathing still heavy. “Yeah, sounds good.”  
 
    “Good, I’ll be back.” I grabbed my keys.  
 
    “I’ll be here.” He took another swing at the bag. His fist made contact with a loud thwack.  
 
    I headed down the stairs, straight through the bar and into my car. Once I closed the door I let out a cry of frustration and slammed my hands on the steering wheel. This was completely insane and way out of character for me. I was acting like a preteen with a crush. Every interaction I had with him was nothing but awkward nods and stuttered words. It was completely ridiculous and it had to stop.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I over did it on the food. Ordering when you’re hungry and emotional can lead to some very bad decisions.  
 
    I made my way to the kitchen, set the bags down on the counter, and unpacked the containers as I went. Liam was done with his workout. I heard the shower running as I came in.  
 
    I got a couple plates out of the cabinet and pulled some forks out of the drawer. Cat jumped up on the counter, sniffing at the containers, and looked up at me with a meow.  
 
    “There’s nothing in there for you,” I said, laughing as he snorted his disapproval.  
 
    “Smells good.” Liam’s voice came out of nowhere and I jumped, slamming the drawer and my finger with it. I yelped in pain and Cat quickly jumped from the counter, clearly annoyed at me for spooking him.  
 
    “Jerk,” I said, holding my throbbing finger and hissing through the pain.  
 
    “Incredible,” Liam said. “You okay?”  
 
    “I slammed my finger in the drawer.”  
 
    “Why did you do that?”  
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose.”  
 
    “Here,” he said, stepping toward me. “Let me see.”  
 
    I surrendered my injured hand to him. The second he touched me, the pain faded away and all I could feel was the brush of his skin against mine.  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. He was close and warm and smelled amazing. His hair was wet and falling into his eyes as he examined my finger. It took every ounce of strength I had to keep myself from reaching up and brushing that hair from his beautiful eyes.  
 
    “Looks okay,” he said. “It’s not broken, just a little bruised.”  
 
    I blinked and swallowed thickly. “Yeah,” I said, my voice sounding a little horse.  
 
    Liam gave me a small smile. His gaze dipped to my lips for just a second before he turned to the food.  
 
    “You get dumplings?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah. Fried and steamed.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow. A shy smile spread across my lips. “I wasn’t sure what you liked so…”  
 
    Liam’s smile widened. He opened the containers and started making his plate. I took a deep breath and pushed off the counter to join him, my stomach rumbling its thanks as I piled my plate with noodles and sesame chicken.  
 
    Liam pulled open the fridge and grabbed a couple of beers. “Beer?” He offered me a long-necked bottle.  
 
    I took the drink from his hand, staring down at the label. “I’ve never had one.”  
 
    His eyebrows disappeared into his hairline. “Seriously?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve always been more of a cocktail kind of girl.”  
 
    Liam laughed. “Yeah, well, you’re slumming it now, Princess. Drink up.”  
 
    I took a swig, the bitter taste hit my tongue, and I cringed. “That’s awful,” I said, looking down at the bottle.  
 
    “It’s an acquired taste.” He chuckled.  
 
    I took another sip, but my taste buds were just not feeling it.  
 
    “You up for a movie?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I set the beer down on the counter, where it would stay.  
 
    We took our plates into the living room and settled on the couch. Liam reached for the remote, pulling up Netflix and flicking through the options, which seemed to consist mostly of action movies.  
 
    “What do you feel like?” 
 
    I was acutely aware of how close we were on the couch. He shifted his weight and his thigh brushed against my knee, sending shockwaves throughout my body as I sat cross-legged beside him. 
 
    “I’m not picky.”  
 
    Liam raised that eyebrow again.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” He settled on some action flick with exploding robots or something. I wasn’t really paying much attention.  
 
    “No,” I said. “What did you mean?”  
 
    Liam shrugged. “Nothing. You just don’t strike me as a ‘go with the flow’ kind of girl.”  
 
    I frowned. “Really? What kind of girl am I, then?”  
 
    Liam paused the movie and looked over at me. I raised my eyebrows, using his own move against him.  
 
    “You really want to know?”  
 
    “I asked, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Okay, Princess,” he said. “You’re the kind of girl who always gets her way. Your entire life, all you’ve had to do is bat your pretty little eyes and snap your fingers and the world bows at your feet.”  
 
    “Typical,” I muttered.  
 
    “Maybe, but true. Daddy spoiled you, gave you everything you wanted, probably out of guilt for not being around much, more interested in work than his family.”  
 
    I swallowed and looked down into my plate. I didn’t want him to see the shame.  
 
    “Am I close?” he asked. 
 
    “It wasn’t work that kept him away,” I whispered. Liam was quiet. I could feel his eyes on me, and raised my head to look at him. “Well, it wasn’t only work. Sometimes I think it was just hard for him to look at me.”  
 
    Liam frowned. “What?” 
 
    “My mom left when I was a baby. My grandmother said it was post-partum, but the truth is that she didn’t want to be a mother. She was young, and married my dad for his money. She didn’t want to be saddled with a kid. So she left.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It destroyed my dad. He loved her more than anything. Gran says I look just like her. I think sometimes it was just too painful for him.” 
 
    Liam took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m a jerk.”  
 
    I shrugged. “You’re not wrong. He did spoil me out of guilt. He felt guilty that she left, that he blames me for her leaving.” 
 
    “I don’t think he blames you.”  
 
    “He does,” I said as tears welled in my eyes. “Well, he did.” Liam frowned. I took a deep breath and set my plate down on the coffee table.  
 
    “A couple of years ago, he met Allison. She’s a family counselor or something like that. She’s his second chance at the happy family he always wanted.”  
 
    I tore my gaze from his and wiped a tear from my eye. “Allison tries to play the accepting stepmother role, but I know she’s just trying to make herself look like the hero. She’s the sweet loving mother type and I’m just the jealous step-kid.”  
 
    Liam cleared his throat. “At the risk of pissing you off,” he said, “could it be possible that she actually wants to be a part of your life?”  
 
    I glared at him. “Are you serious? She’s got it all. The money, the big house, all my father’s attention. It’s the perfect little life. She could care less about me.”  
 
    “Maybe, but you want to know what I think?”  
 
    “Not really. But you’re gonna tell me anyway.”  
 
    Liam tilted his head and gave me a smirk. “I think you’re scared.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yeah, you’re afraid that if she does want to you to be a part of the family, then you won’t be able to play the victim anymore.”  
 
    “I’m not playing anything. Look at me, Liam. I’m a cocktail waitress crashing on her boss’s couch after getting evicted. He cut me off. He left me without a penny to my name. I know this is her. She wants me gone so she is the only family he has left.”  
 
    Liam shook his head. “You know, for someone so smart, you can be pretty clueless.”  
 
    I leaned back brimming with rage and shock. 
 
    “He did you a favor, Gwen,” he said. “He gave you the push you needed to finally become an adult.”  
 
    “I am an adult.”  
 
    “Shoot! You drive a car Daddy bought you, lived in an apartment Daddy paid for. Heck, you have a storage locker full of garbage that all came from him. You act like being a waitress is so beneath you, but the truth is that it’s the first honest work you’ve ever done. You have this chip on your shoulder and it’s trash, Gwen.”  
 
    I sank into the couch feeling like a scolded child.  
 
    “You want to be a part of your father’s life? You want his respect? Then prove to him that you deserve it.”  
 
    “Fine,” I said, my tone clipped and hard. I needed this conversation to be over. 
 
    “Fine,” he snapped.  
 
    We sat in silence, both a little irritated and neither of us wanting to be the first to break it. “It’s not his respect I want, anyway,” I mumbled.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    I sighed. “I said it’s not his respect I want.”  
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    I looked up at him, our eyes locked. “Yours.”  
 
    He didn’t flinch, didn’t move, just held my gaze.  
 
    After what felt like hours, he said. “You do have my respect.”  
 
    “Good.” I blinked and turned back toward the TV.  
 
    “Good,” he repeated and pressed play on the remote.  
 
    A smile stretched wide across my face. I tried to rein it in so he couldn’t see just how much his acceptance affected me, but for the first time in a long time I felt good about myself.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    I woke up in the middle of the night. The TV was still on, the volume low, but the apartment was dark. I must’ve fallen asleep. I shifted my weight, but was pinned to the couch. Gwen was sound asleep, her head resting on my chest.  
 
    We must have stretched out during the night. Her body lay across me her arms wrapped around my waist one hand on my chest, our legs tangled together. There was no way I was getting up without disturbing her. Cat jumped up on the back of the couch and looked down at us, his furry little face smug and a little judgmental.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” He just licked his lips and flicked his tail not willing to dignify my question with a response. He shot me another annoyed look before he jumped down from the couch and headed into the kitchen.  
 
    Gwen shifted in her sleep and snuggled deeper into my chest. Her leg brushed against the fly of my jeans. Her closeness had the attention of my toe, and I was already half hard from the slight movement of her body.  
 
    The sweet honey smell of her hair and the feel of her skin against mine was enough to drive me insane with want. I lay there in the dark, staring up at the ceiling, listing all the reasons why being with Gwen would be a really bad idea, but the weight of her body over me and the warmth of her skin was winning out.  
 
    I wrapped my arms tighter around her and pressed a kiss into her hair. She shifted and lifted her head, looking up at me with a dreamy sort of wonder. Still half asleep and trapped in her gaze, I couldn’t stop myself. I cupped her cheek in my hand, my thumb brushing against her soft skin.  
 
    “So beautiful,” I whispered, convinced this was a dream. Her warm skin beneath my fingertips felt too good to be true. 
 
    I leaned forward and pulled her toward me as I circled my other arm around her waist. Our lips met and something broke loose inside me. Her sweet taste and the feel of her body against me destroyed any chance I had of resisting her.  
 
    She responded to the kiss, her lips moving with mine. Our first kiss was wild and passionate, both of us caught up in the heat of the moment, but this one was different. This was slow and savory. We took our time, giving in to the feeling that had built between us for weeks. 
 
    My hand traveled up her back, pulling her shirt with it as I made contact with the softest skin I’d ever felt.  
 
    I ran my tongue along the seam of her lips and encouraged her to open up for me. She did as I asked and deepened the kiss as a soft moan slipped from her lips. The sound headed straight to my cock which was already painfully hard and straining against the rough fabric of my jeans.  
 
    I broke the kiss and pressed my forehead against hers. I closed my eyes and sighed, holding her tight against my chest as I searched for the strength to get up and walk away. 
 
    “Please, Liam” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”  
 
    I pulled away and looked into her eyes, so full of desperation and need. Every reason I had to resist her melted away. All that was left was desire. The desire to have her, to protect her, to be there for her, to make her mine.  
 
    I reached up and brushed her hair away from her beautiful eyes. “I can’t,” I said. “I won’t.”  
 
    My lips crashed back to hers as I kissed her hard and deep. I needed to show her just how lost in her I already was. There was no going back for me. Consequences be darned.  
 
    My fingers dug into her soft skin as I moved her to straddle me. She ground her hips against me. The stroke of her tongue against mine was in perfect sync with her every move.  
 
    Her hands framed my face, her fingers tangled in my hair as our lips moved together. I pushed my hand beneath the waistband of her yoga pants. Her skin felt like silk beneath my fingers as I slid them down to grip her rear.  
 
    I sat up, taking her with me, afraid that if I broke the kiss the spell would break and all the reasons we shouldn’t do this—shouldn’t be together—would come flooding back.  
 
    I slid my other hand up her back, under her shirt, and trapped her bottom lip between my teeth with a groan. For weeks, I’d been dying to taste that lip. Every time she was nervous or anxious she would suck that lip into her mouth, and every time she did, I stared, wondering how it would feel to bite that lip myself.  
 
    She was changing before my eyes. She wore less and less make-up to work. She’d even started tying her hair into a loose knot on top of her head. The over-worked, over-done Barbie who’d walked into my bar, what felt like ages ago, was gone. The gorgeous girl underneath was showing more and more. The less she tried, the more my attraction to her grew. She didn’t need all that garbage. I liked her like this—relaxed in yoga pants and a t-shirt with the name of my bar written across her breast like a brand.  
 
    As much as I liked her in that shirt, it was in my way. I slid it up her side and she pulled away, breaking our kiss only long enough to pull it over her head and toss it aside. 
 
    I cupped her breast, massaging them through the lacy fabric of her bra and brushed my thumb across her hardened peaks. I pulled away and looked down at her breasts, undid the little clasp at the front, and freed them from their lacy prison.  
 
    I ran my fingers over the tiny, barely there, scar at the base of her perfect pink nipples. Her body tensed and her eyes went wide and vulnerable. 
 
    “I had them done a few years ago,” she said. “Does it bother you?”  
 
    “No, Princess.” I leaned forward to suck one of those perfect nipples into my mouth. “You’re perfect.”  
 
    She moaned as I teased and played with her breasts. Her fingers tugged at my hair almost to the point of pain and my cock strained against my pants. I could feel her need for me through our clothes, and my toe was like a heat-seeking missile.  
 
    I released her nipple with a loud pop, and nipped at her lips, before devouring them in a heated kiss. I set my feet on the floor and gripped her rear, lifting her with me as I stood. She wrapped her legs around my hips, never breaking the kiss as I walked us toward my bedroom. I needed her beneath me. I wanted to see her fall apart from my touch. To let go and give in to whatever was happening between us, to lose control.  
 
    Gently, I laid her down on the bed. I stood back and took in her naked chest. Her nipples were hard, her lips swollen from my kiss. Just watching at her like that, hungry for me, her eyes pleading, was enough to bring me to my knees.  
 
    I pushed her knees apart and settled between her thighs. I reached over my shoulder, pulled my shirt over my head, and tossed it to the floor. Gwen sat up, her lips brushed softly against mine as her fingers played with the waist band of my jeans. It didn’t take much, just a gentle tug from her, and they fell to the floor with my boxers.  
 
    I gripped the side of her head, my fingers tangled in her hair as I leaned forward to brush my lips gently against hers.  
 
    I pulled her pants slowly down her thighs and smiled. “No panties?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not a fan.” Her fingers gripped my neck and pulled my lips back down to hers.  
 
    We crawled our way up the mattress as the kiss grew hungry. I slid my hand between her legs, my fingertips sliding easily between her slick, silky folds. I brushed the pad of my thumb lightly over her clit and she gasped. Her fingers dug into my bicep and I smiled. She felt even better than I’d imagined.  
 
    I started slow, circling her clit with my thumb, my fingers just barely grazing her entrance. She rewarded me with cries of pleasure and need.  
 
    My cock twitched against her hip. I wanted inside her more than I wanted my next breath, but I was determined to take my time. Savor every inch of this incredible creature falling apart at my touch.  
 
    When I added more pressure to her clit, she cried out and I slipped one finger inside her, then another. I pushed up on my elbow, slowing her with my fingers as she writhed and moaned beneath me.  
 
    “Liam,” she gasped. I growled at the sound of my name and brushed my lips against hers. I picked up the pace and pushed my fingers into her harder, curling just enough to make her back arch off the bed.  
 
    “Say it again,” I whispered against her lips, devouring my name as it fell from her lips again. 
 
    She moaned, grasping her breast and tugging at her nipples as my fingers worked her to her breaking point.  
 
    Her breathing grew more erratic and I could feel the walls of her pussy tighten around my fingers as I continued to move them within her. I smiled and added more pressure to her already throbbing clit and continued to push my fingers inside her at a punishing pace.  
 
    “Oh my goodness,” she cried. She was close I could feel it as she squirmed beneath my touch. She slid her hand over mine that was still working inside her, guiding me to move faster, to get her there.  
 
    I curled my fingers again and she was gone. Screaming my name as she came, her hot, tight pussy milking my fingers as I continued to work inside her, drawing every last wave of pleasure from her body.  
 
    I smiled and watched in awe as she came down from the high of her orgasm. She dropped back onto the mattress, giggling and euphoric. I sat up and reached into the night stand beside the bed, pulling a condom from the drawer.  
 
    I tossed it onto the bed beside her and looked down into her eyes, so blissful and relaxed.  
 
    Cupping her cheek, I leaned down and gently brushed my lips against hers. My tongue flicked out for the smallest of tastes. Her arms wrapped around my neck as she deepened the kiss. She pressed a hand to my chest, pushed me to my back, and straddled my thighs. The firm, hard peaks of her breasts brushed against my chest as she hovered above me. Her hot tongue pushed into my mouth as my fingers dug into her hips.  
 
    I could feel the heat from her against my painfully hard cock. I needed to be inside her. I felt along the bed beside us until my fingers made contact with the condom, then handed it to her. She sat up and tore the package with her teeth and made quick work of sliding it down my length.  
 
    She rose up on her knees and positioned me at her entrance before she lowered herself onto me. She was warm, her pussy gripping my toe like a vice, and I groaned as her hips settled against mine.  
 
    Her eyes closed and a tremor went through her body. I was so deep inside her, the feeling was indescribable. 
 
    I sat up, bringing us nose to nose. Our eyes were locked, and in that moment, nothing else existed but her. She placed her hands on my chest and looked down at her fingers, which were pressed over my heart. It was pounding so hard, I was sure she could feel it in her fingertips.  
 
    I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her tighter against my chest and brushed a piece of hair from her eyes, tilting her chin up and pressed my lips back to hers. Her hands slid up my chest to my neck and tangled into my hair as she began to move.  
 
    We moved together, every inch of me pressed against every inch of her. I kept the pace slow, pulling myself almost completely from her body and slowly pushing myself back in. My face stayed buried in her neck as she breathed into my ear, then I kissed her deeply while we pushed each other toward the edge.  
 
    “You feel incredible,” I whispered as she ground her hips into me. She ground into me faster. I slid my fingers between us, rubbing them over her clit as she continued to ride me.  
 
    I leaned down and took her nipple into my mouth, flicking and teasing the rock hard peak with my tongue. Her moans grew louder, her hips moving faster while I continued to work her clit with my fingers. She came hard, her nails digging painfully into my shoulders as the pleasure took over her body.  
 
    With a tight grip on her hips, I pushed her to her back and slammed into her. She screamed still riding the wave of her most recent orgasm. I rested her legs over my shoulders and pounded into her. Slow was no longer an option. I felt wild, crazed as I thrust into her, slamming my hips against hers.  
 
    “Give me another,” I growled. “Come with me.”  
 
    I slammed into her over and over as my orgasm barreled down on me, but I wasn’t coming without her.  
 
    She arched her back, her pussy tightening around me as I thrust into her again and again. I could feel my body stiffen with every stroke. I was close. With one more long thrust she went off, screaming my name as I emptied myself into the condom.  
 
    “Idiot,” I groaned, as I slid from her body.  
 
    I rolled over and disposed of the condom quickly before returning to her.  
 
    “That was…”  
 
    “Mind blowing, incredible, to be repeated often,” I said as I attempted to catch my breath.  
 
    “All of the above,” she whispered. I smiled and leaned to capture her lips again.  
 
    Something told me that one taste of her would never be enough.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    Holy sex god! After that first night, Liam and I spent every chance we got completely lost in each other. We spent so much time fighting this thing between us that once the dam broke we couldn’t stop.  
 
    It was intense, really intense. It didn’t matter if we took it slow, or fast and hard, it was always overwhelming. It was earth shattering, but it wasn’t just his touch or the unbelievable pleasure, it was him. The way he looked at me undid me. No one has ever looked at me with such desire and need.  
 
    He changed me. I wanted to be better for him. I wanted to be worthy of this man, and God only knew I was far from it.  
 
    No one knew about us—well, no one except Sam. Turns out Liam’s office wasn’t as sound proof as we originally thought. We weren’t trying to hide anything, we just didn’t need the added complication at work.  
 
    We’d steal a glance or a touch in passing, but we kept it professional at the bar, which only seemed to fuel the passion between us afterhours. As soon as our shift was done, we couldn’t get upstairs fast enough. Laughing and stumbling through the loft, all frantic hands and smiles. It had been the most amazing two weeks of my life.  
 
    I woke up warm and wrapped in Liam’s arms. It was quickly becoming my happy place, my safe place.  
 
    He was still fast asleep, so I slid from the bed as quietly as I could and headed toward the bathroom. I brushed my teeth and stared at my reflection in the mirror. Mascara was streaked down one cheek and my hair was a tangled mess.  
 
    I spit into the sink and groaned. Picking up my brush I tried to tackle the tangles, but the extensions were a disaster. The decision was made. I rooted through my make-up bag setting the necessary tools on the sink and set to work.  
 
    An hour later there was a knock at the door. “You in there, Princess?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll just be a minute,” I called through the door.  
 
    I looked around me. The counter was littered with scattered pieces of hair extensions. I gathered the discarded pieces and quickly shoved them into the garbage can.  
 
    I stood up straight and looked at my refection. A smile spread across my face. I felt lighter, more real. My natural hair was shorter, reaching to my shoulders, and thinner, but it hung in loose waves, my bangs sweeping across my forehead. It was different, but better somehow. It was the real me, and for the first time in my life, I liked that girl. 
 
    I washed my face clean and left the bathroom feeling a strange kind of excitement.  
 
    Liam was in the kitchen making breakfast, and Cat sat in his usual perch on the counter waiting for scraps. He should’ve been named Dog.  
 
    Liam stood at the stove with his back to me, the delicious smell of breakfast filled the air. I swear this man was way too good to be true. Gorgeous, sweet, honest, an incredible lover and he could cook. I don’t think I could have genetically engineered a better man if given the choice.  
 
    I slid my arms around his waist and rested my head against the warm skin of his naked back. He ran his hand along my arms, wrapped tight around his waist.  
 
    “Morning,” he said.  
 
    “Morning.”  
 
    He turned in my arms, going straight for a kiss. His lips were soft and sweet against mine as I melted into him. 
 
    Cat let out a quiet meow in protest. It would seem our kissing was getting in the way of his bacon. Liam smiled against my lips. “I think he might be jealous.”  
 
    “I think he wants his bacon,” I said.  
 
    “Bacon can wait.” He pushed his fingers into my hair as he deepened the kiss. He pulled back suddenly and held my face in his large hands as he looked me over.  
 
    “Something’s different.” He studied me with a furrowed brow.  
 
    My smile widened as I looked up into his beautiful eyes. “I took the extensions out.”  
 
    He watched me closely with concern in his eyes. “You okay?” he asked.  
 
    I frowned, not quite sure what he meant. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    “No, I do. I just…” He paused, and I took a step back. “I know I gave you trash for the hair and the make-up before. You’ve changed a lot recently. The make-up, your clothes, and now the hair. I just want to be sure that you’re making the changes for yourself and not for me.”  
 
    I smiled, stepped toward him, and rested my hand above his heart. “I did it for me, Liam. You inspire me. You make me want to better myself, not just for you but for me. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I don’t need the hair and the make-up and the designer clothes. I feel like I’m enough.”  
 
    Liam cupped my cheek and tilted my head up so our eyes met. “You are enough. More than enough.” His lips met mine and the kiss was explosive. I felt it everywhere and my heart swelled in my chest to bursting. I was falling hard for this beautiful, passionate, infuriating man, and it scared the heck out of me.  
 
    The smell of smoke interrupted the euphoric haze from his kiss. We broke apart quickly and he turned back to the stove. He scrapped the ruined pancake out of the pan and into the trash.  
 
    I snickered, and he turned, fixing me with a playful glare. “Oh, you think that’s funny?”  
 
    I nodded, laughing as he stalked toward me. He grabbed me, pulling me hard against his chest, tickling my sides as his lips brushed kisses against the skin of my neck. I laughed and squirmed in his arms as he lifted me over his shoulder and carried me back toward the bedroom. 
 
    Cat yowled at us as we disappeared down the hallway, but breakfast and Cat would just have to wait.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trivia night was packed as usual. I’d settled into the rhythm of the bar. The regulars had warmed up to me. The “sweet cheeks” comments continued, but the muttering about how I was no Bridget had subsided. Even Alex had reduced her evil glares to a minimum.  
 
    I was really happy. I couldn’t even remember the last time I said that. So, of course, something had to go wrong.  
 
    I pushed through the doors of the kitchen with my tray of food and stopped dead in my tracks. My eyes went wide and I almost dropped my tray.  
 
    “You lying jerk!” Dalia said.  
 
    All eyes in the bar focused on us. Goodness, why am I at the center of every potential cat fight in this place?  
 
    “Um, can we help you?” Liam asked. He looked back and forth between Dalia and I, but we were locked into a stare down.  
 
    I swallowed thickly and handed my tray to Jenna. She looked nervously at Dalia, and headed off to deliver my food.  
 
    I wiped my hands on my apron and stepped toward her. “Dalia, what are you doing here?”  
 
    “An exclusive club?” she asked. “Really, Gwen?” She shot me a nasty look and propped her hand on her hip.   
 
    I glanced over at Liam. He raised his eyebrows and I mouthed, “I’m sorry.” His face softened and he tilted his head toward the front door.  
 
    “Let’s go outside and talk,” I said. Dalia smirked and followed me out the front door.  
 
    I pulled her away from the entrance and stopped, looking down at my feet and folded my arms across my chest. “How did you find me?”  
 
    She held up her phone, wiggling it at me as the screen displayed a GPS map. “Uh, it’s called the ‘find your friends’ app.” 
 
    I ran a hand over my face. “What are you doing here, Dalia?”  
 
    “Me? What are you doing here?” she spat. “Since when do you work in a bar?”  
 
    I sighed. I was done with lying, done with pretending. I was a waitress—so what? It was a respectable job, I worked hard and I didn’t want to hide anymore. “Since my dad cut me off.”  
 
    Dalia’s eyes widened, her fake eyelashes practically touching her forehead. “He what?” 
 
    “He cut me off. Cancelled all my credit cards, my rent, everything.”  
 
    “That mongrel!”  
 
    I shrugged. My anger toward my dad had eased. I was starting to realize that maybe he did do me a favor. In the grand scheme of things, if he hadn’t cut me off, then I wouldn’t be with Liam. The way he did it still hurt, but the bitterness I felt was gone.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked.  
 
    Liam flooded my thoughts and a smile spread wide across my face. “I am.”  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    I looked through the window at Liam behind the bar. He handed a customer a beer, laughing at something they said. He must have felt me watching because he turned toward me and met my eyes with a wink. My smile widened as a sense of calm came over me. “Yeah.” I sighed.  
 
    Dalia followed my gaze, a knowing smile spread across her face. “Oh, I get it. This is about a guy.”  
 
    I frowned, my gaze snapping back to hers as her face morphed into a devious smirk.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re hooking up with that hot bartender,” she said, bracing a hand on her hip and daring me to deny it.  
 
    “It’s not about Liam.” 
 
    “Oh, so the hottie has a name. Well, if it’s not about him, then I guess you won’t mind if I work my magic on him.”  
 
    Dalia pushed up her boobs and pulled down the front of her dress to maximize her cleavage. 
 
    “No.” I caught her arm as she headed for the door.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “He’s part of it, but it’s not just about him.”  
 
    “Then what is going on? You’ve been M-I-A for months. You haven’t been answering my texts and I went by your place the other day and the leasing office said you got evicted.”  
 
    “A lot has changed.” 
 
    “I’ll say. What happened to your hair?” She looked me over. “Oh my goodness, are those Converse? It’s like I don’t even know who you are anymore.”  
 
    “I’m still me.”  
 
    “The Gwen I know wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like this let alone working there.” She pointed her manicured claws toward the bar.  
 
    “I was desperate. This was the only job I could find.”  
 
    “But it’s a bar.” She sneered, her face scrunched in disgust. “And not even a good one. Let me call my mom maybe she can get you in with her real estate firm.”  
 
    “No. I like it here. They’ve been really good to me.”  
 
    “But it’s a bar,” she said, like I hadn’t heard her the first time.  
 
    “Look, Dalia, I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine.”  
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure. Just don’t forget who your real friends are, ’kay?”  
 
    I nodded, even though Dalia was never what I would call a real friend. I’m sure she would find a way to rub my lack of funds in my face later on, but the truth was, I didn’t really care anymore. The realization took me by surprise. For the first time, money and status wasn’t at the center of my life.  
 
    “Good. I miss you, jerk,” she whined.  
 
    “I miss you too.”  
 
    She held her arms out wide. I giggled and stepped into the hug. She squeezed me tight, rocking me back and forth, my face squished against her boobs. In her six-inch Louboutins she towered over me.  
 
    She released me, but kept a tight grip on my shoulders. “So, listen,” she said. “I’m headed to Caan next week, but when I get back, we have to get together.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    She squealed and crushed me back against her chest.  
 
    “I need to get back to work.”  
 
    Dalia scrunched her nose in disgust. To her, work was a four-letter word that was barely uttered in her circles unless it was followed by the word out. I used to be just like her, but the truth is, I felt a strange sort of satisfaction—maybe even pride—in knowing that I had earned my money. Sure, it wasn’t a lot, but it was mine.  
 
    “Call me,” she said, waving animatedly as I made my way back inside.  
 
    I immediately headed to the back, needing a minute to catch my breath before I checked on my tables.  
 
    I ducked into the back hallway and slumped against the wall with a long exhale.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    I turned my head and Liam was there, concern marring his features.  
 
    A smile spread across my lips. “Yeah.” I sighed. “All good.”  
 
    He stepped in front of me and framed my face in his large, masculine hands. He leaned forward and brushed his lips softly against mine before pulling away to meet my eyes. 
 
    “I thought we didn’t mess around in the bar.”  
 
    “I made an exception. You looked upset.”  
 
    I smiled and leaned forward, brushing my lips against his one more time. “Thanks, but I’m okay.”  
 
    “Good,” he said as he gave me another quick kiss. “Now, back to work.”  
 
    I smiled and took a step back. “Yes, boss.”  
 
    He playfully smacked my rear and I jumped, a small squeal escaping my lips. “And don’t you forget it.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    The scent of honey filled my nose, waking me from a peaceful sleep. I opened my eyes and smiled as strands of her blonde hair tickled my cheeks. Gwen was sound asleep on my chest softly snoring with her hair a tangled mess in my face.  
 
    She snorted and shifted in her sleep. I chuckled, tightened my arms around her, and pressed a kiss into her hair. Waking up beside her was easily becoming one of the best parts of my day.  
 
    I shifted out from under her, trying to discreetly slide from the bed, but she stirred and groaned as I got up.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she whined.  
 
    I laughed. “I have to meet my sister for lunch.” 
 
    She groaned again and clutched my pillow to her naked chest. “Do you have to?”  
 
    “Yeah, babe. Go back to sleep.” I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead.  
 
    In the bathroom, I let my boxers fall to the floor, stepped out of them, and turned on the shower to let the water warm up before I stepped in. The hot spray felt good on my shoulders. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back as the water rained down on my sore muscles.  
 
    The curtain pulled back and Gwen stepped in, her arms wrapping tight around my waist. I smiled and looked down into her clear blue eyes, still half asleep. I smiled at the incredibly beautiful naked woman wrapped around me, and felt like the luckiest jerk alive.  
 
    Gwen released me and slid her hands up my chest to my neck, pulling me to her lips for a long, slow kiss. I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her against me as she giggled into my mouth. Idiot, what this woman was doing to me was criminal. A lifetime of being with her wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    The thought was crazy. A lifetime with Gwen? We hadn’t even known each other that long and already I was thinking of a future with her. I couldn’t help it. In that short time she’d burrowed deep inside my heart and I wanted her to stay—forever.  
 
    I broke the kiss and set her back on her feet as the water rained down on us. “I thought you were tired?” 
 
    “I’m never too tired for you,” she said.  
 
    I smiled, kissed her again, and pressed her against the shower wall. Her skin was slippery and warm making my hands slide easily against her tight little body.  
 
    She pushed on my chest, forcing me to back up, her eyes full of mischief as she sank to her knees before me. Her hands slid up my thighs, then gripped my cock, her hold firm as a low growl rumbled deep within my chest.  
 
    She flicked her tongue lightly against the head and looked up at me with those gorgeous eyes of hers. It was intense the feeling, of her lips against my cock and those eyes watching me as she worked my shaft, sucking and licking and making me completely surrender to her. I was a goner. I was hers.  
 
    I thrust my fingers into her hair as she took me further into the back of her throat. My hand slammed against the shower wall as I braced myself for the orgasm that crawled its way up my legs.  
 
    “Idiot, Princess,” I groaned. “I’m gonna come.”  
 
    She gripped my rear and pulled my hips as I thrust into her hungry mouth. I was close, insanely close.  
 
    I pulled myself from her mouth and messed my hand until I came hard spilling out onto her chest.  
 
    “Idiot, baby. That was…”  
 
    “Mind blowing, incredible, to be repeated often,” she said with a breathtaking smile.  
 
    I leaned forward and smiled against her lips whispering, “All of the above.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Maddie.” I smiled and took a seat in the small café chair opposite hers.  
 
    “Hey,” she smiled.  
 
    I picked up a menu, briefly glancing at it before I heard her clear her throat.  
 
    My eyes flicked up at her over my menu. She was watching me with a smirk that took over her entire face.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Anything you want to tell me, little brother?” she asked as she folded her arms across her chest and watched me closely to gauge my reaction.  
 
    I frowned. “Um, No.”  
 
    “Really? Nothing new at all in your life?” She was baiting me into something I was sure wouldn’t be good.  
 
    “I bought a new toaster the other day.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant.”  
 
    “You should see it, it’s pretty sweet. Its toasts Darth Vader’s face into the bread.”  
 
    Madison growled in frustration and tossed a breadstick at me.  
 
    “Whoa, chill, cougar.” I laughed.  
 
    “Don’t start that.” She pointed her finger at me. “I get enough of that garbage from Margot.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as my laughter died down.  
 
    “So you really have nothing to share?” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Like what’s going on with you and Gwen.” She smiled, her eyebrows disappearing beneath her bangs.  
 
    “Oh, that.” I ducked my head to hide my smile.  
 
    “Yes, that.”  
 
    “Who told you?”  
 
    “Sean.”  
 
    “What? Who told him?”  
 
    “I don’t know, someone at the bar I guess,” she said with a dismissive wave. 
 
    “The bar?”  
 
    Madison shrugged. Then it hit me. “Sam,” I sighed. “Great now everybody knows.”  
 
    “Were you hiding it?”  
 
    “No. Not really. We just didn’t want things to be weird at work.”  
 
    “Well, here’s a tip, if you don’t want the people you work with to know, don’t have sex in your office.”  
 
    I cringed. Hearing my older sister discuss my sex life was disturbing on a lot of levels.  
 
    “So?” she asked. 
 
    “So, what?”  
 
    Madison let out a frustrated groan and rolled her eyes. “What’s going on between you and Gwen?”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer her. Heck, I wasn’t even one hundred percent sure I knew how. I sat back in my chair and played with the edge of my napkin. I was stalling and the look on my sister’s face said she knew it too. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure,” I said.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow and tilted her head. “Aren’t you living together?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    “Kind of?” She scoffed. “Her clothes are there, she sleeps in your bed, eats your food, uses your shower.” I nodded and she sat back in her chair, folding her arms across her chest. “Sounds like living together to me.”  
 
    “It’s not like we’d been dating for a while and I asked her to move in. She needed a place to crash. Everything else came later.”  
 
    “Everything else?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You know what I mean. We were spending a lot of time together, and it just happened.”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Sex, Madison. We had sex.” I leaned back in my seat and relived some of our more creative positions in my head as a grin crept across my face. “Lots and lots of sex.”  
 
    “Okay.” She held her hand up between us. “I don’t need the details. So, it’s just a sex thing then?”  
 
    I frowned. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “It’s more than that. At least, I think it is.”  
 
    “You think it is?”  
 
    “Idiot if I know.” I groaned. “The woman drives me completely insane. She challenges every move I make. She frustrates me to no dang end, and yet I can’t get her out of my head. She is the only woman I have ever met who is both a colossal pain in my rear and completely irresistible at the same time.”  
 
    Madison’s expression softened into that puppy dog look she used to give me when I was a little kid. “Aw,” she said. “She’s your Sean.”  
 
    “My what?”  
 
    “Your Sean, your soul mate. You know. The one you’re meant to be with.”  
 
    I shook my head. “My…” I stopped I couldn’t even say it. 
 
    “Admit it. You’re falling for this girl.”  
 
    “I admit nothing.”  
 
    Madison smirked and her lips turned up into an evil grin. “You don’t have to, little brother. It’s written all over your face.” 
 
    With Gwen, I never knew what to expect. It was exciting and completely terrifying, but I just couldn’t get enough of her. She was adrenaline and I was a junky.  
 
    “It’s intense,” I said. Madison frowned and confusion took over her soft features. “This thing with Gwen and me, it’s consuming. She’s under my skin, Maddie. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”  
 
    Madison leaned across the table and rested her hand over mine. “Then you need to tell her.” 
 
    “I know.” I sighed.  
 
    We sat in silence for a moment as my head spun with thoughts of Gwen. Was I falling for her? 
 
    “Mom called,” she said. The words broke through the haze, and brought my attention back to my sister.  
 
    “And you answered?”  
 
    She looked down at the table, fidgeting with her napkin. Her relationship with our parents was just as strained as mine. After that last disaster of a brunch, I thought for sure they were done with me forever, but leave it to my mother to keep pushing until she got her way.  
 
    “She’s reaching out,” Madison said. Her eyes seemed both hopeful and doubtful at the same time.  
 
    “You know she’s just trying to manipulate you,” I said.  
 
    Madison sighed. “I think it’s different this time, Liam.” 
 
    I scoffed. 
 
    “Seriously! She wants to come for a visit. Meet Sean, see the bar.”  
 
    “You told her no, right?”  
 
    Madison ducked her head.  
 
    “Maddie. Seriously? I thought you were past all that bowing to Mom and Dad. Where is the woman who told Mama to go to perdition? I think I liked her better.”  
 
    “Hey,” she whined. “That’s not fair. They’re still our parents, Liam.”  
 
    I folded my arms across my chest with a humorless laugh. “Unfortunately.”  
 
    “Come on. All I’m asking for is one day. You owe me, Liam.”  
 
    “Goodness, Madison, I’ve paid you back the money you put down on the bar. Since when does your help come with conditions, anyway?”  
 
    “You’re right,” she said. I raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t fair, but aren’t you tired of the fighting? I really think they’ve come around. They’re starting to realize that we aren’t going to fall in line and that they need to accept the choices we’ve made in our lives.”  
 
    I leaned forward, propped my elbows on the table, and rubbed at my eyes in frustration. When I looked up, Madison was staring at me again, her eyes pleaded with me to comply.  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “But if I even hear the words ‘law school,’ I’m out of there. Got it?”  
 
    She nodded. “Understood.”  
 
    I shook my head. “How do you always manage to talk me into these things?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Just a gift, I guess.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I folded my arms across my chest, admiring my handy work. I made one final adjustment on the table settings and stepped back with a smile. The door opened and Liam came in, dropping his keys on the table by the door.  
 
    “Surprise,” I said as I threw my arms open wide. 
 
    “What’s this?” He looked over the coffee table I had set for dinner.  
 
    “Dinner.”  
 
    “You cooked?”  
 
    “Goodness, no. I ordered pizza.”  
 
    Liam laughed and nodded as he made his way toward me with a smile. I took a slow step forward, closing the distance between us. “But I did set the table,” I said, my voice smooth and flirty.  
 
    Liam looked at me with that sweet smile of his. “I can see that.” 
 
    He wrapped me into his arms as a rush of pure joy filled me. “Opened the box and everything,” I said. 
 
    “Wow. Impressive.”  
 
    A slow smile spread across my face as I looked up at him. When everything was going wrong and I felt like the world was against me, Liam was what brought me relief.  
 
    “You did all this for me?” he asked with a smirk.  
 
    “No,” I said. He frowned. “I was actually hoping you would clear out tonight. I kind of have a date.” I bit my lip and looked up at him, trying to contain my laughter.  
 
    “Oh, you have a date, huh?” Liam asked as he pulled me tighter to his chest.  
 
    “Yeah, so…” I tilted my head toward the exit.  
 
    Liam smiled and shook his head. “You’re such a pain in the rear,” he whispered, then leaned in and kissed my breath away.  
 
    I broke the kiss and smiled. “Aw, you know you like me,” I teased and playfully poked him in the ribs. 
 
    He laughed and tried to dodge me. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    “Do what? This?” I gave another poke to his side. He squirmed away from me and fought to contain his laughter.  
 
    “Liam, are you ticklish?” I asked as I took a step toward him. He retreated until his back was against the wall.  
 
    “No,” he said, his arms folded in an attempt to protect his ribs from my fingers.  
 
    “I think you are,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “Don’t start something you can’t finish, Princess,” he warned. 
 
    “Is that a threat, Sinclair?”  
 
    “It’s a promise.”  
 
    I smiled and pressed my hands against his chest. I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth and looked up at him from beneath my lashes. His eyes dipped to my mouth and I knew I had him. I leaned forward and brushed my lips softly against his.  
 
    It wasn’t long before he began to relax and his arms left his side to wrap around my waist as he deepened the kiss.  
 
    That’s when I attacked. I dug my fingers into his ribs, kneading every ticklish spot I could. Liam broke the kiss and tried to fend me off while doubled over with laughter.  
 
    “Admit it,” I said, continuing my attack, which became more and more difficult as he fought to hold me back. “You like me.”  
 
    Liam caught hold of my wrists, but I wiggled free long enough to attack again. “Come on, Liam admit it,” I said. “You like me.”  
 
    He laughed, moving quickly, trying to hold me at bay as I laughed and went for any opening I could to get to his vulnerable spots. “I love you,” he blurted.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    Liam’s eyes widened as he slowly straightened to his full height. For a moment, he looked like he was just as surprised by what he said as I was. Then he brought his hand to my cheek, his face growing soft but serious. “I love you,” he whispered.  
 
    I watched his face and waited for some sign that he was joking, but his expression never changed. His eyes were clear and focused, not a hint of hesitation. My skin felt like it was on fire. This strange tingly feeling took over my entire body.  
 
    I smiled up at him. “You do?”  
 
    He nodded. “I’m in love with you, Princess.”  
 
    He pressed his lips to mine, crushing me to his chest, holding me tightly as he deepened the kiss. Fireworks burst behind my eyes and I could practically hear the cartoon birds singing in the background. 
 
    I laughed and smiled, but never broke the kiss. He loved me. Liam loved me. How had I gotten lucky enough for this incredible man to love me? I didn’t deserve him. I was sure that I never would deserve him, but for some insane reason, this man—this crazy, sexy, infuriating man—loved me, and nothing could have made me happier.  
 
    A tear slipped down my face, trapped between our cheeks. Liam pulled away and wiped away my tears with the pad of his thumb. “I love you,” he whispered.  
 
    “Why?” The question slipped out, and I slapped my hand across my lips. I was elated, his words were overwhelming, but as much as I desperately wanted them to be true, I just couldn’t wrap my head around it.  
 
    “Why?” He took a step away from me. His hand dropped from my face. “I tell you I love you and you ask me why?”  
 
    “I just…” I looked down at my fingers. How had I screwed this up so quickly?  
 
    “You just what, Gwen?” He turned his back to me, his hands braced on his hips. I stayed silent, terrified that if I opened my mouth, I’d make it worse. “I’m so stupid,” he said. “I can’t believe I actually thought…” He let the sentence drop. “You’re still the same manipulative—”  
 
    “Manipulative?” I sneered. I blinked my eyes wide, my face frozen in shock. “Wow, you switched gears pretty fast, huh?”  
 
    “What did you expect?”  
 
    I braced my hand on my hip. “I don’t know, but I never expected you to say ‘I love you.’”  
 
    His face fell and his eyes were full of pain. I stepped toward him, cupped his cheeks, and forced him to look at me. He started to turn his head and pull away, but I tightened my grip on his face.  
 
    “I love you too, you jerk!” My eyes locked with his. “I just never expected you to love me back, let alone say it first. It’s hard for me to believe that someone like you could love someone like me, Liam. So calm the heck down and kiss me.”  
 
    He didn’t move. Just watched me. His eyes searched mine, probably for the exact same reason I was searching his. “You love me?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “God only knows why.”  
 
    His lips crashed to mine. He wrapped me in his arms, lifted me off my feet, and swung me in a circle.  
 
    He set me back on my feet and rested his forehead against mine. “Such a pain in my rear,” he whispered.  
 
    “Back at ya, babe.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cold pizza and crazy hot sex was just the ticket to make the night completely perfect. I felt him staring as I licked the sauce from my fingers. “What?”  
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “You missed a spot.” He grabbed my wrist and brought my fingers to his lips. His eyes locked with mine as his tongue licked at the sauce on the pad of my thumb. That little lick sent shock waves through my body and I whimpered in anticipation of a repeat performance.  
 
    Suddenly my phone lit up and vibrated across the table, breaking us out of the spell. I blinked, swallowed thickly, and reached for the phone to see who it was.  
 
    On quick glance at the screen and I groaned and set it back on the table.  
 
    “Who is it?” Liam asked, nodding toward the phone.  
 
    “My dad.” I sighed.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to get it?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t want to.”  
 
    “Come on, babe.” He leaned forward and picked up my phone. “Talk to him.”  
 
    I looked down at the phone in his hand. He held it out to me with a smile and I was putty in his hands. I sighed. “Fine.”  
 
    I tapped the button to call him back. Slowly, I lifted it to my ear as it rang, hoping to get voicemail and avoid an awkward conversation.  
 
    “Gwendolyn.” My father’s voice rang in my ear as tears welled in my eyes. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed the sound of his voice.  
 
    “Hi, Daddy.” I sat up straight as Liam watched me closely.  
 
    “How are you?” he asked, his voice soft, but cautious. I guess I deserved that. 
 
    “I’m okay.” I looked over at Liam who squeezed my hand in a show of support.  
 
    “I’m so glad,” he said. “I was wondering if you had any plans for this coming weekend.”  
 
    “I don’t know. Why?”  
 
    “Well, it’s Mia’s birthday on Saturday and we’re having a party at the house. It would mean a lot to her if you were there.”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Just think about it,” he said, his voice pained.  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as a tear slid down my cheek. I’d done so much to disappoint him. The pain in his voice hit me hard.  
 
    “Okay.” My voice cracked. “I’ll let you know.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Bye, Daddy.”  
 
    “Gwendolyn,” he said.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    I looked up at Liam, his eyes so full of love and support that my heart swelled inside my chest. “I love you too.”  
 
    We said our good byes and I hung up the phone.  
 
    “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Liam said as he threaded our fingers together. I just shook my head. “What did he say?”  
 
    “My sister’s birthday is this weekend. He wanted to invite me to the party.”  
 
    “You gonna go?” 
 
    “If you’ll come with me,” I said with a shy, hopeful smile. Seeing my family was going to be hard, but with Liam by my side I just might make it through.  
 
    Liam leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. He rested his forehead against mine. “Of course I will.”  
 
    I looked up at him, a bright smile spread wide across my face.  
 
    “One question,” he said. I nodded. “Since when do you have a sister?”  
 
    I laughed and kissed him hard. “For someone you supposedly love, there’s still a lot you don’t know about me.”  
 
    “I know enough,” he said. “The rest are just details.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    Nervous didn’t even begin to cover how I felt as I stood on her father’s doorstep. Gwen threaded her fingers through mine and I looked down at her. Her eyes were filled with just as much dread and worry as mine. I had to suck it up and be there for her.  
 
    I raised our linked hands to my lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles, then smiled and gave her a wink, before I rang the doorbell.  
 
    The door opened and we were greeted by a tense looking housekeeper as the sound of screaming children echoed in the background. 
 
    I snuck another peek at Gwen. She took a deep breath, stepped inside, and pulled me with her into the entryway.  
 
    I’m no stranger to extravagant homes, but this one was a class in itself. The entire foyer was covered in bright white marble. A huge crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling and a grand staircase swept up toward the second floor.  
 
    I couldn’t help but crane my neck taking in the opulence as Gwen pulled me through the room toward the party that was in full swing.  
 
    We stepped out onto the patio, a riot of noise surrounded us as we took in the chaos that filled the back yard. The party was a carnival theme, with red and yellow tents set up with carnival games and food of the kids. A bounce house the size of my loft, and shaped like a giant pink castle, bobbed off the sides as kids threw themselves around it, laughing and screaming as they jumped.  
 
    “Wow.” I hadn’t even realized I’d said it out loud until Gwen responded. 
 
    “I know. Way over the top.”  
 
    “Gwen!” a tiny voice shouted. 
 
    We turned toward the sound as a tornado of blonde curls in a bright pink tutu launched herself at Gwen.  
 
    Gwen bent down and scooped up the miniature version of herself, a bright smile lighting up her face. “Princess Mia,” she said as she lifted the tiny thing in her arms.  
 
    “You came,” Mia said.  
 
    “Of course I did. I wouldn’t miss it,” Gwen announced. She planted a kiss on Mia’s glitter-covered cheek.  
 
    Mia giggled. “Guess what?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Daddy got me a pony,” the little girl squealed.  
 
    “A pony?” Gwen asked.  
 
    A pony—Seriously? I know every little girl wanted a pony for her birthday, but who actually followed through on that request?  
 
    Mia nodded. “I named her Twilight Sparkle. She’s awesome. Come see.” Mia wiggled out from Gwen’s grasp, her feet hitting the ground and she was off before Gwen could say a word. She looked back at me and mouthed, “Sorry.”  
 
    I watched them weave through the crowd, Mia in the lead as Gwen desperately tried to keep up with a four-year-old hopped up on cotton candy and glitter.  
 
    I knew her relationship with her family was tense at best, but the resentment she felt didn’t seem to extend to her younger sister. Watching her interact with this little girl was an amazing thing. The patience and kindness Gwen showed Mia made me see her in an entirely different light. One in which a future for us seemed possible and much more real.  
 
    Our relationship had been a rollercoaster. So many ups and downs twists and turns, but I felt like I finally saw the light at the end of the tunnel, which made the ride feel more exciting than terrifying.  
 
    I was in love with this crazy, difficult, unpredictable woman, and the most insane part of it all was that she actually loved me too.  
 
    Someone called her name and Mia took off to play. Gwen watched her go, her eyes soft and sweet, before she made her way back toward me.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said when she reached me. “That kid is ninety percent sugar. I swear, I don’t think she ever slows down.”  
 
    I smiled and wrapped my arms around her waist. “She loves you.”  
 
    Gwen looked back at Mia who was following her friend into the bounce house. “She’s a good kid,” she said, her voice sad and withdrawn.  
 
    “You’re good with her.”  
 
    She turned back to face me. “She’s just a kid,” she said with a shrug. “How hard is it to be nice to a kid?”  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer as a voice interrupted us. “Gwendolyn.”  
 
    Gwen and I turned toward the sound. An older man, probably in his late fifties wearing a striped polo shirt and boat shoes stood there with a warm smile on his face.  
 
    Gwen stepped out of my arms. Her smile matched his as she walked straight into his open arms.  
 
    “Hi, Daddy,” she said, her voice filled with relief, and I watched as her father’s face relaxed. His eyes closed, he exhaled, and wrapped her in his arms.  
 
    He released her and held her at arm’s length, taking in her simple sundress and flat sandals. 
 
    “Look at you,” he said.  
 
    Gwen nervously touched her hair. Gwen without the excessive make-up and hair extensions was a sight I could never tire of. She was stunning without all that garbage to get in the way, but being here in her father’s house without her armor had to be completely terrifying for her.  
 
    “You look wonderful,” her dad said, and Gwen’s face lit from within. Her smile widened at his approval.  
 
    Mr. Stevens looked at me over Gwen’s shoulder and his smile never changed. “Who’s this?” he asked.  
 
    Gwen turned, tugged on his arms, and dragged him over to me. I smiled to myself as the scene mirrored Mia dragging Gwen to look at her new pony.   
 
    “Daddy,” she said, practically bouncing to a stop beside me. “This is Liam, my…” She paused, not quite sure of the title to give me. We loved each other, but we hadn’t exactly put a label on our relationship yet. I guess now was as good a time as any.  
 
    “Her boyfriend,” I said, finishing her thought. Gwen looked up at me, beaming. I held out my hand to him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Senator Stevens.”  
 
    He took my hand in a firm shake and looked me over, trying to assess my worth in a glance. I’d seen this done a thousand times with my parents. His face was blank, his smile remained, and I couldn’t get a clear read off him, which did nothing to ease my nerves.  
 
    “Please,” he said as he released my hand. “Call me John.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    He tucked a hand in the pocket of his slacks. “Is this new?”  
 
    I looked down at Gwen, meeting her eyes with a smile. “Doesn’t feel like it,” I said.  
 
    I looked up at Mr. Stevens, who watched us carefully, a smile still spread wide across his face. He stopped a passing waiter and took a drink from his tray, nodding for us to do the same. I just shook my head and tightened my grip on Gwen. Drinking at a kid’s party, while meeting my girlfriend’s father, was pretty high on my list of really bad ideas. It was right up there with piercing my cock and law school.  
 
    “How did you two meet?” he asked as he took a sip of his drink.  
 
    Gwen bit her lip and looked up at me. I could see the wheels turn in her head. She was trying to make a decision—to lie or not to lie, that was the question.  
 
    I took pity on her. “We work together,” I said. It wasn’t exactly a lie, more of an omission.  
 
    “Really? How wonderful.”  
 
    “John.” A tall brunette stepped up beside him. “Have you seen…”  
 
    Gwen’s fingernails dug into my side. I ground my teeth and tried not to react to the pain. A sharp burn radiated up my side and I was sure if her grip tightened any more, she would draw blood.  
 
    “Honey,” Mr. Stevens said. “Look who’s here—” He titled his head in our direction and the brunette followed the move, looking over at us.  
 
    Her eyes widened. “Gwen. You came.”  
 
    “Of course,” Gwen said with a fake, polite smile. “Wouldn’t have missed it.”  
 
    The tension between them was thick. It seemed to be sucking the oxygen out of the air around us. I leaned forward. “Hi,” I said. “I’m Liam.”  
 
    The brunette turned toward me, a bright smile lighting her face. “Allison Stevens,” she said. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”  
 
    I shook her hand and smiled back at her, which earned me a raised eyebrow and a jab in the ribs from Gwen.  
 
    Allison turned toward Mr. Stevens quickly. “Have you seen Mia?” she asked. “It’s time to cut the cake.”  
 
    “I think she’s in the bounce house,” he said. “I’ll get her.”  
 
    He looked at Gwen and squeezed her arm. “We’ll talk in a bit.” The tone of his voice suggested it was more of a request than a command.  
 
    Gwen nodded and he took off toward the bounce house, leaving us alone with Allison.  
 
    “It means a lot that you’re here,” Allison said.  
 
    “I said I’d come, so I came.” Gwen sneered.  
 
    I looked at her and frowned at the coldness that had crept into her voice.  
 
    Allison swallowed and shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, well, I should go check on the cake. Please make yourselves at home,” she said, before she scurried off toward the kitchen.  
 
    “This is my home,” Gwen mumbled as Allison left.  
 
    I fixed her with a pointed look.  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “She was just being polite.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Make myself at home. I spent my life here and she has the nerve to treat me like a guest in my own house.”  
 
    “Who flipped your jerk switch?” Her eyes widened as I continued. “You don’t live here, Gwen. You haven’t for years. This may be where you grew up but this is her home now. She lives here. She’s raising her family here, a family which includes you.”  
 
    She crossed her arms in defiance and pulled away from me. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t, but you’ve brought this trash on yourself, Gwen. Your selfish behavior is what got you into this mess in the first place. You say you’ve changed. That you’ve let go of all the petty trash you hang on to, but after watching that, I’m not so sure.”  
 
    Tears welled in her eyes, and her lips were set in a hard, angry line. Her shoulders were tense as she stared me down. My chest tightened as anger filled her eyes. The last thing I wanted was to argue at her parents’ house, but it was something she needed to hear.  
 
    “If you want to have even a chance of being a part of this family again, you’ll have to repair your relationship with your father and your stepmother, because…like it or not, Gwen, they’re a package deal.”  
 
    “You’re one to talk,” she spat. “When is the last time you spoke to your parents, Liam?”  
 
    “That’s different and you know it.”  
 
    “It is. You sit there and judge me, tell me how I’ve pushed my family away, but the truth is you’ve done the same dang thing.”  
 
    “I chose a different life. They wanted me to fall in line and I wanted to make my own decisions, make my own way.”  
 
    I glared down at her, her eyes on fire with rage. Before the dam could break, Mia ran up grabbed hold of Gwen’s hand, then dragged her toward the house, shouting, “Cake!”  
 
    I watched her go, my anger dissipating with every step she took. I shouldn’t have called her out like that. It was too far. Idiot, she was so infuriating, which was only made worse by the fact that she was right.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I watched Mia blow out her candles from the doorway as everyone clapped and cheered. Gwen looked up at me, her eyes a little softer but still angry, letting me know this argument was far from over. She demonized her family, but it was clear to see how much they loved her and wanted her with them.  
 
    I would love to have the kind of support she took for granted, but with my family, that just wasn’t an option. I didn’t fit into their world and I never would. I always had beer taste on a champagne budget. They never even tried to understand what I wanted.  
 
    “Trouble in paradise?”  
 
    I looked to my right as Mr. Stevens appeared in the doorway beside me.  
 
    “Just a difference of opinion,” I said.  
 
    He sighed. “Yes, Gwendolyn has a lot of opinions.”  
 
    I looked back at her and smiled. “It’s one of things I love about her.” 
 
    He looked down in his drink and chuckled, dropping a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Then you are a far better man than I,” he said. “Come, let’s take a walk.”  
 
    He turned and headed out to the patio. I snuck one more glance at Gwen, then followed him out the door.  
 
    The air was crisp as we stepped onto the patio. He stood in silence, watching the rental company crew as they broke down the tents and the bounce house.  
 
    “Nice night,” I said as I looked up at the clear sky overhead.  
 
    Mr. Stevens didn’t comment. He just looked up at the stars and sipped his drink, seeming lost in thought. After a few moments, he finally spoke. “You seem to be rather enamored with my daughter.”  
 
    “I am, sir.”  
 
    “Please call me John,” he said, dismissing my formality. You can take the man out of the south but not the south out the man.  
 
    “Okay, John.”  
 
    “You said you work together?”  
 
    “Yes.” I shifted my weight nervously and looked down at my feet.  
 
    “The Den, right?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “You own the establishment, am I correct?” he asked. 
 
    My brows drew together. I was pretty sure Gwen hadn’t told him where she worked let alone that I owned the place. What was his angle?  
 
    “How—”  
 
    “I have a lot of friends in this town, son.” It wasn’t exactly a threat, more like stating a fact, but I couldn’t help but feel a little threatened anyway.  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You seem like a good man, Liam. Hard working, but I feel I must warn you.”  
 
    “Warn me?”  
 
    “Gwendolyn can be difficult. Especially when things aren’t going the way she’s planned.”  
 
    I scoffed. “I’m very aware of how difficult she can be. She’s probably one of the most frustrating women I’ve ever met.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me, questioning my words as I continued. “She can be irritating and dramatic, but that’s what makes her so exciting and passionate. It’s the fire inside her that makes it impossible to resist her.”  
 
    John watched me and studied my face. His expression relaxed into an easy smile and he chuckled to himself. “I can see she means a great deal to you.”  
 
    I glanced back through the doors and watched Gwen. She smiled down at her little sister and handed her another gift as the little girl tore into the paper. “She’s everything to me.”  
 
    He smiled and looked back up at the sky. “I’ve made so many mistakes. I just want her to be happy and successful. I’ve gotten her job after job and introduced her to some of this city’s most influential people, but nothing seemed to click. I know it was harsh to just cut her off like I did, but it was the only way I could think to get through to her.”  
 
    I nodded my agreement.  
 
    “Cutting her off still wasn’t enough, though,” he said. “It wasn’t until she met you that she’s really begun to thrive.”  
 
    “It’s all her. She’s a force to be reckoned with. The only thing I did was give her a job. Heck, I didn’t even do that.”  
 
    He laughed. “Regardless. I’m in your debt.” He held out his hand to me.  
 
    I frowned and looked down at his hand before cautiously shaking it. I wasn’t quite sure if he was being serious, but his smile seemed genuine and he appeared grateful.  
 
    I released his hand with a smile and turned to look back up at the sky with a strange sense of acceptance I don’t think I’d ever felt before. Gwen really had no idea how lucky she was.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I was exhausted. I slumped down in the passenger seat on the way home from the party, tired and still a little pissed at Liam. He had no right to speak to me that way. The thing that pissed me off the most was that he was right. 
 
    I was the only one who stood in the way of having a family again. I’d fought against Allison and my father for so long, without any real cause. I wracked my brain, trying to think of something Allison had done to wrong me. Anything so I could go back and shove it in Liam’s face. Prove to him that she was the enemy, not me, but I had nothing. Nothing! It was infuriating.  
 
    She’d tried to get close to me for the first couple of years they were together, but I just pushed her away. I was convinced she was just some trashy gold digger and wouldn’t last. I mean, the woman was only a few years older than I was for goodness sake. Despite all my attempts to run her off she refused to back down. Insisting on kissing my rear, trying to make me like her. After a while, even Mother Theresa would’ve given up, but she didn’t. She faded into the background, polite and sweet and staying out of my way for the most part.  
 
    My anger toward her and my father, for that matter, had been all consuming, but it wasn’t justified. Daddy gave me anything and everything I wanted, and Allison just wanted to be my friend. I was just a selfish jerk who made things hard on them.  
 
    Liam reached for my hand and threaded his fingers through mine. He brought our joined hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have…”  
 
    I sat up straighter and trapped his hand between both of mine. “No. You were right.”  
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow his lips twisted into a smirk.  
 
    “I hate when you’re right,” I said.  
 
    He squeezed my hand tighter and laughed. “Get used to it, Princess.” He shot me a wink. The smirk faded and his face grew serious. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m gonna fix it. I don’t know how exactly, but I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    He brushed his hand against my cheek. “Yeah, you will.”  
 
    “But maybe you should consider taking your own advice.”  
 
    He sighed. “It’s not that easy.”  
 
    “How do you know until you try?”  
 
    His lips twitched as he fought a smile. “I hate it when you’re right.”  
 
    I leaned across the seat and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Get used to it.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bar was pretty dead. Thursday nights were usually like that. Liam was at poker with the guys leaving me and Jason to run the bar. 
 
    I was refilling the salt when the bell above the door jingled, announcing a customer.  
 
    “This is just un-frigging-believable,” Alex said as she stomped her way through the empty bar with her sister-in-law, Millie, and Madison in tow.  
 
    She dropped heavily into a seat at their usual table. Madison and Millie followed suit. Madison stopped to nod in greeting to me.  
 
    I finished with the current bottle of salt and screwed the lid back tight, before heading over to take their order.  
 
    “Jack Daniels,” Alex barked when I approached the table. She was in an extraordinarily jerky mood, which was a bit much even for Alex.  
 
    “Okay,” I said and turned my attention to the other ladies at the table. I took their orders before heading back to the bar. 
 
    I rattled off their orders to Jason and he started pouring. He nodded in their direction. “What’s up with her?” he asked as Alex waved her arms mid-rant, her face cold and tense.  
 
    “Idiot if I know,” I said with a shrug. I reached for the tray as he placed the last of their drinks on it.  
 
    I made my way back to the table. Alex’s voice raised with every step I took.  
 
    “All this red tape trash. It’s ridiculous. I’ve left six messages for the permit department manager. Six!”  
 
    “Well, I’m sure they will get back to you,” Millie said as she lay her hand over Alex’s on the table to offer her some comfort.  
 
    “The wedding is in two weeks! I submitted the permit applications months ago, and still nothing. What am I supposed to do? If those permits don’t come through, we won’t have a venue for the wedding. Where am I going to find a new venue in two weeks!”  
 
    “Who did you talk to in the permit office?” Madison asked.  
 
    “I left a message for the department head. Francis Graden or Garden, something like that, but I can’t get the jerk to call me back.”  
 
    I set her shot down in front of her. She wasted no time and tossed it down her throat, then slammed the empty glass hard on the table.  
 
    “Gardner,” I said, passing out the other girls’ drinks.  
 
    Alex frowned and looked up at me, her green eyes hard. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Francis Gardner is the department head for the permit office.”  
 
    Her eyebrows shot into her hairline.  
 
    “Do you know him?” Millie asked.  
 
    “He’s my godfather,” I said with a shrug. I tucked my tray under my arm and looked down at their confused, yet hopeful expressions.  
 
    “Your…” Alex looked stunned, but didn’t finish her sentence.  
 
    “He went to college with my dad. I’ve known him since I was a kid.” 
 
    “Of course you have,” Alex said, tossing her hand in the air in frustration. Madison and Millie looked at each other, then back at Alex. I could practically see the war going on in her head. The last thing she wanted to do was ask me for help, but desperate times called for desperate measures.  
 
    “I could call him for you if you want,” I said to put her out of her misery.  
 
    Alex’s head snapped up and she narrowed her eyes at me, trying to figure out if I had some kind of agenda.  
 
    “That would be very nice of you, Gwen,” Millie said. “Right, Alex?” Millie shot her a pointed look. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”  
 
    I looked back at Alex and she sighed. “Yes,” she said. “I’d appreciate it.”  
 
    I smiled. “I’m happy to help. What’s the problem exactly?”  
 
    Alex sighed. “We want to get married in Madison Square. Set up a tent for the reception in the park, but I need the permit to do it. I already have the tent and everything is scheduled. We just need him to approve the permits for the day.”  
 
    “Easy enough,” I said. “I’ll give him a call in the morning. See what I can do.”  
 
    She sighed in relief and I turned, practically bouncing toward the kitchen to check on their food. Before I got far, Alex reached up and took a hold of my wrist. I stopped and turned back to look at her.  
 
    “Thank you, Gwen,” she said. “This means a lot to us.”  
 
    Sincerity filled her face. I could almost see the weight being lifted from her shoulders. To say Alex and I have had a rough past was a bit of an understatement, but maybe this would help us move toward a future as indifferent acquaintances. Heaven knows we’d never be friends.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I flipped the last of the chairs over as Liam came in the front door.  
 
    “Hey, boss,” Jason said picking up Sam’s habit and Liam frowned at him. He likes to think of the staff as a family, so being considered the boss bothered him, but it was fun to get him all riled up sometimes.  
 
    Liam winked at me as he passed me to head behind the bar.  
 
    I smiled at him over my shoulder and made a show of bending over the table, making absolutely sure the spot in the far corner was very clean.  
 
    Behind me, I heard a thud, followed by a groan. I turned around as Liam peeled himself away from the bar he’d just run into.  
 
    Jason laughed. “You okay, man?”  
 
    Liam glared at me as I tried to contain my laughter. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m good.”  
 
    I made my way behind the bar and dropped my rag into the sink.  
 
    “Hey, Jay,” Liam said. “Why don’t you take off? I’ll close up.”  
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Yeah, man. Take off. I got this.”  
 
    “Works for me. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”  
 
    Jason disappeared into the kitchen and Liam wasted no time. I could feel his breath on my neck as he pressed against my back and leaned his hands on the bar, caging me in and pressing his already hard cock against me. 
 
    I exhaled and pushed my rear back against him. Liam groaned and his hand slid to my hip, keeping me pressed tight against him.  
 
    “You like teasing me, don’t you, Princess?”  
 
    I leaned my head against his shoulder and gave my rear a little wiggle. He rewarded me with a pained groan as his fingers dug into my hip. “You make it so easy,” I whispered.  
 
    Liam spun me around to face him. His lips crashed to mine. He kissed me hard, sucking and biting at my lips. His hands ran down my body, gripped my rear, and lifted me onto the bar. He stepped between my legs and pulled them to wrap around his hips.  
 
    “So beautiful,” he whispered as his lips traveled down my neck. 
 
    I moaned as his hands made contact with my overheated skin. He pushed my shirt up. His lips left my skin only long enough to pull it over my head.  
 
    I felt wild. His hands, his lips, the way his skin felt beneath my fingers was like a drug. The sex was incredible but I wanted more. More of him, his kiss, his touch, just him.  
 
    His fingers made quick work of my bra as his lips traveled down my chest, taking my nipple between his teeth with just the right amount of pressure. I moaned and dug my fingers into his hair and held him there as he worshiped my breasts with that magnificent tongue.  
 
    “William Patrick Sinclair!”  
 
    Liam released my breast with a loud pop and stood up straight. His eyes went wide as he looked over my shoulder.  
 
    “Mama?” he said.  
 
    Mama? Shoot! His mother? 
 
    “You were raised better than this, William.” She sneered. “Is this what you gave up your promising future for?” I could feel her eyes raking up and down my naked back. “So you could fool around with some cheap…floosy in some broken down old dump?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest to cover what I could as Liam frantically searched for my t-shirt. I could see the pain and the humiliation in his eyes as her words hurt him deeper than he would ever admit. 
 
    Liam tossed my shirt at me. I tugged it quickly over my head and hopped down from the bar. Liam pulled me in close against his side. His lips brushed against my ear. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.  
 
    He sighed and ran a hand down his face, clearly frustrated. “Gwen is my girlfriend, Mama, and I would appreciate it if you would show her some respect.”  
 
    “Girlfriend.” She scoffed. “Please, I can smell the gold digger from here.”  
 
    “That’s enough,” he roared.  
 
    Mrs. Sinclair’s eyes went wide with shock. She pressed a delicate hand to her chest, her lips pressed into a hard line as she took the last few steps toward the bar. She fixed me with a disapproving gaze and set her Birkin bag on the bar between us. I held her gaze and refused to back down from her attempt at intimidation. 
 
    “I am your mother. You will show me some respect.”  
 
    Liam pushed me behind him, taking a protective stance between me and his mother. “I don’t care who you are. You will not come into my place of business and disrespect me and the woman I love.”  
 
    My heart swelled with pride as I wrapped my arms tight around his waist. God I loved this man. 
 
    “Love.” She laughed. “I’m sure she’s just looking for her next meal ticket.”  
 
    I felt his body tense and anger flooded through me. 
 
    “How dare you!” I said. The words slipped from my mouth before I could stop them.  
 
    She glared at me as I stepped around Liam. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “How dare you speak to him that way. Call me what you want, but I will not let you him talk to him like that.”  
 
    “I will speak to my son in any manner I see fit. I have news for you, young lady. Whatever plans you have for my son, know that as long as he continues with this ridiculous act of rebellion, he will never see a dime.”  
 
    “For your information, Mrs. Sinclair,” I spat. “I could give two trashs about your money. Not that it is any of your business, but Liam is worth far more to me than anything money could buy.”  
 
    I looked up and met his eyes, which filled with pride. “I love him, and there is nothing you can say that will ever change that.”  
 
    Liam and I smiled at each other and refused to tear our eyes away as the truth of my words settled over both of us. Nothing was more important to me than Liam and nothing ever would be.  
 
    Mrs. Sinclair snatched her bag from the bar. “We’ll see about that,” she snapped before she turned and stormed out the front door.  
 
    When she was gone, Liam pulled me into his arms, his smile wide and his eyes bright and full of love.  
 
    “So, that was your mother?”  
 
    “In the flesh.”  
 
    “She seems nice.”  
 
    Liam laughed and pulled me tighter against his chest. His lips crashed to mine in a heated kiss.  
 
    When he finally pulled away, I sighed and laid my head on his chest. His heart pounded against my ear in perfect rhythm with my own.  
 
    “I love you, Princess.”  
 
    I looked up at him and smiled. “Right back at ya, boss.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Uncle Frankie,” I said, and hung up the phone as Liam came out of the bathroom with a towel slung low on his hips. He walked over to the couch and leaned down to press a sweet kiss on my lips. I pulled away and smiled as he settled in next to me.  
 
    “I had a rather interesting conversation with Alex today,” I said.  
 
    Liam laughed. “Without bloodshed?” 
 
    I slapped at his chest and he caught my wrist and laughed as he held my hand against his smooth skin.  
 
    “Not nice.” 
 
    He leaned forward, playfully nipping at my bottom lip. “Never said I was.” He pressed his lips to mine in a slow, soft kiss, then settled down on the couch, pulling my legs into his lap.  
 
    “What was so interesting about this conversation with Alex?”  
 
    “Well, I overheard her complaining to Millie and Madison about a permitting issue for the wedding.” Liam nodded. “As it turns out, my godfather is the head of the permits for the city. So I called him and he said he’d take care of it himself. Isn’t that great?”  
 
    Liam looked down at me with a frown.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “I’m just a little surprised is all.”  
 
    “Surprised?”  
 
    “You and Alex aren’t exactly on the greatest of terms. I guess I’m a little surprised you wanted to help her.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m trying to play nice.”  
 
    Liam leaned over and pressed a kiss to the side of my neck. “Since when do you play nice?”  
 
    I giggled as his words tickled my neck. “Since you.”  
 
    Liam pulled away and looked down at me with a cocky smile. “Since me, huh?”  
 
    I just nodded my head and smiled. “I love you, and regardless of my past with Alex, she and Drew are important to you. If I want to be a part of your life, then I will have to be nice. Even if it kills me.”  
 
    He smiled and pressed his lips to mine. The tip of his tongue flicked against my mouth, encouraging me to open for him. I gripped his neck and deepened the kiss, lost in the smell of soap on his skin and the taste of mint on his tongue. Kissing Liam was like sampling the best champagne. After I’d had a taste of the best, there was no going back.  
 
    I ran my hands down his chest to the towel still tucked around his waist. With one swift move, I yanked it free and dropped it to the floor, then landed a hard smack to that delicious bare rear, the sound echoing through the loft.  
 
    Liam smiled against my lips. “So much for playing nice.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    My phone vibrated in my back pocket as I popped the top off a beer bottle and slid it across the bar to Jenna. I pulled it out and groaned when I saw my sister’s face light up the screen.  
 
    I slid my finger across the screen and brought the phone to my ear with a sigh. “Hello.”  
 
    “I heard you had a visitor last night.”  
 
    “Unfortunately.”  
 
    “Were you really having sex on the bar?” Madison asked.  
 
    “What? No! Is that what she told you?”  
 
    “She said she walked in and you were both stark naked in the middle of the bar.”  
 
    “We were not stark naked. We got a little carried away.”  
 
    “I’ll say. To hear Mama tell it, you had her spread out on the bar, going at it like jackrabbits.”  
 
    “Cute, Madison. Real cute.”  
 
    She laughed and I couldn’t help but smile. Last night was horrifying, but Gwen standing up for me like that was incredible. My mother was a force of nature, but Gwen held her own. I was proud of my girl, and made dang sure I showed her just how much last night—twice.  
 
    “Does this mean you’re not coming to brunch?”  
 
    I had a perfectly good out. After that little show last night, there was no way she would expect me to face her and Dad, but part of me felt it was time. I needed to show them how serious I was about my career choice, and about Gwen.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m not backing out.”  
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “We’ll be there.”  
 
    “We? You’re bringing Gwen?” 
 
    The kitchen doors swung open and Gwen came in with a tray of food balanced on her shoulder. “Yeah,” I said. “It’s time they come to terms with the fact that this is the life I chose.”  
 
    “Okay, well, it’s your funeral.”  
 
    “Thanks for the support, sis.”  
 
    “Anytime.”  
 
    “Tomorrow at eleven, right?”  
 
    “Yep,” she said. 
 
    “See you then.” I hit the end button on the phone and put it into my back pocket. Gwen slid her tray onto the bar and gave me a wary look.  
 
    “Everything okay?”  
 
    I smiled down at her, grabbed a bar towel, and tossed over my shoulder. “Never been better.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sean walked into the bar a little later, arms raised in victory. “Bachelor party!” The bar was kind of empty except for old Floyd and a few of the regulars who grumbled their annoyance and went back to their beers.  
 
    Sean dropped an arm around Floyd’s shoulder. “What do you say, Floyd. You in?”  
 
    “Get off me,” Floyd said, brushing Sean’s arm away from him.  
 
    “Okay.” Sean held up his hands in surrender. “Floyd’s out.” He turned to me. “Liam?” 
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Drew’s Bachelor party Saturday night. You in?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. Saturdays are pretty crazy around here.”  
 
    “So? Jason can take care of things and Sam’s got the kitchen. What do they need you for?” I gave him a pointed look. “Come on. This is Drew. He’s only getting married once. Okay, maybe twice, but still it’s gonna be epic.”  
 
    “What is epic code for? Strippers and a crappy buffet?” I asked him as I popped the top on another beer for Floyd. I slid it down the bar to him and watched as it sailed right past him and off the end, shattering on the floor. I dropped my head, defeated, and opened up another beer setting it down in front of him this time. Then I grabbed the dust pan to clean up the mess.  
 
    “Actually,” Sean said as he nervously rubbed at the back of his head. “The strippers are a no go.”  
 
    I laughed. “Alex put a stop to that?”  
 
    “No,” he said. “Alex was cool with it. Madison, however, was less than thrilled.”  
 
    I shook my head at him. My sister sure had him by the balls.  
 
    “So what’s the plan then?” I asked, bending down to clean up the mess. 
 
    “Party bus pub crawl. We start here at eight for the preflight, then head out from there.”  
 
    I stood up. “Come on, Sean, I work in a bar. The last thing I want to do on my night off is go to one.”  
 
    “I hate to break it to you, but the groom requested your presence and if the man says he wants you there, then you’re obligated to show.”  
 
    I sighed. “Fine, but I’m not wearing a jerk t-shirt or flashing neon boob beads.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” he said, pointing at me as he backed up toward the door.  
 
    As he left he yelled “Bachelor party!” once more for good measure then headed out the door.  
 
    I shook my head and laughed as I poured the shards of glass from Floyd’s missed beer in the trash.  
 
    “Someone needs to up his dosage,” Floyd mumbled as he took a sip of his beer. 
 
    Gwen appeared at the serving station. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Floyd smiled so wide at her I thought for sure his dentures were gonna fall right out of his mouth. I watched his eyes flick down to her chest which was thankfully covered in black work t-shirt, a tight one, but at least they were covered.  
 
    “Hey,” she snapped. Floyd and I both looked up from her chest. “Eyes up here, buddy.” She pointed to her face and I swear I saw a hint of pink flood through Floyd’s leathery skin.  
 
    Gwen set her tray on the bar and turned her attention back to me, now that Floyd had been put in his place. She leaned her elbows on the bar, pushing her boobs up and my eyes back down. “You too,” she said. I laughed and shot her a wink.  
 
    “So, what was so funny?” she repeated.  
 
    “Nothing. Sean.” The name required no further explanation.  
 
    “Sean’s here?” she asked, looking around the nearly empty bar.  
 
    “He came in to con me into going to Drew’s bachelor party.”  
 
    “You’re going, right?”  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe.”  
 
    “He’s your friend, Liam. You should go. Besides, when was the last time you actually left this place?”  
 
    “Well as a matter of fact I…”  
 
    She held up her hand to stop me. “Poker doesn’t count.” I opened my mouth again, but she wasn’t done. “Neither does football.”  
 
    She had me there. That pretty much summed up my life. 
 
    “You should go. Have fun with your friends. Cut loose a little.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked. I folded my arms and leaned on the bar toward her just enough to catch the sweet scent of her shampoo.  
 
    A grin spread across my face as the scent triggered the memory of her against the shower wall this morning. She came so hard that she dug her nails into my back and drew blood. The ache in my shoulder every time I had to reach for something made my cock twitch in response.  
 
    She bit her lip and tried to hide her grin, clearly very aware of where my mind had wandered.  
 
    “You spend just as much time here as I do.” I smiled and watched as her tongue flicked over her bottom lip.  
 
    “Where am I going to go?” she asked. “It’s not like I’m invited to the bachelorette party.”  
 
    I stood up. “I don’t know. What about your friend? What’s her name, Daria?”  
 
    Gwen laughed. My lips instantly turned up at the sound. “Dalia,” she said.  
 
    “Close enough.” I shrugged. “So call Dalia.”  
 
    With a tilt of her head, Gwen began to consider her options. “I guess I could give her a call. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll call Dalia and plan a girls’ night if you go to Drew’s party.”  
 
    “What do I get if I agree?”  
 
    A wicked grin lit her face and she grabbed her tray and walked away. The promise of my reward lingered in the air.  
 
    Floyd watched her go. His focus never left her rear until she disappeared into the kitchen. Then he turned back to the TV and took a sip of his beer. “You two aren’t fooling anyone, you know,” he said.  
 
    I smiled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Yeah, you do. Lucky jerk.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I tugged nervously at my dress, which suddenly felt too short, even though it fell to just above my knee.  
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked.  
 
    Liam smiled and rested his hand on my thigh, but kept his eyes on the road. “It’ll be fine.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Liam. The last time I saw your mother didn’t exactly end well.”  
 
    He laughed. “Relax, Princess. Nothing they can say is going to change how I feel about you.”  
 
    His words helped calm my nerves, but I still felt like I was walking straight into a den of hungry lions wearing Lady Gaga’s meat dress. 
 
    Liam squeezed my hand and a small smile spread across his lips. I took a deep breath. Time to pull up my big girl panties and face this catastrophe head on. While Liam wasn’t close to his family, they were still his family. I needed to put my best foot forward and show him, and his mother, how much he meant to me.  
 
    A rush of cool air hit me in the face as we entered the lobby of the Spencer Hotel. The Spencer was a landmark in the city. I’d been here many times over the years for fundraisers and charity functions with my dad. The lobby reeked of history and old money. Dark wood panels lined the walls with soft lit sconces from the twenties, and potted ferns lined the reception desk. 
 
    The space was usually warm and inviting, which always made me feel elegant and important, but as we made our way toward the restaurant it just felt heavy and menacing.  
 
    I tightened my grip on Liam’s arm and he chuckled. He leaned down and pressed a kiss in my hair. “You’re cute when you’re nervous,” he whispered.  
 
    Sean and Madison waited for us by the hostess stand. Sean was chewing on his nails and looked like he was about to walk the Green Mile to his death.  
 
    “First time meeting the parents?” I asked him. 
 
    Sean dropped his head with a sigh. “Is it that obvious?”  
 
    “You can almost smell the fear,” Liam said.  
 
    “You’re not helping,” Madison said as she leaned in to give her brother a hug, while Sean discreetly sniffed under his arm.  
 
    Madison reached for my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You look wonderful, Gwen.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Liam clapped his hands together. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.” We took a collective deep breath and followed him into the restaurant.  
 
    Sean fell into step beside me and I could see his nervousness increase with every step. I leaned in to him. “Hey,” I whispered. “At least you’re meeting her with your shirt on.” Sean looked down at me with a frown, confusion clear on his face. I shot him a wink and a smile as we made our way toward the table.  
 
    Liam’s mother sat at a large round table in the back of the restaurant. Not a hair was out of place and her pastel pink Chanel suit was as flawless as the double string of pearls around her neck. She watched me, her eyes hard, as Liam pulled out my chair and I took my seat. I met the challenge in her eyes with one of my own as I spread my napkin in my lap. Bring it on, Mama! 
 
    “Mother, Daddy,” Madison said. “I’d like you to meet Sean Taylor.”  
 
    Sean’s smile was bright as he held his hand out to Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair. Neither of them took his offered hand and his smile faltered as he smoothed down the front of his suit jacket and took his seat beside Madison, who gave him a reassuring smile.  
 
    “Mama, you remember Gwen,” Liam said. “My girlfriend.” He watched her closely as he spoke, but her eyes were locked on me, hard and unyielding. 
 
    “How could I forget? I’m glad you decided to join us with your clothes on,” she said. Sean spit his water back into his glass and choked at her words. I caught his raised brow out of the corner of my eye, but remained focused on Mrs. Sinclair.  
 
    “I owe you an apology, Mrs. Sinclair. Liam and I got a little carried away.” I turned to Liam with a smile and laced my fingers through his. He smiled and brought our clasped hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to my knuckles.  
 
    “How you choose to conduct yourself is none of my concern, but I will not have you taking advantage of my son.”  
 
    “I understand, but I want to make myself absolutely clear. I love your son. He is everything to me. He—” 
 
    “Love,” she sneered. “You aren’t in love with him. You are in love with the Sinclair name and all that name represents. You want the money, the prestige that comes with being a Sinclair. I refuse to allow my son to be made a fool of by some gold digging whore from the gutter. You may be able to charm him with those cheap implants and fake smile, but I can see right through you.” 
 
    I could feel the anger rolling off Liam beside me. His jaw was tense and his fists were clenched tightly at his sides. He was about to blow, but I had this under control. I lay a hand on his thigh to calm him down.   
 
    “I understand how you feel, Mrs. Sinclair. First impressions are important, but they are often wrong. For example, I’m sure you are not the controlling shrew you appear to be.” My voice was steady as I addressed her. She gasped and Liam chuckled beside me.  
 
    “I want you to know that I am not interested in your money or your last name. Your approval of me is not necessary. I know Liam loves me and your opinion of me will not change that. However, you are his mother and it would behoove us both to at least make an attempt to get along if only for his sake.”  
 
    My polite smile remained as everyone’s eyes locked on me. Mrs. Sinclair shook with rage. Her shoulders tensed, but her face remained calm, which I’m sure had more to do with her Botox treatments than actual control.   
 
    “Good morning Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair.” We all turned our attention to the Maître d’ who approached the table.  
 
    Mr. Sinclair cleared his throat and took a sip from his drink. “Good Morning,” he grumbled as he drained his glass.  
 
    “Mrs. Sinclair, you are lovely as ever this morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marlon,” she said, forcing a polite smile.  
 
    Marlon looked at each of us, oblivious to the tension that sat like a thick fog around the table. His gaze fell on me and a bright smile lit his face. “Ms. Stevens!” he said as he made his way around the table. “How wonderful to see you again. Tell me, how is your father?”  
 
    He took my hand and held it affectionately in both of his. “He’s well, thank you,” I replied.  
 
    “I trust the fundraiser last month was a success?”  
 
    “It was. He received a lot of support for his transportation reform initiative.” I could feel Mrs. Sinclair’s eyes boring hatred into the back of my head.  
 
    “Wonderful. Please give him and Mrs. Stevens my best.”  
 
    I nodded. “I will, thank you.”  
 
    “Well,” Marlon said, addressing the table. “If there is anything I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask. I will leave you to enjoy your brunch.” He gave a slight bow and went on his way to suck up to another table.  
 
    I smoothed my napkin in my lap and looked up into the eyes of Liam’s stunned parents. I turned to Liam, who wore a breathtaking smile, pride shining bright from his eyes. As if it was even possible, I fell even more in love with him. 
 
    “What did you say your name was?” Liam’s father asked me.  
 
    “Gwendolyn Stevens.”  
 
    “Stevens as in Senator John Stevens?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yes, sir. He’s my father.”  
 
    Acceptance lit behind his eyes. “How wonderful,” he said. “Your father is a good man. We met him last year at the…” He snapped his fingers as he tried to recall the name.  
 
    “The Red Cross luncheon,” Mrs. Sinclair said, finishing her husband’s thought.  
 
    “Right, the Red Cross.” Mr. Sinclair nodded. 
 
    “Small world,” Liam said with a smirk directed to his mother.  
 
    “So it would seem,” she said. “It would appear that I was wrong about you, Ms. Stevens.”  
 
    “Please call me Gwen.”  
 
    “Gwen,” she repeated.  
 
    Sean let out a yelp and our attention shifted to him. He turned sharply toward Madison. “What was that for?”  
 
    Madison shrugged. “I wanted to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.”  
 
    “You pinch yourself to see if you’re awake.”  
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    Mr. Sinclair chuckled into his scotch, which he played off as a cough when his wife fixed him with a hard glare.  
 
    “Look, Mama,” Liam said. “I didn’t come here to argue. I respect you and I respect Dad, but this is the life I chose.” Liam smiled and took my hand in his. “My bar and my girl are all I need to be happy. I’m sorry if that’s not what you wanted for me, but it’s the way it is. Cut me off, cut me out of your life, that’s your choice, but this is my life. Take it or leave it.”  
 
    Mrs. Sinclair shook her head. “What did I do to deserve such ungrateful children?”  
 
    Liam sighed. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Mama.”  
 
    He got to his feet and pulled me along with him. “Maybe one day you will understand.”  
 
    Madison set her napkin on the table and got to her feet to join us. Sean pushed his chair back and took Madison’s hand with a smile. “It was a pleasure meeting you both.”  
 
    Madison tugged on his hand and the four of us headed out of the restaurant, leaving their parents stunned in our wake.  
 
    We all stood silently outside as we waited for the valet to bring our cars around. I wouldn’t say that brunch went well, but we survived. Liam wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me in tight against him. I sighed in relief as his touch began to ease some of the tension in my body.  
 
    “Did you really call her a controlling shrew?” Sean asked me.  
 
    A laugh burst from Madison’s lips and we all joined in laughing until tears ran down our cheeks and our stomachs hurt.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    By Saturday night, I was resigned to the idea of going out with the guys. Gwen was right. I needed to get out more, and a night with the guys could be just what I needed to relax. I pulled on a thin black sweater and ran a hand through my hair. One glance in the mirror and I was ready.  
 
    I took a deep breath and headed out into the living room in search of my wallet. Gwen had commandeered the bathroom to get ready for her night out.  
 
    “You done in there?” I asked her through the bathroom door.  
 
    “Keep your panties on,” she said. “Just putting the finishing touches on the face.”  
 
    I laughed and shook my head as I fastened my watch to my wrist.  
 
    The door opened. I looked up and had to remind myself to breathe. She looked incredible. She wore a tight blue dress, the color so bright it looked almost electric. The skirt was short, really short. I was positive if she bent over even the slightest bit the real show would begin. The neckline was high, held there by a thin string tied around her neck.  
 
    “You’re not wearing that,” I said, eyes wide as I took in every gorgeous inch of skin the dress displayed.  
 
    “What? You don’t like it?”  
 
    “It’s not me I’m worried about, Princess. It’s every other douchebag who’s going to trip over his tongue after seeing you in that.”  
 
    She smirked and waved a dismissive hand at me as she reached for her purse.  
 
    “I’m serious, Gwen,” I said, my lips flattened into a thin line. No way was I going to let her out of the house like that. A dress like that belonged on my bedroom floor, not on my girlfriend as she went out without me.  
 
    “I’m a big girl, Liam,” she said as she patted my cheek. 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but I’m not cool with every guy in the bar knowing what kind of panties my girl is wearing.  
 
    “Don’t worry, babe.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek and leaned closer. Her lips brushed against my ear. “I’m not wearing any.”  
 
    My toe was granite and a growl rumbled deep in my chest. She leaned back and winked at me before she headed to the door with a little extra sway in her luscious hips.  
 
    “Don’t wait up,” she called over her shoulder as she started down the stairs.  
 
    The door closed behind her and I balled my hands into tight fists at my side. Idiot, this girl got under my skin like no one I’d ever been with and tonight she was trying my patience.  
 
    My phone vibrated on the coffee table and I took a deep breath and unclenched my fists to answer it.  
 
    “What,” I growled.  
 
    “Hello to you, too,” Sean said. I didn’t respond. “We’re downstairs. Get your rear down here and let’s get this party started.”  
 
    I grunted, hung up the phone, and stomped my way toward the door, then all the way down the stairs as I tried to rein in my anger on the way.  
 
    I made a beeline straight behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of Johnny Walker from the shelf and poured myself a shot. I looked up at Sean, Drew, and David who all just stared at me.  
 
    “What?” I barked.  
 
    “What crawled up your rear?” Drew asked.  
 
    I poured myself another shot and ignored his question as I tossed the amber liquid down my throat.  
 
    “This have something to do with the hot blonde that just walked out of here?” Sean asked, wiggling his eyebrows.  
 
    I shot him a glare and he laughed, holding his hands up in defense.  
 
    “Gwen?” Drew asked. “This,” he said, gesturing to my less than sunny demeanor, “is about Gwen?”  
 
    Jason stepped up next to me and set down their drinks. “They’re dating,” he said, his tone flat and matter of fact. I shot him a look of pure death and he shrank under my gaze. “I…I thought everybody knew.” He stammered and backed away from me.  
 
    “You and Gwen?” Drew asked with a smirk. They knew. They all knew about Gwen and me. They were just trying to get me to admit it.  
 
    “Cut the trash,” I snapped. “You already know we’re together.”  
 
    “I’d heard rumbling,” Drew said. “Well, Sam said it was more like screaming, but…”  
 
    Sean burst into laughter and slammed his fist down on the bar.  
 
    “Jerk,” I muttered as Sean continued to laugh.  
 
    Drew narrowed his eyes. “But seriously, man, Gwen?”  
 
    “Idiot,” I growled. “I know she’s trouble, but dang it if that’s not one of the things I love about her.”  
 
    “Wait, you love her?” Drew asked. “When did this happen? I thought you guys were just…you know.”  
 
    “Frigging,” Sean said. “They’ve been.”  
 
    Drew turned a glare at Sean over his shoulder.  
 
    “It’s not just about that. It’s…consuming.”  
 
    The three guys nodded their agreement. I don’t know why I was surprised. Each of them knew what it was like to meet that one girl who barged into your life and took over. She’s all you think about, all you talk about. The first thing you want to see in the morning, the last thing you want to see at night, and the only thing you see in your future.  
 
    “So wait,” Drew said, confused. “If you love her and you’re getting laid on the regular, what’s with the roid rage?”  
 
    “Did you see what she was wearing when she left here?” I asked.  
 
    “She looked hot,” Sean said. “So what?”  
 
    “So what? Every guy in that place is going to be all over her. I’m just supposed to be cool when my girl is out there shaking her rear for every random douchebag in the city?”  
 
    “Don’t you trust her?” David asked. My eyes snapped up to his. I didn’t know Drew’s brother all that well. Outside of a few poker games, we didn’t interact much, but that didn’t stop him from calling me out.  
 
    “I…” I ran my hand though my hair. “I don’t know.” I exhaled a long breath and leaned against the counter behind me, folding my arms across my chest as I thought about what he’d said. “It’s just she’s used to this extravagant life that I just can’t give her. trouble, it’s not even something I want. I had all that—the money, the status—but none of that trash is real, none of it matters. All I want is to run this place and go home to the woman I love. That’s all I need, but I’m not sure if that’s enough for her.”  
 
    “Do you really love her?” David asked. I nodded. “Does she love you?” I nodded again, swallowing the doubt that seemed to claw its way up my throat. She’d given me no cause to doubt her so why was I making such a big deal out of this?  
 
    “Then talk to her,” David said. “If she’s the one, talk to her. Tell her how you feel and what you want.”  
 
    He made it sound easy to just lay it all out there, but chances were that we didn’t want the same things. 
 
    Sean clapped his hands together. The loud crack grabbed all of our attention. “Okay, that’s enough of this feelings trash. It’s time to drink and celebrate Drew’s last week of freedom.” He slapped his hand down on the bar. “Barkeep, four shots of Jack.”  
 
    I laughed and set out the shot glasses, poured each of us a shot, and passed them out to the guys.  
 
    Sean raised his glass high and we all followed suit. “To marriage, the three-ring circus—first the engagement ring, then the wedding ring, then the suffering.”  
 
    We groaned in unison and tossed back the shot.  
 
    Sean slammed down his glass and threw his arms in the air. “On to the next, boys.”  
 
    I had a feeling this was going to be a long night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite my initial reservations I was actually having fun. The night was pretty low key, just lots of booze and laughing, most of which was at Sean’s expense. He’d kept to the no strippers rule laid out by my sister, but my ban on boob necklaces and t-shirts fell on deaf ears.  
 
    After a couple of shots of Jack, Sean managed to talk me into a t-shirt with ‘We’re out of our wits so show us your belly’ written across my chest.  
 
    We were all feeling pretty good when we stumbled into bar number five. It was more of a club than a bar. Vibe was one of those super trendy places that only lasted about a year because it catered to the yuppie trendsetter crowd that was always looking for the next hot place. There was no loyalty in a place like that. You had to be constantly on your game and stay ahead of the next big thing or you were sunk. Who needed that kind of stress? It was places like this that made me thank goodness my bar was a dive—a clean classy one, but a dive all the same.  
 
    The flashing lights from the dance floor gave me a headache. I followed the guys as they weaved through the crowd. Sean managed to snag us VIP bottle service which was a total rip-off. The mark-up on the bottle was insane. I could stock my bar for a month on the cost of one bottle in this place. A fact that I pointed out to Sean who scoffed and said, “It’s about the experience.”  
 
    The hostess in a tight black dress unhooked the purple velvet rope and gestured for us to take a seat. I stepped down into the sunken area lined with dark purple couches that surrounded three clear cylinders lit from underneath, giving the entire place a warm purple glow.  
 
    I sank down into one of the plush couches and rested my arm on the back as my head continued to throb with the bassline.  
 
    Drew sank down beside me. “Hey, man,” he yelled over the music.  
 
    I nodded my response. Screaming would only make the headache worse.  
 
    “Having fun?” Drew asked.  
 
    “Not as much as Sean,” I said, nodding toward our friend who jumped into the crowd fist pumping with the rest of them.  
 
    “Yeah.” He laughed.  
 
    “You good?”  
 
    “I’m marrying my best friend in a week. I’m great!” 
 
    I laughed. “No cold feet?”  
 
    “Nope.” He held his foot out in front of him. “These babies are nice and toasty.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it.”  
 
    “Red’s the one,” Drew said, his eyes misty with a combination of love and alcohol. 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    “I’ve always known. From the moment she poured her beer over my head, I knew she was special.”  
 
    “She what?”  
 
    Drew frowned. “Haven’t you heard that story?” I shook my head. “Huh,” he said. “I thought everyone knew.” He sat up straight and waved his hand dismissively. “Anyway, yeah. When I first met her she hated me. Thought I was a player and a douchebag, which I guess wasn’t that far from the truth, but idiot did I want her. She pushed and I pulled, until finally she gave in and agreed to be friends. It wasn’t enough, but it was a start.”  
 
    “But you’re together now.”  
 
    “Yeah, after years of her doubting me and herself. Alex had a lot of issues with trust.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I thought you were friends.”  
 
    “Oh, she trusted me as her friend, but she didn’t trust in us. She was so afraid of losing her best friend and our family. She didn’t trust that what we had was stronger than that.”  
 
    His words hit me like a punch to the gut. “It’s different with Gwen and me.”  
 
    Drew just shrugged. “Maybe so, but the thing about trust is it’s a big part of making it work. You either trust her or you don’t.”  
 
    I nodded. I wanted to trust her. I really did, but she was this hurricane that blew into my life and changed everything. The excitement and unpredictability was something I didn’t even realize I was missing. It’s like we balanced each other out. I calmed her down and she wound me up. 
 
    She’d come so far and done so much to show me how she’d changed, refusing to let the mistakes of her past define her future. She’d shown me how strong she was, how brave she was, and now it was my turn to trust, to put her first and give her the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    Sean ran up to us out of breath, his eyes doing this weird shifty thing, with David right behind him. “We should go,” Sean said.  
 
    “We just got here,” Drew said.  
 
    “What’s going on?” David asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” Sean said. “This place is dead. We should head out. Find another party.”  
 
    I looked around at the packed club. An ocean of swaying bodies moved with the music as far as my eyes could see. What was he talking about? 
 
    “Seriously,” he said. “On to the next.”  
 
    Drew threw up his arms in defeat. “All right, on to the next,” he said as he got up from the couch. I just shook my head and followed them toward the door. 
 
    I made my way across the dance floor, watching for the guys as they parted the crowd on the way to the exit. Something came over me—call it an instinct or a higher power, whatever you want, but something inside me made me look to my right.  
 
    The crowd parted and what I saw stopped me dead in my tracks. There she was, Gwen, draped over some jerk’s lap in a VIP booth. His hand traveled up her thigh and his tongue was halfway down her throat.  
 
    Rage boiled hot in my blood. My fists clenched at my sides my nails bit painfully into the palms of my hands. The pain fueled my anger and I tightened my fist, my knuckles white from fury.  
 
    The noise of the club was faded and distant and my vision tunneled on the jerk groping my girl. 
 
    Before I could even take a step toward them, arms wrapped around my chest and held me back. I pulled from their grip as more arms grabbed at me and held me in place. I had one goal, beat the living idiot out of that guy.  
 
    “Let me go,” I roared.  
 
    “Liam, let’s go,” Drew said. “Get out of here before you doing something you’ll regret.”  
 
    I glared at him and continued to struggle against his hold. Drew met my eyes, his face calm and his voice even. “Let’s go.”  
 
    I nodded and let them lead me out the door, what was left of my heart shredding with every step I took.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    I was reluctant to go out with Dalia at first. So much had changed in the past few months that I was afraid I wouldn’t really fit in with the old crowd anymore. Heck, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to.  
 
    My life without money seemed pretty dull, but I was enjoying the simplicity of it. No more hours of getting dolled up to end up a hot mess in the club. Things like designer shoes and expensive champagne that I thought were so important seemed to pale in comparison to the life I was building with Liam.  
 
    Liam saved me from myself. He really did. He helped me love the girl underneath the fake hair and make-up. I felt safe with him, at home, and I fell deeper in love with every smile, every laugh, every touch. I loved him with everything I was. 
 
    I called Dalia as Liam suggested and we agreed to meet up at her place before heading out to Vibe, this hot new club downtown.  
 
    When I left the apartment, Liam was less than thrilled by my choice of outfit, but I’d worn it to tease him, give him a little reminder of what he was coming home to as women threw themselves at his feet all night. Plus, I enjoyed the attention. Intense, brooding Liam was sexy.  
 
    When I arrived at Dalia’s penthouse, she was nowhere to be found. The elevator opened into a sprawling living room with dark wood floors, white couches and breathtaking views of the city below.  
 
    “Dalia,” I called.  
 
    “In here.” I heard her call out from her bedroom.  
 
    I headed that way, my heels clicking on the marble entryway as I walked. I slowed my steps with a cringe. I never realized how loud I walked in heels. I guess after wearing them for so long, I tuned it out. Now that it had been a while, the deafening sound was all too apparent.  
 
    I turned the corner and saw Dalia sprawled out on her bed with her hair in a towel, still in her bathrobe and flipping through an US Weekly with Ryan Reynolds on the cover. Goodness, that man was delicious. 
 
    She lifted her gaze when she heard me enter. “You look hot,” she exclaimed.  
 
    I smoothed down my dress. “Thanks,” I said modestly, though nothing about me or this dress was modest.  
 
    I propped a hand on my hip. “Why aren’t you dressed?” I asked.  
 
    She looked up at me with a haughty expression on her face like the answer was obvious. “’Cause it’s only eight o’clock?”  
 
    “Didn’t you tell me to meet you at eight?”  
 
    “Well, yeah, but since when so you show up on time?”  
 
    I hated to admit it, but the jerk had a point.  
 
    “Come talk to me while I get ready.” She jumped up from her bed and pulled me into the bathroom.  
 
    She plopped down on a stool near her lighted vanity and shook her hair out of the towel. She looked up at me in the mirror and said, “So tell me about the guy.”  
 
    “The guy?” I asked.  
 
    “The hot as idiot bartender you work with.”  
 
    “He’s not a bartender,” I said in his defense. To Dalia, bartenders were low class fun for a fling, but never for anything more.  
 
    “He serves drinks, right?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Doesn’t that make him a bartender?”  
 
    “He’s not just a bartender, he owns the bar.” I don’t know why I was getting so defensive. Liam had a great job and was an incredible man. I didn’t need Dalia’s approval to love him.  
 
    She shrugged and went back to her hair. “So tell me everything. How’s the sex? Have you done it on the bar? Oh my goodness, I’ve always wanted to mess on top of a bar,” she said, spitting out questions in rapid succession. 
 
    “Slow down, woman, you’ll give yourself a stroke.”  
 
    She giggled and went back to her hair.  
 
    “Liam is…amazing,” I said. 
 
    She watched me in the mirror and rolled her hand in the air, urging me to continue. “And?” she prompted.  
 
    “And he challenges me. Sometimes I don’t know if I want to kick him in the balls or fall down on my knees in worship. The man can be infuriating and charming all at the same time. It’s intense.”  
 
    “So you like…like him?” she asked, turning around to look at me, her face a mixture of disgust and confusion.  
 
    I exhaled. “No,” I said, and Dalia’s expression changed to one of approval. “I’m desperately, agonizingly in love with him.”  
 
    Dalia’s eyes widened, then narrowed as she studied me. “Seriously?”  
 
    I stood up. “Yes, seriously,” I said annoyed. “I love him.”  
 
    Dalia reached for my hand and held it gently in both of hers. “But sweetie, he’s a bartender,” she whispered. “You can’t possibly think you have a future with this guy.” 
 
    I yanked my hand away from her. “He’s all I see in my future, Dalia. Liam is my one constant. The one thing in my life that I know will always be there. Everything else is a complete mess—my family, my career—but Liam has supported me and been there when everyone else turned their backs on me. I don’t know what will happen from one day to the next, but I know that with Liam by my side I’ll be okay.” 
 
    She watched me closely, and I could almost see the evil plot brewing behind her eyes. I would have to watch my back for a while. She pursed her lips, then her face broke into a bright smile. “I just want you to be happy, Gwen.”  
 
    I watched her carefully. Something was off. She almost sounded sincere, but this is Dalia we are talking about. The same girl who made out with her cousin’s fiancé at the rehearsal dinner. When the bride caught them, Dalia claimed she was just testing him and he’d failed miserably.  
 
    “Oh,” she exclaimed. “I almost forgot! I have a surprise for you at the club.”  
 
    “A surprise? What is it?”  
 
    “If I told you it would ruin the surprise, silly,” she said as she went back to her face.  
 
    A surprise from Dalia could be anything, but the smug look on her face made me nervous. I seriously needed to make some new friends.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vibe was packed when we pulled up to the curb. The driver opened the door and Dalia and I exited like celebrities with power that no velvet rope could stop.  
 
    Reaching up on her tiptoes, already clad in five inch heels, Dalia laid a kiss on the bouncer’s cheek and he waved us through while the line of annoyed hopefuls stood to the side.  
 
    I followed Dalia toward the VIP section where we stepped down into the sunken area that was already filled with some of our closest acquaintances.  
 
    In my old life, I had two types of “friends.” First, there was the competition. These were the friends like Dalia, who had money of their own and with whom I was always in competition to have the best of everything. The best clothes, the best shoes, the best boyfriends. Then, there were the leeches, people who worshiped us and did our bidding for gifts or hand-me-downs, whatever we decided to bless them with.  
 
    I watched as Dalia greeted the people I used to call friends and was suddenly overcome with disgust. Not for Dalia or the people around her—I was disgusted with myself for having lived that way. For having treated people with such disdain as if they were beneath me.  
 
    “Gwen!” a shrill voice called, and a turned to see Bianca as she headed toward me with outstretched arms. She embraced me in a weak hug and my stomach turned as I remembered one drunken evening when I made her drink champagne from my shoe. I am a monster.  
 
    Bianca pulled back, her eyes bright and hopeful as always. “How are you?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”  
 
    “I’m okay. How are you?”  
 
    “I’m wonderful,” she said. “Just got back from Ibiza with Roger.” Roger was her—for lack of a better term—sugar daddy. The man was sixty-seven years old and married with three kids, all older than Bianca, by the way, but he was loaded and Bianca never paid attention to anything beyond his net worth.  
 
    I forced a smile and began counting down the seconds until I could leave. I was not this girl anymore. I was not that shallow socialite—well, not entirely anyway. My time in The Den and with Liam had given me some much-needed perspective on everything that I once thought was important in life. Money, status, fame, it was empty and frail, a hollow life and one that I was sure I didn’t even want anymore.  
 
    “What have you been up to?” Bianca asked, drawing me out of my epiphany.  
 
    I stood up straighter with a bright smile on my face. “I’ve been working,” I said. “As a waitress in a bar called The Den.”  
 
    “A waitress?’ she asked, her nose scrunched, a clear sign of her distaste.  
 
    “That’s right. I serve beer and fried food to old men for crappy tips, and for the first time in a long time, I’m happy,” I said.  
 
    “Okay,” she replied, drawing out the word and turning to talk to someone else. 
 
    I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face. I really was happy, despite everything—my dad cutting me off, losing my apartment, my job. I had never in my life been happier and more content.  
 
    A heavy arm dropped around my shoulders and I looked up into the dreamy green eyes of Max, Dalia’s older brother. “Hey, gorgeous,” he said. “Long time no see.”  
 
    I turned and smiled as he pulled me into a tight hug and lifted me off my feet. “Maximus,” I said as I threw my arms around his neck.  
 
    Max set me on my feet and released me, keeping his large hands on my hips. “When did you get back?” I asked.  
 
    “This morning,” he said. “You know the only thing that cures my jet lag is…”  
 
    “Whiskey,” I said, finishing his sentence. I took a step back, looking him over. “Well, Italy certainly agrees with you. You look great.”  
 
    “Me? Look at you,” he said. “I love the hair.”  
 
    I nervously touched the back of my shorter more natural locks. I was still getting used to life without my extensions. Without the hair, the expensive clothes, and make-up I was stripped bare for all to see and to judge, but Max wasn’t like that. He had something a lot of the people in our circle of friends, myself included, lacked. He had integrity.  
 
    Max was the perfect man. I always thought so. Gorgeous, successful, kind, sweet. The total package. We had been friends for a long time, and we flirted on occasion but it never went any further. He was a gentleman, something rare and beautiful in our circle. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” I asked. “I’m a whole new woman.”  
 
    Max laughed. “Well, how about I buy her a drink?”  
 
    I smiled and nodded as Dalia appeared, handing me a cosmo. “No need. First round’s on me.” she said. 
 
    “So this is my surprise?” I asked, nodding toward Max.  
 
    Dalia looked between us. “Uh, yeah. Surprise!” 
 
    Concern filled Max’s eyes as he watched his sister, but Dalia pretended not to notice. She just held the pink drink out to me and took a sip of her own. 
 
    I took the drink from her hand and took a sip. It was good, maybe not the best cosmo I’ve had, but not bad. The old me would have tossed a less than perfect drink in the bartenders face and then demanded they make me a new one, but the new me sipped her funny tasting cosmo in silence.  
 
    I sank into one of the plush purple couches sipping my drink. Dalia sat on one side of me and Max dropped down on the other. It felt good just to catch up. I started to feel like less of an outcast and have a little fun.  
 
    Dalia placed her hand on his arm. “Max,” she said. “There’s Marcella. We have to say hello.”  
 
    Max looked down at me. “Duty calls,” he said. “Save me a dance later?” I nodded and watched them disappear into the crowd.  
 
    I took another sip of my drink and sat back as the room began to spin. The alcohol seemed to be going straight to my head. I needed to slow down. The fact that I hadn’t eaten since lunch probably didn’t help matters.  
 
    The lights and the writhing bodies were disorienting. I got to my feet and swayed as I searched the crowd for Dalia. I wasn’t feeling well and I needed to get home.  
 
    I felt my body tilt to the side and I stretched my arms out to brace myself for a fall. Strong hands gripped my waist and I was pulled down, landing hard on someone’s lap.  
 
    I tried weakly to get up, but the hands tightened, keeping me firmly in place. “Relax, Princess, I got you.” His voice sounded off, distorted and slow.  
 
    I tried to open my eyes, but my lids were heavy and my limbs were weak. “Liam?” 
 
    “I got you, babe,” he said as his mouth descended on mine and his tongue pushed roughly past my lips. He tasted like cigarettes and vodka. He felt wrong, tasted wrong. His fingers dug into my hip, bruising my skin as he pulled me against him.  
 
    I tried to push him away, but my limbs were weak and lifeless. I turned my head as he kissed his way down my neck. 
 
    “Liam,” I cried out for him, but my voice was barely above a whisper. No one could hear it over the music. Then nothing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up with a start. My head pounded and my mouth tasted like death. I groaned and dug the heels of my hands into my dry itchy eyes. A painful fog had taken over my brain. I opened one eye and scanned my surroundings for a clue as to how I ended up with the mother of all hangovers. I only remembered having one drink and I didn’t even finish it.  
 
    The room was dark. The only light coming through was a sliver of light that pierced the heavy black curtains. I rolled to my side and searched for a light on the nightstand. My fingers landed on a switch. I pressed the button and a soft light flooded the room, a hotel room by the looks of it.  
 
    Slowly, I sat up in the bed. The sheet slipped from my body, revealing my naked chest. I gasped and pulled the sheet up to cover myself. The quick movement sent shockwaves of pain through my skull. Why was I naked? How did I get naked? And where the heck was I? 
 
    A groan beside me immediately caught my attention. I looked down at the large muscular back of a man, a man who clearly wasn’t Liam.  
 
    I brought a hand to my mouth and stared at the naked back of a man I didn’t remember going home with. Let alone getting naked with. Oh my goodness, what have I done?  
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I whispered as tears filled my eyes.  
 
    The man shifted and turned over on his side, still fast asleep and peaceful. Max. Oh my goodness, I slept with Max. This couldn’t be real. It was dream. I pinched my thigh hard and bit my lip, fighting back the yelp of pain that threatened to slip from my lips. I stared down at the red mark that appeared on my skin as a tear slipped down my cheek. I ruined everything.  
 
    Max shifted in his sleep again and I slipped from the bed in a panic. I had to get out of there. I clutched the sheet to my chest and frantically searched for my clothes, but found nothing. I saw a suitcase in the corner, tossed it open and rifled through as fast and as quietly as I could. I found a t-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants. I pulled on the bulky clothes, and tugged the drawstring as tight as it would go before I booked it out of the room.  
 
    Once I reached the street, I was able to get my bearings and luckily the hotel wasn’t that far from home, maybe ten blocks or so. I hugged myself tight against cold that spread through my body. It was a relatively warm morning, but my body felt like ice from the fear and hatred that filled my veins and made me shiver. 
 
    Tears flowed down my cheeks with every step I took, knowing that the closer I got to The Den the closer I got to losing all I had left. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    I heard footsteps on the stairs as I slammed my fists into the heavy bag, fighting through the pain. The door opened, but I didn’t turn. I kept my back to her, my focus on the bag and beat my anger into it.  
 
    I was right not to trust her. I was a fool for even thinking she’d changed. 
 
    Refusing to look at her, I slammed my fist into the bag over and over. Her closeness only fueled my anger as I pummeled the bag. Images of her sitting in that guy’s lap, his hand on her thigh, tongue in her mouth assaulted my thoughts. Sweat dripped from my hairline as I pounded into the bag.  
 
    I waited up all night for her to come home, but she never did. I was worried and beyond furious. I wanted her to walk through that door just so I could make sure she was okay before I threw her out again. 
 
    “Liam, I…” she said, her voice low and pained.  
 
    “You what, Gwen?” I asked, whirling around to face her. She startled a bit at the rage that was clear in my voice. “What could you possibly have to say to me?” 
 
    She stood there in another man’s clothes, tears streaming down her face. All I wanted to do was comfort her. How sick was that? She’d just destroyed me and every instinct in my body still wanted to protect her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, turning her eyes toward the floor.  
 
    “You’re sorry?” I asked. “I saw you, Gwen. I saw him kiss you and to make matters worse, you have the nerve to show up here, wearing his clothes and all you have to say is you’re sorry.”  
 
    “Liam, I don’t know what—”  
 
    “I don’t want to know. The image in my head is bad enough.” I shook my head and turned away as my eyes burned with tears. I dropped my head and exhaled a long breath, trying to maintain what little control I had left.  
 
    “I would have given you everything,” I said. “Everything I had, everything I am. You were my life, my future, and now that’s all gone. They warned me. Your father warned me that you would break my heart, but you didn’t just break it, Gwen, you destroyed it.”  
 
    “Liam,” she sobbed and took a step toward me, reaching for my hand.  
 
    I yanked my hand from her grasp and turned away. “Just get out,” I said, my voice hard and cold.  
 
    “But…”  
 
    “Get out!” I roared. Still, she didn’t move. I turned and stepped toward her, my whole body shaking with fury. “Get out of my house, get out of my life, and get the heck out of my bar!” I said through my teeth. “I never want to see you ever again.”  
 
    She stared up at me, the heartbreak clear in her eyes. I watched the tears flow in unchecked rivers down her cheeks. I tightened my fist to keep myself from reaching to wipe them away. I needed her gone. I needed to be rid of the temptation to forgive her. If she’d shown me one thing it was that I was clearly blind to her flaws, because I never saw this coming.  
 
    Gwen played me. She made me believe she wanted me, that she loved me when in reality this was just some kind of sick game to her. None of it was real.  
 
    “You have one hour to get your trash and go.”  
 
    She wiped a tear from her cheek and nodded.  
 
    I stormed past her and slammed the door behind me, taking the stairs two at a time. When I reached the bottom, I stomped into the bar, grabbed a bottle of Jack from the shelf, and stormed into the back toward my office.  
 
    I shouldered past a confused Sam and slammed the door to my office so hard the wall rattled with the aftershocks.  
 
    An hour and a half a bottle later, there was a knock on the door.  
 
    “What?” I snapped.  
 
    Sam opened the door wide, leaned against the doorframe, and folded his arms across his chest. “She gave me this to give to you,” he said, holding a key with a hot pink lip keychain.  
 
    I snatched the key from his hand and tossed it onto my desk. I took another swig from the bottle as I watched the key disappear beneath a pile of receipts.  
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Sam asked.  
 
    “What’s there to talk about? I’m a idiot.”  
 
    “That goes without saying, but I don’t see what that has to do with Gwen.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and took another swig.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked.  
 
    “Did you see what she was wearing?” Sam nodded. “Let’s just say that’s not what she went out in last night.”  
 
    Sam whistled and shook his head. “You sure she didn’t just crash with her friend?”  
 
    “I saw her,” I growled. “She was draped all over some guy. Drew and Sean had to drag me from the club.”  
 
    “Tough break, kid.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking another swig from the bottle.  
 
    Sam reached over and took the bottle from my hand. “The solution to your problem ain’t at the bottom of this bottle,” he said as he took a swig for himself. 
 
    I snatched the bottle from his hand. “You sure? Maybe I should take another look.” I brought the bottle to my lips and tipped it back, ignoring the burn of alcohol as it slid down my throat. 
 
    I set the bottle down hard on my desk. “She wrecked me, Sam.” 
 
    Sam dropped a heavy hand to my shoulder. “I know, son. Give it time.”  
 
    I dropped my head into my hands and let go. The pain and anger ripped through my chest as a sob clawed its way painfully up my throat. Idiot all that preconceived trash about taking it like a man. You have your entire world implode from one kiss, then try not to break the heck down.  
 
    Sam patted my back and turned to leave. He closed the door behind him and left me to grieve.  
 
    That’s exactly what I was doing. Grieving for everything she took from me, my heart, my faith, my future. She stole my life away with one kiss and there was nothing I could do to get it back.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bar was packed and with Gwen gone, I was down a server. Poor Jenna had been doing the job of three people tonight and I’d been snapping at her left and right. I owed her an apology and a day off after this trash.  
 
    I slammed a beer down in front of Floyd. “Goodness,” he said. “What’s with you?”  
 
    “Nothing, Floyd. Drink your beer.”  
 
    “You’re in a mood,” he said, taking a drink from his beer. “You on your period, Princess?”  
 
    My teeth clenched at the sound of her nickname. “You know what, Floyd? I’m sick of dealing with your trash.” I ripped the beer bottle from the old man’s hand and tossed it into the trash. “Get out of my bar,” I roared and pointed a finger toward the door.  
 
    “What?” Floyd said, his face a mask of pure shock.  
 
    “I said get the heck out!”  
 
    With a hrumpf, the old man slid from his stool and made his way toward the door. He reached for the handle and turned back to face me as Sean and Madison came in.  
 
    “Hey, Floyd,” Sean said. “How’s it goin’?”  
 
    “Ask your buddy,” he said. “Lost his mind.” With one last shake of his head, the old man left.  
 
    Sean and Madison watched him hobble up the sidewalk before turning to face me.  
 
    “What was that about?” Sean asked.  
 
    “I’m tired of his trash,” I said. “He needed to go.”  
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow. “He’s eighty-six years old, Liam.”  
 
    “That’s no excuse to be a toe.” I shrugged. 
 
    “What’s your excuse?” Madison said as she hopped up onto Floyd’s empty stool.  
 
    Sean turned toward her with a smile. “Goodness, I love you, beautiful,” he said, his eyes filled with adoration, which only made my stomach turn.  
 
    Madison shot him a wink and turned back to me. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Is this about Gwen?” Sean asked.  
 
    “What happened with Gwen?” Madison asked.  
 
    “We sort of ran into her at the club last night,” he said. “She was with someone else. Drew and I dragged him out of there before he lost it, but it looked pretty bad.”  
 
    Madison brought a hand to her lips. “Oh my goodness.” Sean nodded his agreement.  
 
    “You obviously don’t need me to discuss this so if you’ll excuse me, I have trash to do.”  
 
    “Liam, wait,” Madison called. I stopped in my tracks and looked up at the ceiling and exhaled a long breath before I turned back to face her. “Did you talk to her?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean when she showed up this morning wearing someone else’s pants?” Madison flinched at my sarcastic tone. “Yeah, we had a great talk. We’re just fantastic.”  
 
    Sean held up his hand. “Whoa, man,” he said. “I know you’re pissed, but don’t talk to her like that.”  
 
    I leaned toward him across the bar. “She’s my sister. I will talk to her however the heck I want.”  
 
    “Don’t test me, Liam,” Sean said, his face hardened.  
 
    “We can take this outside.”  
 
    Sean stood up, and Madison stepped in. “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” She turned to Sean. “You, take a seat.” She turned to me and pointed a finger toward the back. “You, upstairs.”  
 
    I crossed my arms in defiance and she shot me her “don’t mess with me” look and headed for the back.  
 
    I shot one last glare at Sean before I followed my sister up the stairs.  
 
    When I walked in, Madison was perched on the arm of the couch stroking Cat as he nudged against her for attention. She looked up as I came in and folded her arm across her chest. Cat eyed me, irritated that I’d interrupted his affection.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, stuffing my hand in the pockets of my jeans.  
 
    “Me too,” she said.  
 
    I frowned and looked up at her.  
 
    “About Gwen,” she clarified. I nodded. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    “She cheated on me, Madison. How the heck is that your fault?”  
 
    “If I hadn’t hired her in the first place, none of this would’ve happened.” 
 
    I laughed. “I never should’ve trusted her. That’s on me.”  
 
    She shrugged. “So, what happened?”  
 
    “I think Sean about covered it.”  
 
    She nodded. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Not really,” I said, shifting my feet.  
 
    “You really do love her, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, barely able to choke out the word.  
 
    “Is there any chance…”  
 
    “I saw them, Maddie. I was there.”  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “It’s just…I saw the way she looked at you. She loves you, Liam. I don’t understand why she would do this.”  
 
    “She used me. There isn’t any answer clearer than that.”  
 
    Madison took a step forward and wrapped her arms around my waist. I held her tight and pressed a kiss into her hair. We stayed like that for a long time. After a while, she lifted her head to look up at me.  
 
    “You’ll be okay, kid.” 
 
    I forced a smile and she squeezed my arm before she stepped away and headed for the door.  
 
    Just before she reached the door, I stopped her. “Hey, Maddie.” She turned back to me, her concern for me clear in her eyes. “Tell Sean I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Will do,” she said, then disappeared down the steps.  
 
    I sank down onto the couch and ran a hand down my face. Cat jumped up on the cushion beside me, watching me. He flicked his tail and blinked. “What are you looking at?”  
 
    Cat snorted and jumped down from the couch, then headed down the hall toward the bedroom. He stopped just in front of the door to the hall closet that was once filled with her clothes. I watched him look up at the door, then back at me, before he flicked his tail and continued down the hallway.  
 
    I sat there on the couch for a long time trying to get a grip on my anger. I needed to rein it in, take control of my life again before I lost the few people I had left.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I took the rest of the night off, figuring I’d already done enough damage to my business for one night.  
 
    The next day I spent most of the morning in my office catching up on paperwork. About four, I made my way out to the bar to relieve Jason for the night.  
 
    Floyd was sitting on his usual stool. His eyes were focused on whatever game was on. I reached into the fridge and pulled out a beer. I popped the top and slid it along the bar toward him. Just before it sailed off the edge, Floyd stuck out his hand to stop it, his eyes never leaving the TV. I smiled and shook my head at the crazy old man.  
 
    “This one’s on you, right?” he asked.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, Floyd. It’s on me.”  
 
    He grumbled and took a sip of the beer and I just shook my head and tapped the POS system to pull up the sales report.  
 
    The bell above the door rang and I looked up to see who it was. A big dude with dark hair and an expensive coat came in and glanced around like he was looking for someone. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked.  
 
    The guy focused on me and stepped up to the bar. “Yeah, I’m looking for Gwen Stevens.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, my anger rising just from the sound of her name.  
 
    “Max,” he said as he held out his hand for me to shake, a toothy smile on his face. I ignored the gesture and kept my hands pressed firmly to the bar. His smile faded and he dropped his hand. “I was told she worked here.”  
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow and studied me for a minute. “Okay. Do you know where I can find her?” I folded my arms across my chest but didn’t respond. “Look, man, I’m just trying to give her back her stuff.”  
 
    “Her stuff?”  
 
    “Yeah. She ran out so fast yesterday, she left her bag and her phone in my room.”  
 
    White hot rage tore through me. “That was you,” I growled.  
 
    “Uh…” He took a step back with his arms raised. “Yeah, I took her home the other night, but she disappeared before I…”  
 
    Before I knew what happened, pretty boy hit the floor clutching his jaw as Floyd stood over him.  
 
    “Idiot,” Floyd muttered. “You get the heck out of here.”  
 
    I was frozen in shock, not sure what had just happened. I’d never seen anyone move so fast before. Floyd was off his stool and landed a right hook to the jerk’s jaw before he even finished his sentence.  
 
    Max got to his feet and shook his head and smiled at the old man as he made his way out of the bar. When he was gone, I looked back at Floyd.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked him.  
 
    “Idiot deserved it,” Floyd said, and shuffled back to his stool.  
 
    I leaned across the bar and clapped the old man on the shoulder. “I don’t deserve you, Floyd.” 
 
    Floyd just hrumpfed, took a sip from his beer, and went back to his game. I love that crazy old mongrel.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    After I left Liam’s, I just got in the car and drove. Tears flooded my eyes until I couldn’t see. I’d ruined everything. My entire life, my future gone in one drunken mistake, one I couldn’t even remember. 
 
    I just couldn’t understand it. Bits and pieces of the night before came back to me in flashes. The last thing I remembered was Dalia handing me a drink and talking to Max. Oh goodness—Max. I can’t believe I slept with Max. I’d known him for years. We’d always been good friends. He was like a brother to me. How could I have let this happen? 
 
    I hit the brakes as a heavy sob wracked my body. I buried my face in my hands and let it all go. Everything I was feeling, the despair, the hopelessness, the pain in Liam’s eyes clawed at my insides, until I was raw.  
 
    Taking large gulping breaths through my mouth, I tried to regain control and figure out a game plan. I needed a place to stay, but I didn’t have much money. I’d lost my purse somewhere during the night, along with my cash, my bank card, and my phone. Luckily, my keys were still on the table by the door where I left them before taking a cab to Dalia’s.  
 
    I managed to slow my breathing enough and focus. I looked around me and tried to figure out where exactly I was. When I got in the car, I had no real direction other than away from the bar, away from Liam and the shame of what I’d done to him.  
 
    The street looked familiar, large oak trees lining the old brick road, immense houses with tall hedges—all of it giving me a comforting feel of home. Without realizing it, I’d driven toward my dad’s house and stopped just at the end of his street.  
 
    I took a deep breath and put the car in drive, heading toward the familiar driveway. I put the car in park, dropped the vanity mirror, and frowned at my splotchy, puffy face. I was a complete mess. There was no chance of fixing it.  
 
    I got out of the car and wrapped my arms around my body for protection as I made my way toward the door. I pressed the doorbell and stepped back, listening as the melodic sound echoed through the house.  
 
    Footsteps approached the door and it swung open. Relief flooded me for a moment until I saw who was behind the door.  
 
    “Gwen?” Allison asked. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, my voice weak and thick with tears. “Is my dad home?”  
 
    “No. He won’t be back until tomorrow morning,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she watched me.  
 
    “Okay,” I squeaked, then turned away to head back to my car. 
 
    “Wait,” Allison called. I slowly turned back toward her as hot tears began to pour down my cheeks again. She gave me a sad smile and stepped to the side. “Why don’t you come in? I was just about to make some tea.”  
 
    I looked back at my car, weighing my options. Crying in my car alone or drinking tea with the step-monster.  
 
    “Tea sounds great.”  
 
    I followed her into the kitchen and took a seat on one of the pub chairs that surrounded the island. I watched as Allison flitted around the kitchen grabbing supplies and setting them between us as she turned on the burner beneath the kettle.  
 
    We sat in silence until the shrill sound of the tea kettle whistled through the kitchen and echoed off the white marble counter tops.  
 
    Allison leaped into action, grabbed a towel and removed the kettle from the flame, pouring the steaming water into two matching white cups.  
 
    She handed one to me and took a seat in the chair beside me. We sat there sipping our tea as the silence settled over us.  
 
    “Where’s Mia?” I asked, attempting to release some of the tension between us by offering up a safe subject.  
 
    “Sleepover.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” I said, taking a sip from my tea. “Mmm, this is really good.”  
 
    “We got it from this lovely little café in the Vineyard last month,” she said, seeming just as uncomfortable as I was. 
 
    I set my cup down and looked out the kitchen window to the backyard. The last time I was here, I’d been with Liam for Mia’s party. I smiled as I thought about the chaos of kids running around and screaming. After the chaos of the past twenty-four hours, that day felt like a lifetime ago. Tears welled in my eyes as I thought of Liam laughing as Mia dragged me off to see her pony.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Allison’s question brought me back to the present.  
 
    I quickly wiped a tear from my cheek and took a sip from my tea. “Talk about what?”  
 
    “Whatever brought you here.”  
 
    “I told you, I came to see my father,” I said. My tone sounded snippier than I intended.  
 
    “I know, but you’re obviously upset about something. Maybe I can help.”  
 
    I scoffed. “I don’t see how.”  
 
    Allison sighed. “I’m really trying here, Gwen.”  
 
    I looked down at my fingers in my lap as more tears started to flow. She was right. Heck, Liam was right. I was surrounded by people who loved me and wanted to be a part of my life and I did nothing but lash out and push them away.  
 
    “I know,” I said my voice low. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    When I looked up at her, Allison was stunned. She prepared for a fight and I waved the white flag instead. Her expression morphed into confusion and she set her tea down on the counter trying to make sense of what was happening.  
 
    “I’ve been awful to you. I’ve been such a jerk and you’ve been nothing but kind to me. I’m sorry for pushing you away and for making things so hard on you.”  
 
    “Well I…” She stopped and searched my face for some sign that I was manipulating her or playing some game, but I was dead serious. This was my chance to make amends. My relationship with my stepmother wasn’t going to heal over a cup of tea, but it was a start.  
 
    Allison smiled and rested her hand over mine. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.  
 
    “It was an apology that was long overdue.”  
 
    “Now that’s out of the way, do you want to tell me why you’re so upset?” she asked.  
 
    I dropped my head in my hands as the sobbing started all over again. I blubbered the whole story, about Liam, Dalia, and Max. I’m sure she only caught about every other word, but she seemed to get the gist of the story.  
 
    When I finished, she got up and headed over to the freezer. “I think we are going to need something much stronger than tea for this.” She pulled out a bottle of vodka and reached for a couple glasses from the cabinet, and I laughed through a sob.  
 
    Allison and I spent the next few hours drinking and laughing through the tears. We eventually ended up in the lounge chairs by the pool staring up at the stars as we finished off the last of the bottle.  
 
    I rolled my head to the side to face her. “I was so wrong about you.”  
 
    She shrugged. “I was just like you when I was your age.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that long ago,” I said as I took a sip of my drink. 
 
    She rolled her head toward me and gave me a pointed look. “Long enough.”  
 
    I shrugged. “So you were a raging jerk who did nothing but hurt the people she loved.”  
 
    She laughed. “I don’t know about raging, but I certainly had my moments.”  
 
    “Yeah, right.” I scoffed.  
 
    “I’m serious,” she said. “You know Melissa is my stepmom, right?”  
 
    “What?” I asked. She nodded. I remembered Melissa from Dad and Allison’s wedding. She was so sweet. She insisted I call her Grandma, which I immediately shot down, but I remember being so jealous of how close she and Allison were. 
 
    “Yes. She married my father when I was in middle school. My mother died when I was three and I hated the idea of someone trying to replace her,” Allison said. “I was awful to her.” She dropped her head back and looked up at the inky black sky. A wicked grin spread across her face. “Right before their wedding, I put Nair on her eyebrows while she was asleep.”  
 
    “No,” I said, eyes wide with shock.  
 
    She nodded. “Yep, they wiped right off. I’ll have to show you the wedding photos sometime. She had to pencil them on.”  
 
    “And she forgave you after that?” 
 
    Allison laughed. “Not right away. There were a few more years of torture before I realized how great she really was.”  
 
    “Poor Grandma.” 
 
    Allison smiled. “She’s been there for me a lot over the years, even more so since I married your father. I used to run to her in tears after you and I would get into it, and she would just smile and tell me to be patient, that you would come around eventually.”  
 
    I looked down into my nearly empty glass, shame washing over me as I thought about the awful things I said to her. Called her everything from a gold digger to a hooker.  
 
    “I used to think you were my karma. The universe’s funny way of getting payback for the way I treated Melissa.”  
 
    “If that’s true, the universe is getting me back pretty good for the things I’ve done,” I said, draining the rest of my glass.  
 
    “I don’t think that anymore, though.”  
 
    “You don’t?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I think I came into your dad’s life when he needed me and I think in a way you needed me too.”  
 
    “I never had a mother around. Maybe if I did I wouldn’t have turned out like this.”  
 
    “I don’t think you need a mom, Gwen. Your father is all the parent you ever needed, but I do think you could use a friend. That’s all I ever wanted to be to you, anyway.”  
 
    I sat up in my lounger and held my hand out to her. “Friends,” I said.  
 
    Allison smiled. “Friends.”  
 
    She reached down and picked up the empty bottle of vodka that sat between us. “Now, come on friend. I’ll help you take your stuff up to the guest room. I think we could use a good night’s sleep.”  
 
    I giggled and got to my feet, swaying as I followed her into the house and up the stairs.  
 
    In the guest room, she pointed out where the towels and extra blankets were, like a good hostess. I raised an eyebrow at her and she smirked. “Right,” she said. “You used to live here. You know where everything is.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I laughed.  
 
    “Okay, well, goodnight. Sleep tight,” she said, stumbling toward the door.  
 
    “Allison.” She turned, her eyes heavy and more than a little glazed from the booze. “Thank you.”  
 
    She smiled. “Anytime.” Then she headed out and closed the door behind her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up face down on the pillow. My head throbbed and my eyes were swollen from a long night of drinking and crying, which is never a good combination. It took me a minute to figure out where I was, which was now my second night in a row waking up in a strange room. Lucky for me, this time it was just my father’s guest room.  
 
    I lifted my head and groaned, rolled to my back, and tried to acquire the energy needed to get out of the bed and into the bathroom.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I shuffled my way downstairs and into the kitchen. I dropped into one of the pub chairs and propped my head up with my hand, groaning as pain spread through my brain like lightning through the sky.  
 
    Alison turned and smiled at me, taking a sip from a large coffee mug. “Good morning, sunshine.” 
 
    “Coffee.” I groaned. 
 
    She laughed and poured me a cup from the French press on the counter. I tried to smile as she handed me the cup, but the action made my head throb so it came off as more of a grimace.  
 
    I took a sip from my mug and sighed as the warm rich flavor crashed over my tongue.  
 
    “Good?” she asked.  
 
    “Mmm,” I said, taking another sip. “How are you so chipper this morning? You had just as much as me.”  
 
    “I have a toddler,” she said. “You learn to smile through the pain.”  
 
    I laughed and winced as white hot pain tore through my brain again.  
 
    The front door opened and tiny footsteps came barreling down the hall toward us. Mia burst into the kitchen, her bright pink My Little Pony backpack bouncing on her back as she ran straight to Allison with her arms thrown wide. 
 
    Mia crashed into her legs and wrapped her tiny arms around her mother. “Mommy,” she squealed, the heartwarming sound did nothing for my headache, but I did my best to smile through the pain.  
 
    “Hey, baby girl,” Allison said as she leaned down and pressed a kiss to Mia’s forehead. “Did you have a good time?”  
 
    “Yep,” Mia said with an enthusiastic nod. “We made cupcakes with marshmallows inside.”  
 
    My stomach turned at the thought of food.  
 
    Allison giggled at Mia’s enthusiasm and gestured toward me. “Look who’s here.”  
 
    Mia turned around, her eyes lighting up when she saw me. She rushed around the marble island and leaped into my arms.  
 
    “Hey there, kiddo,” I said, wrapping my arms around her tiny little body, my epic hangover forgotten. Mia was the only person who looked at me like that, like I was the sun. The only other person who’d ever looked at me that way was Liam, but I doubted he would ever look at me again.  
 
    “Where’s Daddy?” Allison asked Mia as she wiggled out of my arms.  
 
    Before Mia could answer, my dad came around the corner, looking down as he flipped through a stack of mail in his hands. “I’m here,” he said, walking straight to Allison and giving her a kiss on the lips. “Morning.”  
 
    “Morning, honey,” she responded, reaching up into the cabinet for another mug and poured him a cup of coffee. “How was your trip?”  
 
    He didn’t look up, just flipped through the last of the mail and set it down on the counter. “The usual. Stanhope’s being stubborn as ever.” He smiled and took the mug from her hand.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    He shrugged and turned, taking a sip from his mug. His eyes went wide when he spotted me.  
 
    “Look, Daddy,” Mia said. “Gwen came to play with me. Can she spend the night? Please,” she begged, dancing on the balls of her feet as she dragged out the word.  
 
    Allison stepped in. “We’ll see, sweetheart,” she said, ushering Mia out of the kitchen. “Why don’t you go upstairs and put your stuff away?”  
 
    “But…” she whined.  
 
    “But nothing, hop to,” Allison said as she shooed Mia up the stairs.  
 
    Allison reached for her coffee mug. “I’ll leave you two to talk.” Rising on her tip toes, she pressed a kiss to Dad’s cheek. He gave her a small smile and she headed toward the patio, shooting me a wink as she left.  
 
    When she was gone, an awkward silence fell over the two of us, and I looked down into my mug not knowing where to start.  
 
    “Everything okay, Gwendolyn?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head and fought back the painful knot of emotion that caught in my throat.  
 
    Dad took a step toward me, concern flooding his face. “Did something happen?”  
 
    “I screwed up,” I whimpered, my voice barely audible, but he heard me and nodded his understanding. “I’m so sorry,” I said as the tears flooded out.  
 
    Dad stepped toward me and wrapped his arms around me, letting me cry into his chest, ruining his favorite Ralph Lauren shirt. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head and rubbed my back.  
 
    After a while, I pulled away, leaned back, and looked up at him as he framed my face in his hands. “What happened?” 
 
    “I ruined everything. Liam hates me and now I’m jobless and homeless…again.” I blubbered, taking the handkerchief he offered to wipe my face. “I know you don’t want me here, but I had nowhere else to go.”  
 
    “I never said I didn’t want you here, Gwen. I only want what’s best for you and what you needed was some tough love.”  
 
    I nodded. “You were right. I needed to figure out my own life.”  
 
    His expression morphed into mild shock and it felt like a punch to the gut. A little reminder of what a brat I was and how much I’d taken advantage of him over the years.  
 
    I took a deep breath, and he smiled, wiping a tear from my eye.  
 
    “You’ll get through this,” he said. “Regardless of your path, you’re stronger than you think you are, Gwendolyn.”  
 
    I gave him a sad smile and looked out the French doors where Allison sat with her coffee, pretending not to watch us.  
 
    “She’s kind of great, you know,” I told him.  
 
    He laughed. “I know. I’ve been trying to tell you that for years.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the afternoon on the floor playing Barbies with Mia. She was a ball of energy. I couldn’t keep up with her on a good day let alone while battling this mind idiot of a hangover.  
 
    The doorbell rang and Mia hopped up and flew toward the door before I could even get up. “I’ll get it,” she called as she raced through the foyer.  
 
    “No, Mia,” I called after her. “Wait for me, kid.”  
 
    Hot on her heels, I turned the corner and froze.  
 
    Max stood just outside the door smiling down at Mia.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m Max,” he said, bending down to her level. “Who are you?”  
 
    “Mia.”  
 
    He held out his hand to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Princess Mia.”  
 
    She giggled and took his hand. “That’s what Gwen calls me.”  
 
    Max looked up at me from where he crouched beside her. “I’m sure she does.”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked him.  
 
    Max got to his feet and sighed. “Dalia said you might be here.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes and folded my arms across my chest. He shoved his hands nervously into his jeans and looked up at me from under a thick curtain of lashes. That’s when I noticed the deep purple bruise forming on his cheek.  
 
    “Oh my goodness,” I said as I reached for his arm and pulled him inside. “What happened?” I ran my fingers along the tender flesh of his cheek and he flinched beneath my touch.  
 
    “I went to The Den looking for you and ran into a friend of yours.”  
 
    “Liam did this?”  
 
    “Liam?” he asked. “All I did was ask where you were and some old guy sucker punched me.”  
 
    “Wait, what?”  
 
    “You ran out so fast yesterday that you left your bag at my place and when I told the bartender, that dude looked pissed. Next thing I know, I’m flat on my back and some old guy is standing over me telling me to get out.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Floyd.”  
 
    Max ran a hand through his hair. “Here’s your stuff,” he said, exhaling a long breath.  
 
    “Thanks.” I took my purse from him and clutched it to my chest. Seeing Max had set Liam off and Floyd took him out. I was having a hard time wrapping my head around that image.  
 
    “Listen, Gwen,” Max said. “About the other night. There’s something you should know.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    “Idiot,” Drew said, staring down at the phone in his hand.  
 
    “What?” I asked, looking up from the cards in my hand.  
 
    “My cousin’s kid has strep,” he muttered.  
 
    “Sucks,” David said, shaking his head as he adjusted his hand.  
 
    “Yeah, now we’re down an usher.”  
 
    David shook his head, disapproval clear on his face. “The kids got strep throat and you’re worried about an usher.”  
 
    “Have you seen Red lately?” Drew asked. “She’s beyond stressed. Now I have to tell her that we lost an usher. She’s gonna lose it.”  
 
    Sean shifted his cards. “Too bad you don’t know anyone else who could do it. Like maybe a good friend who, I don’t know, happens to be a bartender.”  
 
    I looked up at him and narrowed my eyes.  
 
    Drew looked over at me, his face hopeful, and I sighed. “Fine.”  
 
    “Thanks, man. You’ll be saving my rear,” Drew said.  
 
    David clapped me on the shoulder. “Great. This way if one of the bartenders craps out, you’ll have a spare.”  
 
    I brushed his hand off my shoulders as Sean laughed. “Real funny, jerk.”  
 
    David shrugged his response and tossed his chips into the center of the table.  
 
    “How you doing, man? Any cold feet?” David asked, tossing his chips into the pile.  
 
    “Nope,” he said, “but I’ll be glad when all this wedding trash is over and we can get to the honeymoon part.” 
 
    Sean laughed. “Alex been holding out on you?”  
 
    Drew sighed and tossed his bet into the pile. “She’s got this idea in her head that waiting until after the wedding will make it special.”  
 
    David chuckled to himself and nodded. “Yeah, Millie pulled that trash on me, too.” 
 
    “To make matters worse, her bridesmaids got her these little white shorts that say Mrs. Collins across the back. She’s been walking around the house in these tight little shorts, with my name splashed across her rear. I swear to heaven the woman is trying to kill me.”  
 
    We all burst out laughing. “It’s not funny,” Drew said, adjusting himself under the table. “I’m in pain. I don’t know how I’m gonna make it until the honeymoon.”  
 
    “Just pull her into the coat closet after the ceremony. That’s what I did,” David said.  
 
    We all turned to face him, eyes wide with shock. David and Millie are so adult. So put together and responsible. It was a little weird to think about them going at it in the coat closet at their own wedding. 
 
    Drew laughed. “I guess that explains the stupid grin he wore all night.”  
 
    David shrugged. “That was part of it.”  
 
    Sean dropped his hand to David’s shoulder. “I have a whole new respect for you, Dave.”  
 
    David just laughed and went back to his cards.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll get the chance to bang my wife in a closet,” Sean said.  
 
    Drew, David, and I looked up at him, wearing matching confused expressions.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Drew said. “There something you need to tell us?”  
 
    Sean shrugged. “Madison doesn’t want to get married.”  
 
    “You asked her?” I was pissed he hadn’t mentioned this to me before.  
 
    “No, but we talked about it. She said she doesn’t want to get married again…ever.”  
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” David asked.  
 
    Sean threw his cards down on the table and ran his hand over his face. “Idiot, man, I don’t know. I get where she’s coming from. If I’d been married to someone like her ex, then I’d probably give up on the whole thing too, but this is us. We’re different. I’m different.”  
 
    “Do you want to marry her?” I asked.  
 
    “I mean, I’ve thought about it, yeah. She’s my world,” he said, looking a little sad.  
 
    “Have you told her what you want?” David asked him.  
 
    Sean shook his head.  
 
    “You got to talk to her, man. If this is something you want, she needs to know.”  
 
    “Dang it!” Sean said. “I’m doing it again. I’m the chick.”  
 
    Drew chuckled.  
 
    “Jerk, why does this keep happening to me?” Sean asked. “I’m sitting here complaining because my girlfriend doesn’t want to get married.”  
 
    Sean stood up, knocking his chair over in the process. “Quick,” he said. “Someone punch me in the stomach.”  
 
    “Sit down, man,” I said. “She’ll come around.”  
 
    “I don’t know, she seemed pretty adamant.” Sean righted his chair and took his seat.  
 
    “She hasn’t really been exposed to the best examples of married life. I mean, our parents for one. They hate each other.”  
 
    Sean nodded his agreement.  
 
    “Give it time,” I said.  
 
    “Marriage advice from the only single guy at the table,” Drew said.  
 
    My jaw tensed and Drew realized his mistake. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, tossing my cards on the table. I got to my feet and took one last swig from my beer.  
 
    “You leaving?” David asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Got to get back to the bar.”  
 
    “Come on, man, don’t go,” Drew said.  
 
    “I have to get back. I’ll see you Saturday.”  
 
    Sean and David waved goodbye and Drew watched me leave, guilt flooding his face.  
 
    This week had been hell. Images of Gwen kissing that guy filled my head the second I closed my eyes. I was running on anger, Red Bull, and zero sleep, but I had to keep going, keep moving forward. If I stopped for even one second, the loss of her would consume me and I would lose my mind for sure. Now, the only way to move on was to focus on my work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day I took advantage of a lull to rotate the bottles in the beer fridge, when the bell above the door jingled.  
 
    “Be with you in a sec,” I called over my shoulder as I finished with the last couple bottles.  
 
    I turned around and locked eyes with Gwen’s stepmother. “Mrs. Stevens,” I said. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Please call me Allison,” she said, taking a seat on the stool in front of me.  
 
    “Can I get you something?”  
 
    “White wine,” she said. I nodded and pulled a bottle from the fridge to pour her a glass and set it on the bar between us.  
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled, but didn’t touch the glass.  
 
    “So what brings you here?”  
 
    “I was hoping to talk to you, actually.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “About what?’  
 
    “About Gwen,” she said.  
 
    “Oh.” I dropped my head at the sound of her name.  
 
    “She’s been staying with us,” she said. “I thought you would like to know she’s okay.”  
 
    I leaned against the back bar, my hands gripping the edge so tight my knuckles turned white. I nodded. “Good to know.”  
 
    “She’s a wreck, Liam.” Allison said. “She misses you.”  
 
    “No disrespect to you, ma’am, but she should’ve thought about that before she decided to fu…to cheat.”  
 
    “That’s just it,” she said. “She didn’t cheat.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “I saw her. I saw her in that club with some guy’s tongue down her throat. I may not have finished law school, but there is some pretty good evidence to the contrary.”  
 
    “There is an explanation, if you are willing to hear her out.”  
 
    “What explanation could there possibly be?” I said, my voice louder than I intended. Allison shrank back a bit at my outburst and I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down.  
 
    “I know you’re trying to help, but this is not something I can easily forgive.”  
 
    She nodded her head. “She loves you, Liam. Just give her the chance to explain. I think you owe it to yourself to hear her out.”  
 
    “Thanks for coming, but I don’t…”  
 
    Alison held up her hand, stopping me mid-sentence. “Just think about it.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She smiled and reached into her purse, handing me a twenty. I waved it away. “Please,” I said. “It’s on me.”  
 
    She nodded and smiled as she got up from her stool and headed toward the door. When she reached the door, she turned and took a long look around the room. “This is a nice place, Liam,” she said. “You should be proud of what you’ve done here.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    She smiled and disappeared out the door.  
 
    I watched her walk up the street and get into her car. Then I turned to Floyd, who watched me from the end of the bar, shaking his head.  
 
    “What?” I asked him.  
 
    “You’re a blasted fool,” he said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You heard me,” the old man said, turning his attention back to the game.  
 
    “And why is that? Because I’m not going to let her walk all over me?”  
 
    “No,” he said. “Because you’ve found the love of your life and you’re going to let her slip through your fingers ’cause of your pride.”  
 
    “My pride?” I asked. “You were here, Floyd. You knocked the guy out.”  
 
    The old man turned and looked me dead in the eye. “Maybe I ought to knock some sense into you too, kid. Then maybe you’ll realize that a girl like that doesn’t come around every day.”  
 
    Having made his point, Floyd turned his attention back to the TV and took a long drink from his beer. Maybe the old man was right. A woman like Gwen comes along once in a lifetime if you’re lucky, but I just wasn’t sure if I had it in me to forgive her.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwen 
 
      
 
    My phone rang on the nightstand beside my head. I groaned and fumbled around, trying to feel for the thing to put a stop to that infernal racket.  
 
    Finally, I grabbed it and brought it to my face, cracking open one eye to read the screen without even lifting my head from the pillow.  
 
    I didn’t recognize the number, but my curiosity won out and I slid my finger across the screen to answer.  
 
    “Hello.”  
 
    “Gwen, good, I’m glad I got you.”  
 
    I frowned. “Who is this?” I asked.  
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    “Alex? How did you get my number?”  
 
    “An old company directory. Anyway, listen, I need a favor.”  
 
    “From me?”  
 
    “Yes, from you.”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Well, the walkthrough for the permit is today. I was hoping that you would come.”  
 
    “Isn’t today your rehearsal?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “The walkthrough is right before.”  
 
    “And you want me to be there? At your wedding rehearsal?”  
 
    “I figured it will go a lot smoother with the permit guy if you were there. I mean, you are the reason he agreed to do this in the first place.”  
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I threw back the covers and dragged myself from the bed.  
 
    “Great,” Alex said. I could hear the tension in her voice and I felt bad for being so difficult about this. I did offer to help her with the permit issue, even if it was for Liam. I needed to see it through.  
 
    “I’ll see you at six p.m. sharp,” she said.  
 
    “See you then.”  
 
    “Thanks, Gwen.”  
 
    “No problem.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Madison Square was a cute little neighborhood not far from The Den. The wedding had taken over the entire park. Vendors were already setting up tents and chairs for tomorrow’s festivities, and the little square was a flurry of activity as flowers were arranged and elegant white chairs were set up in a half circle around the center of the square.  
 
    I made my way toward the tent where Millie and Alex were waiting. Alex’s face lit up when she saw me. The look of relief in her eyes made me more than a little uneasy. I never thought I’d see the day when Alex McCabe would be happy to see me.  
 
    “You’re here,” she sang. 
 
    “Yep, I’m here.” My smile was forced and awkward. “Let’s get this show on the road. Where’s…?”  
 
    “Gwendolyn,” a familiar voice called from behind me.  
 
    I turned and instantly relaxed at the sight of that cheesy grin. “Uncle Frankie.”  
 
    He smiled and held his arms open wide as I stepped into them, letting the comforting scent of Old Spice wash over me.  
 
    Uncle Frankie was one of my favorite people. He and Dad have been friends my entire life. He was the best man at both of his weddings and like a second father to me.  
 
    Frank stepped back, holding me at arm’s-length as he looked me over. Once I’d met with his approval, he smiled, his thick black mustache curling up a little at the corners, reminded me of a carnival barker.  
 
    “How you doin’ kid?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m okay. I’m staying with Dad for a while.”  
 
    “I heard. You’ll be back on your feet in no time.” He ruffled my hair like he did when I was little. 
 
    “This is Alex McCabe, the bride to be, and her sister-in-law Millie,” I said, turning toward Alex who practically leaped forward to shake his hand.  
 
    “Thank you so much for doing this, Mr. Gardner,” she said.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Ms. McCabe.” He bent at the waist in a gentle bow and shook her hand.  
 
    “Please call me Alex.”  
 
    “Okay, Alex. Why don’t you show me what you have planned?”  
 
    Alex excitedly clapped her hands and took his arm, leading him away toward the tents. Millie and I followed along quietly behind them as Alex rattled off the plans for the ceremony and the reception.  
 
    I watched as she pointed out the lanterns that hung from the giant oak trees and the chairs being set up in the center of the square.  
 
    “This means a lot to her, you know,” Millie said.  
 
    “I’m just glad it worked out.” I watched Alex’s smile widen as she talked about the square and how much it meant to her and Drew. “I kind of owe her one…or four.”  
 
    Millie nodded. “Maybe, but you didn’t have to help her. That’s what makes the gesture that much better. You’re not as horrible as you want people to believe you are.”  
 
    “I appreciate you saying that, Millie, but the truth is, I’ve hurt a lot of people.”  
 
    “Doesn’t mean you can’t turn it around. You have just as much right to be happy as they do.” Millie nodded toward them as Drew joined his bride to be and introduced himself to Uncle Frankie.  
 
    “I was that happy,” I said as I wiped a traitorous tear from my eye. “But I screwed it up. I screw everything up. I’ve racked up enough bad karma over the years to ensure a lifetime of misery.”  
 
    “So fix it,” she said, like my life was car trouble. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Fix it,” she repeated. “You have the power to turn your life around. If you want redemption, then go get it. Nothing in life comes easy and the best things you have to fight like mad for. So get off your rear and fight.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows, eyes widening as Millie’s words sank in. She was always so polite and sweet. Her candor surprised me.  
 
    She smiled and squeezed my arm before she headed off toward where the wedding party was gathered in the center of the square.  
 
    Alex let out a squeal that echoed through the square and I looked up to see her throw her arms around Uncle Frankie’s neck. He laughed and shook Drew’s hand as Alex released him.  
 
    Alex looked over at me with an excited smile and gave me two thumbs up. The permits were all set and the wedding was full steam ahead again. Not that it was really a doubt. I knew Uncle Frankie would come through.  
 
    I made my way over to Alex and Drew to say my goodbyes as Uncle Frankie excused himself to take a call.  
 
    “Oh my goodness, Gwen,” Alex said, her smile so wide her face looked like it would break in half.  
 
    “I’m glad it worked out,” I said. “I’m gonna go, but…I have something I need to say…to both of you.”  
 
    Alex frowned and Drew stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked down at his feet.  
 
    “I owe you an apology.” Alex opened her mouth to interrupt, but I stopped her. “What I did…the way I treated you was awful. I was awful. I was jealous.” I sighed and met Alex’s eyes. “You have everything—talent, amazing friends, family. Heck, people like you. I wanted what you had and I thought if I could take it from you, then I would feel better, but I was an idiot and I hurt you, both of you.”  
 
    I glanced between them. I wanted to be sure they understood how sorry I was. “I’m truly sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused. I don’t expect you to forgive me. I just wanted you to know.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Drew said, wrapping his arm around Alex’s waist.  
 
    Alex was quiet. She watched me, her eyes narrow. Drew nudged her, but she ignored him.  
 
    “I guess I’ll just be going,” I wasn’t going to wait around for the tongue lashing I knew I deserved.  
 
    Alex held up her hand to stop me. “Look, I’m not going to pretend I like you. You’ve been nothing but a pain in my rear for years and yes, a very small, very petty part of me kind of enjoyed watching you losing everything.”  
 
    “Red,” Drew scolded, but she held up a hand to shut him up. 
 
    “But…” she said. “You did me a favor, so I’m going to do one for you. Come to the wedding.”  
 
    “What?” Drew and I asked together, then looked at each other a little put off for having the same thought.  
 
    “Come to the wedding,” she repeated.  
 
    “Alex, I don’t think—”  
 
    “This thing between you and Liam has the potential to be something amazing and you two are being ridiculous.”  
 
    “Red, I…” Drew started, but she shushed him.  
 
    “I feel it in my gut that there’s more to this story that he doesn’t know.”  
 
    I ducked my head to hide the tears that welled in my eyes. My conversation with Max had been enlightening, but Liam would never believe me, let alone forgive me, so what was the point?  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I broke his heart. He doesn’t want to have anything to do with me. Going to the wedding is only going to make things awkward for everyone and I did enough damage to your relationship already. Ruining your wedding would be overkill even for me.”  
 
    Drew let out a soft chuckle and Alex turned on him, daggers shooting from her eyes. He smiled and leaned down, pressing a kiss to her forehead and her body relaxed. 
 
    “This is your chance to make things right. Talk to him, make him listen. At this point what do you have to lose?”  
 
    She had a point. I mean what did I have to lose? I shrugged and folded my arms across my chest.  
 
    “You want redemption, Gwen? This is your chance. Come to the wedding, talk to Liam. He deserves an explanation. Whether he forgives you or not is up to him.” Alex gave me a small smile, her eyes locked on mine. I felt trapped and more than a little annoyed. Did she always have to be right? 
 
    I bit my lip and nodded. Alex’s face lit up with a smile and she nodded, rising up on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on Drew’s lips.  
 
    I scoffed. “You guys are disgusting.”  
 
    Drew raised an eyebrow. “Jealous?” he mocked.  
 
    “Insanely.”  
 
    He laughed and I said my goodbyes, letting them go rehearse. They walked away hand in hand toward their family and friends wearing matching blissful expressions, and I couldn’t help but smile as I made my way toward the car.  
 
    The thought of tomorrow was terrifying, but Alex was right. Liam deserved an explanation, and what happened after that was in the hands of fate. Unfortunately for me, fate seemed to have a hit list and Gwen Stevens was sitting right at the top.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    The sun was hot and I tugged at my collar to loosen the choke hold this tie seemed to have on me. It had been a long time since I’d had to wear one of these things. 
 
    Since the wedding was only a few blocks from the bar, I decided to walk over. I had every intention of taking advantage of the open bar tonight as my whiskey stock had taken enough of a hit over the past week.  
 
    I made my way toward Drew’s building at the edge of the square. The wedding had taken over the entire park. White chairs flooded the center, lined up in perfect rows around where the ceremony would be held. 
 
    A large white tent filled the grassy area that was usually a makeshift amphitheater for summer concerts.  
 
    Guests were starting to arrive as the florists scurried around putting the finishing touches on the arrangements. I reached the door to Drew’s building and caught it just as a pair of older women came out of the building, their eyes wide as they took in the wedding splendor.  
 
    I ducked past them, heading straight for the elevator. The combination of the heat and the wedding glow that had settled over the entire neighborhood was making me sick. My chest tightened and I closed my eyes, trying to fight off the images of Gwen that threatened to infiltrate my head.  
 
    I knocked twice on Drew’s door and forced a smile to my face, trying not to let the tension show. Today was about Drew and Alex. I was their friend and as such, I was to smile, be happy for them and pretend that my entire word wasn’t falling apart at the seams.  
 
    The door swung open and Sean smiled and pulled me inside. He handed me a shot glass and raised it high in the air. “To Drew’s last few moments of freedom,” he shouted, downing his shot.  
 
    David shook his head. “How about to Drew and his future bride?” he asked and tossed back his shot.  
 
    Papa Jack smiled and lifted his glass. “You don’t deserve her, son.”  
 
    Four sets of eyes turned to me. I was at a loss. How was I supposed to come up with words of encouragement when I felt like I was made up of shattered pieces of misery?  
 
    I raised my glass. “To an open bar,” I said, downing the shot. The alcohol burned its way down my throat and settled warm in my stomach as I set my glass down on the table.  
 
    I dropped heavily onto one of the living room chairs and took in the scene. David helped Drew with his tie, while pure pride beamed from Papa Jack as he watched his sons. 
 
    Sean pulled his phone from his pocket, a smile lighting his face as he read the message that had caught his attention, no doubt from my sister. His fingers flew across the screen as he replied, then slipped the device back into his pocket and looked up in the mirror to check his tie, unable to wipe the grin from his face.  
 
    It was pure agony, sitting in this room with all these deliriously happy men, who were either happily married or soon to be. Sean and Madison, while not engaged, were blissfully committed and I wanted to be happy for them all, but all I felt was envy.  
 
    That’s what I wanted with Gwen. I wanted that blissful stupid grin to spread across my face when I read her texts. I wanted to stand in a room with my dad and my brother toasting my future with her. Okay, that last one was a bit of a stretch given my family, but still. I wanted it all and I wanted it with Gwen.  
 
    Anger raced through my veins. I felt like I’d been robbed. One trash move from her and my future—our future—was gone. Poof. I wanted to hate her. I wanted to curse her name and scream, but none of that would’ve done me any good. She was it for me. No one tells you what to do when you find the other half of your soul and she betrays you.  
 
    “Liam,” Drew called. I looked up and found all the guys staring at me. “You all right?”  
 
    I cleared my throat and sat up in the chair, adjusting the collar that suddenly seemed tighter than it had been a minute ago. “Yeah,” I choked. “I’m good.  
 
    “Guys,” Drew said. “Can you give us a minute? We’ll meet you down there. 
 
    David, Sean, and Papa Jack nodded. They grabbed their jackets and headed out the front door.  
 
    I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. My acting skills had to be pretty nasty.  
 
    “I’m sorry, man,” I said as Drew took a seat across from me. “I’m happy for you, I am. It’s just been a rough week.”  
 
    “I know.” He sighed. “Look, I have something I’ve got to tell you. I don’t want you to be blindsided out there.” I lifted my head and frowned. “Last night, Red invited Gwen to the wedding.”  
 
    “She what?” I asked, genuinely confused. “I thought she hated her?”  
 
    “Yeah, well, Red’s got it in her head that there’s more to the story than Gwen’s told you.”  
 
    “It’s none of her business.”  
 
    Drew held up his hands. “Don’t shoot the messenger, okay? I just thought you should know.” 
 
    I dropped my head in my hands and rubbed my temples as the tension settled into a dull ache behind my eyes.  
 
    Drew didn’t say anything. We just sat in silence as I ran through excuses to back out of this whole usher thing and hightail it back to the safety of The Den.  
 
    “On a scale of one to ten, how pissed would Alex be if I bailed?”  
 
    “I’d say about a fifteen,” he said.  
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t do this, Drew. I can’t see her.”  
 
    “Do you love her?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Do you love her?”  
 
    “Of course I do,” I said. “Look at me. I’m a disaster.”  
 
    “If you love her, then just hear her out. If you can’t forgive her, then so be it, but if you don’t take this opportunity you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering what she might’ve said.”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    Drew got to his feet and adjusted his tuxedo jacket. He dropped a hand on my shoulder. “Just think about it, okay?”  
 
    I looked up at him and sighed, nodding my head in agreement.  
 
    Drew clapped, then rubbed his hands together. “Showtime. I got a hot redhead waiting to marry me downstairs.”  
 
    I nodded and followed Drew out the door.  
 
    A dangerous cocktail of fear and anger and hurt filled my body with every step I took. In a matter of minutes, I’d be facing the love of my life, knowing that nothing she could say to me would erase what she’d done.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Music flooded the air as I made my way toward the festivities. Drew told me to check in with the wedding planner for my usher assignment. I made my way toward a frantic looking blonde wearing a headset and a tight, forced smile.  
 
    After I introduced myself, she positioned me at the entrance and gave me instructions on how to escort the ladies to their seats.  
 
    “Just remember to ask if they are with the bride or the groom, then smile and offer them your arm. After that just take them to any available seat, except for the first row, which is for immediate family only,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Got it.”  
 
    “Don’t move until all the guests have arrived and have been seated. Understand?” she warned.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, giving her a mock salute. 
 
    She shot me an evil glare, then took off to terrorize someone else.  
 
    I did as I was told, escorting people to their seats and doing my best to ward off Drew’s Aunt Jean who kept grabbing my rear.  
 
    A tall brunette in a deep purple dress approached me. Her hair was a chaotic mess of dreadlocks tied back with a flower clip that looked like it had been made from old t-shirts.  
 
    “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure. Bride or groom?”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You look familiar,” she said, ignoring my question.  
 
    “Guess I have one of those faces. Bride or groom?”  
 
    “Neither,” she said. “I’m Wiley. I work with Alex.”  
 
    I chuckled and offered her my arm. “Guess that means you’re with the bride.”  
 
    “I’m a fan of them both, actually,” she said.  
 
    I led her to a seat in the middle and waited until she was settled, before I started back up the aisle, but she reached for my arm to stop me.  
 
    “Listen,” she said. “Do me a favor and keep a look out for a scary blonde. We used to work together and for some crazy unknown reason, Alex decided to invite her. You can’t miss her. Too much make-up and too much boob.” Wiley’s eyes darted up the aisle. “Incredible, that’s her. Huh, she looks almost…normal.”  
 
    Instinct told me exactly who she was talking about. All the clues were there, but when I turned around to see Gwen standing there, I almost fell to my knees.  
 
    She looked incredible. Her skin seemed to glow against the soft pink color of her dress. Those gorgeous blue eyes locked on mine and I swallowed, trying to keep hold of myself.  
 
    Wiley released my arm and looked back and forth between us. “Okay,” she said, sitting back in her chair and opening the program in her lap. “I’m guessing you two already know each other.”  
 
    I nodded and swallowed, forcing myself to take the few steps toward her.  
 
    “Bride or groom?” I choked, not really knowing what else to say. 
 
    Sadness filled her eyes. “Liam,” she whispered.  
 
    “Are you a guest of the bride or the groom?” I cleared my throat and stood up straight. I didn’t want her to see how much her closeness affected me.  
 
    She looked down at her fingers. “The bride, I guess,” she said, her voice low.  
 
    I offered her my arm and she hesitated a moment before stepping forward and tucking her hand in the crook of my elbow. I led her down the aisle, eyes forward, lips set in a thin line. Every muscle in my body tensed when her fingers gave my arm the slightest squeeze.  
 
    Once we reached an open seat, I dropped my arm and gestured for her to sit, still refusing to meet her eyes. Gwen opened her mouth to say something, but I turned and headed back up the aisle as quickly as possible, passing Wiley on the way who raised her eyebrows at me in question.  
 
    “Well, that was awkward,” I heard her mutter.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All the guests were seated and Drew took his place up front with David by his side. Sean stood at the end of the aisle where the officiant should be. I frowned as I slipped into the seat beside Madison.  
 
    “What the heck?”  
 
    Madison leaned toward me, her eyes completely focused on Sean. “He got ordained to perform the ceremony.”  
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. She nodded. “Oh, this ought to be good.”  
 
    “Shut up,” she said. “He’s taking this very seriously.”  
 
    “When does he take anything seriously?”  
 
    She nudged my shoulder and looked over at Gwen who sat a few rows ahead of us on the bride’s side.  
 
    “She looks beautiful,” Madison said.  
 
    I didn’t respond, just kept staring forward.  
 
    “Are you going to talk to her?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    Madison frowned. “Liam, you can at least give her the chance to explain.”  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this, okay? Today is about Alex and Drew.”  
 
    The wedding march began to play and Millie came down the aisle holding her son Jackson’s hand with little Ava propped up on her hip. When Jackson saw David, his eyes lit up and he broke free of his mom and ran the rest of the way straight toward his dad who scooped the little guy up into his arms. The crowd laughed and clapped as Millie handed Ava off to her mom and took her place at the altar.  
 
    Alex appeared, her hand tucked into Papa Jack’s arm, and everyone rose to their feet. Her smile was breathtaking as she stepped forward, her eyes locked with Drew’s. I glanced back at Drew, who beamed with pride. He looked like he was about to jump out of his skin in anticipation. I wanted that feeling. To love someone so much that waiting even a few more seconds to hold them was pure torture. 
 
    Automatically, I looked toward Gwen. She glanced up as if she could feel me watching her. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t look away. I loved her. It was a simple fact, but the damage was done. If I couldn’t trust her before this disaster, how could I ever trust her now?  
 
    Alex finally made it to the altar and Papa Jack held out her hand to Drew. He whispered something in Drew’s ear, making his smile widen, then leaned down to kiss Alex on the cheek before he took his seat.  
 
    “Dearly beloved,” Sean said. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” The crowd giggled and he continued. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to celebrate the union of Alexandra McCabe and Andrew Collins, finally. It took years for you two to figure out what we already knew. You’ve shown us what it truly means to love someone completely. Through wasted beer and a string of questionable decisions, your love and devotion to each other has never wavered.” 
 
    As the ceremony continued, my gaze wandered to Gwen. She reached up, discreetly wiping a tear from her eye. I smiled. That’s my girl—never one to show weakness. She was my weakness.  
 
    “Do you, Drew, take Alex to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both may live?” 
 
    I looked up as Drew smiled and squeezed his bride’s hand. “I do.”  
 
    “You better,” Alex said with a wink. A low chuckle rumbled through the crowd.  
 
    Sean smiled and continued. “And do you, Alex, take Drew to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”  
 
    Alex’s smile widened as a tear slid down her cheek. “I do,” she said, barely able to choke out the words. Drew raised his hand and wiped the tear from her cheek with his thumb, looking like the luckiest jerk on the planet.  
 
    “By the power vested in me by the heavens and the Internet, I now pronounce you husband and wife,” Sean said, clapping his hands together. “Now comes the good part. Wait for it…wait for it.”  
 
    “Harass this,” Drew said as he reached for his wife. His lips crashed to hers in a long, deep kiss. The crowd erupted in cheers and shot to their feet all at once as Alex and Drew continued their first kiss as husband and wife.  
 
    Finally, the kiss broke and Drew smiled at his wife as Sean announced, “Let’s hear it for Mr. and Mrs. Andrew Collins.” 
 
    Alex and Drew made their way down the aisle hand in hand, smiling and greeting their cheering guests as they passed.  
 
    I got to my feet, grinning as I watched them head back up the aisle toward the reception tent. The crowd began to follow and Madison pushed past me, heading straight toward Sean, who threw his arms around her, lifting her off her feet.  
 
    “You did great,” she squealed. 
 
    “Not bad, huh?” he asked.  
 
    “A little cheesy,” I said. “But it didn’t suck.”  
 
    Madison raised her eyebrow and looked at Sean. “High praise.”  
 
    I laughed and pushed my hands into my pockets. Sean looked over my shoulder, his eyes wide before a grin spread across his face. 
 
    He pulled Madison in tight against his side. “I could use drink, beautiful. How about you?”  
 
    Madison smiled. “Absolutely.” She gave my arm a squeeze of support before heading toward the bar. 
 
    The chairs had emptied quickly and I tilted my head toward the darkening sky, taking a deep breath and a moment to myself.  
 
    “Liam?”  
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. The sound of my name on her lips was equal parts joy and misery. 
 
    Trying to find the courage to finally face her, I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. Gwen stood in the center of the aisle. Candles flickered in the tall lanterns that lined either side of the aisle, lighting up her beautiful face, which made my goal of resisting her nearly impossible.  
 
    “Can we talk?” she asked.  
 
    “About what, Gwen?”  
 
    “If you’d just give me a chance to explain—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” I growled.  
 
    “Well, that’s too bad,” she sneered.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “You know what? Harass this.” I stomped past her, looking to put her and this whole messed up week as far behind me as possible. “This is trash!”  
 
     “No, this is us,” she said, grabbing a hold of my arm. “This is what we do, Liam. I screw up, you get mad and tell me I’m being a jerk, then we work it out. It’s what we do.”  
 
    “It’s different this time.” I ripped my arm from her grasp and took a step back.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I messed up. I made a mistake. I trusted someone I shouldn’t have and slipped back into the old me for a fraction of a second and it’s cost me everything.”  
 
    I turned away, refusing to look at her, just seconds away from breaking down. She reached up and gripped my chin, turning me to face her and forcing my eyes to meet hers. She stared up at me, eyes pleading as my jaw tensed beneath her fingers. 
 
    “Nothing happened,” she said, eyes locked with mine, making sure that I heard every word. “I could never hurt you like that. You make me better. You inspire me to better myself. I love you more with every breath that I take and I will not give up without a fight.”  
 
    “What the heck do you want from me, Gwen?” I growled through clenched teeth. “I trusted you. I gave you everything and you spit it back in my face.”  
 
    “If you trusted me, you would’ve given me a chance to explain before flying off the handle. You’ve never trusted me, Liam.”  
 
    “Maybe not, but it turns out I was right not to.”  
 
    Anger flashed in her eyes. “Nothing happened,” she repeated.  
 
    “You keep saying that like it somehow erases the fact that you had sex with another man!” She flinched. “I gave you a chance. I let you in even though I knew what a selfish, entitled brat you were, but I was stupid enough to believe that you’d changed, that the girl I fell in love with was the real Gwen. I made that mistake once. Forgive me if I’m not willing to do it again.”  
 
    I moved past her and headed toward the reception tent. She stepped in front me again and I stopped, rolling my eyes as she jabbed her finger into my chest. “Nothing about us was fake, Liam, and you know it. For all the times you told me I’ve been playing the victim, you do the same thing. Your parents wronged you, I wronged you. You act like you’ve got everything figured out, that your life is a puzzle with simple pieces that fit easily together and when one of those perfect little pieces doesn’t fit easily, you use it as an excuse to throw in the towel. Well I’m not going to let you throw us away.”  
 
    “You broke my heart!”  
 
    “I told you…”  
 
    I threw up my hands, cutting her off. “I know nothing happened. Nothing except you drunk and throwing yourself at some guy in a bar, and I suppose you’re going to tell me it was nothing when I saw him kiss you. When I saw him pull you into his arms and shove his tongue down your throat.”  
 
    Tears fell down her face, but her eyes were hard.  
 
    “You expect me to believe it was nothing when you show up at my house the next day in another man’s clothes,” I said. “It wasn’t nothing, it was the death of us. Pure and simple.”  
 
    I stepped around her again, but the next words that came out of her mouth stopped me dead in my tracks. “I was drugged.” 
 
    I turned back to face her. “What?”  
 
    “Dalia slipped something into my drink. She drugged me.”  
 
    I shook my head. “That’s low, Gwen. Even for you.”  
 
    She pulled out her phone. Her fingers flew across the screen. She sighed when she found what she was looking for and turned the phone toward me, shoving the screen in my face. I scanned the email, not really sure what I was looking at until I read the word Rohypnol.  
 
    It was a lab report dated the day after she left. I read it a few times trying to make sense of what I was looking at. Could she have faked this? Would she? The email came from someone at Labcorp. It seemed to be legit, but one thing I’ve learned from being with Gwen is that appearances could be deceiving.  
 
    I looked up at her, shock and confusion warring inside me as I watched a tear slide down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away and squared her shoulders.  
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Drug test results.”  
 
    “Why?”   
 
    “Because I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”  
 
    “But I saw—”  
 
    “What you saw was one of Dalia’s douchebag friends taking advantage of me. I couldn’t even stand, Liam. I passed out. If it hadn’t been for Max getting me out of there, there’s no telling what could’ve happened. Max didn’t know where I was staying and Dalia was nowhere to be seen, so he took me back to his hotel room. I was so out of it I didn’t know what happened until Max showed up at my Dad’s the other day. He said he went by the bar, but some old guy sucker punched him.”  
 
    “Floyd.”  
 
    Gwen smiled and nodded her head. “That night, I was so sick that by the time Max got me back to his hotel, I’d ruined my dress and his clothes. He said I was so out of it, it was all he could do to get me cleaned up and into the bed. He stayed with me just to make sure I was okay, but when I woke up I couldn’t remember anything. I just saw Max in the bed beside me and jumped to the same conclusions you did. I panicked and bolted. After he explained what happened, I knew you wouldn’t believe me unless I had proof, so I had him take me to get tested.”  
 
    I was stunned into silence. She took a deep breath. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes, Liam, and I’m probably going to make a whole lot more, but I’ve never lied to you. I’ve never betrayed you. I love you. I love you so much.” Her voice broke as the tears began to flood down her face. “I’m so…sorry I…I hurt you.”   
 
    A sob tore from her throat as she buried her head in her hands. I couldn’t take it anymore. My resolve broke. I pulled her tight against my chest and wrapped my arms around her as she sobbed.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she repeated over and over, the words muffled by the fabric of my shirt, but I didn’t care. I was such a idiot. Anger and fear warred within me as I held her close. I was supposed to keep her safe. I was supposed to protect her, but when she really needed me, I pushed her away because of my own insecurities.   
 
    I pulled her tighter against me and pressed a kiss into her hair. Her sweet honey scent surrounded me again. My heart swelled in my chest. “I’m sorry, Princess,” I whispered. “If anything had happened to you…”  
 
    She turned her face up to look at me. Dark streaks of make-up were smudged beneath her red swollen eyes, but she had never looked more beautiful than she did in that moment.  
 
    I tucked a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. “I should’ve been there. I should’ve trusted you, I should’ve believed you, but the truth is I was scared. Scared that I’m never going to be enough for you. I can’t give you the life you’re accustomed to, the life you deserve. It’s not who I am, not anymore.”  
 
    “I don’t want the money, or the cars, or the big fancy house full of designer garbage. None of that means anything to me anymore. You are what I want, Liam. I don’t care if we spend the rest of our lives in that cramped loft above the bar. As long as I have you, nothing else matters.”  
 
    “You love me that much?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “I love you more,” she said, her eyes and her voice full of sincerity.  
 
    I leaned forward. “Good answer.” I smiled, my lips brushing against hers as I spoke. The smallest touch of my lips against hers was all it took. Our mouths crashed together, frantic and desperate to make up for the time we’d lost.  
 
    My fingers bit into her hips as she wrapped her arms tight around my neck. The kiss deepened and we devoured each other. Letting all the anger and the hurt be swept away with every stroke of our tongues.  
 
    Gwen was a pain in my rear. She was stubborn and got under my skin like no woman ever had, but all of that made me love her that much more. Only God knew what the future held for us, but it was going to be one heck of a ride, that’s for sure.  
 
    We’d come so far and still had so far to go, but no matter how many mistakes we made, or how much we hurt each other, we’d make it through, because where there’s love there’s always a chance at redemption.  
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