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    This book, and anything else I might do with my life, is for my daughter. 


 
   
  
 



1 
 
    Katherine Burt’s eyes were already open when her alarm buzzed, its only real impact on her that she would now have to move to silence it. Golden sunlight streamed through the windows of her Manhattan apartment, illuminating the room with a celestial glow as the sun rose over the busy skyline. It was a beautiful Monday morning, and Kate wanted no part of it. With a groan, she rolled over and pulled her pillow over her head. 
 
    Under the soft weight of the down she sighed, and closed her eyes. It wasn’t dark enough under her pillow, even with her eyes squeezed shut. The grating steadiness of the alarm’s bzzzzzzz worked its way under the pillow with her, and comforted her. This day wants to be beautiful? It seemed to say indignantly. Today can screw right off. It can’t be perfect with me ringing nonstop, can it? I’d like to see it try. 
 
    “Stupid, gorgeous day,” Kate muttered into her mattress. She threw the pillow aside, and got up, slamming her palm onto the alarm, hitting “Snooze” or “Off” or some damn thing that made it blessedly quiet. If she wanted to be miserable, she was damn well going to do it alone and in silence, without a soundtrack. 
 
    Peering into the mirror over her bathroom sink, she leaned forward, studying her face intently. She looked the same as she always did. Kate briefly allowed herself to wonder what she might have looked like if things had gone differently a year ago, and on reflex looked down at her bare ring finger. She shook her head, clearing the thought from her mind. Stepping into the shower, Kate mentally went over the agenda for the day, trying to keep her mind busy. 
 
    Make some coffee. Check my e-mail. Head to the office, get some work done. Meet with O’Bannon. Brunch with Holly, can’t forget about that. She smiled. All else aside, she would enjoy spending some time with her best friend. Holly wouldn’t let her get too somber, but she wouldn’t have to pretend to be okay, either. 
 
    And it’s book club night, too.  Kate cheered up even more at that thought. She had started the club herself three years ago, and it was one of the brightest parts of her week. The meeting wasn’t until six o’clock. If she wanted to, she could duck out of work a little early and visit Aiden’s grave, maybe put some flowers on it. It had been a long time since she had been there…if Kate was being honest with herself, she hadn’t been there since the funeral. It would be doable today, even with the book club 
 
     I’ll try. I might not have time, though. I’ve gotta get this place cleaned up and ready for tonight. I’ll try, but if there’s not enough time there’s just not enough time. But I’ll try. 
 
    Forcing the thoughts from her mind, Kate shampooed her hair in silence, and stared blankly into the misty swirls of steam. She didn’t want to think about it anymore. 
 
    Kate felt better after her shower. Mornings were always the hardest part of the day, when she was forced to confront the reality of waking up to face another day without Aiden, but after a shower and some coffee, things got easier. She worked on the crossword while sipping her daily cup of French Roast, and puzzled over three down. Seven letters, the great one. It wasn’t often that she got stumped on crossword hints, at least not for long, but this one was confounding her. She thought it might have something to do with sports; she had never been good with the sports clues. Setting it aside for the moment with a sigh of frustration, Kate checked her watch.   
 
    Her closet was crowded, and Kate grumbled in annoyance as she sifted through the hangers, trying to find something suitable. God, what is with all these insane patterns and colors? She wondered, not for the first time. I’ve gotta purge. If I wouldn’t wear it to the office, I don’t need it. Blacks and grays are good, the rest of this nonsense is just ridiculous. Kate flipped impatiently through her options, through clothes that had once been her favorites. Too blue. Too flowy. Too retro. Too- 
 
    She stopped abruptly. 
 
    A garment bag hung on a hook in the back of the closet, nakedly exposed from Kate’s violent rampage through the hangers. Her breath caught in her throat, and she swallowed hard. Moving very deliberately, the woman the literary world knew for her keen insight, sharp wit, and unwavering self-confidence pushed the clothes back in front of the bag, blocking it again from view. She didn’t need to look inside; she knew what was in there. 
 
    It was the wedding dress she was supposed to have worn exactly one year ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kate had barely settled into her office when her new assistant popped her head in.  
 
    “Ms. Burt, I didn’t see you come in. Got a minute?” Cynthia asked, her eyes swimming behind her enormous glasses.  
 
    “Well, I did just get in. I haven’t even sat down yet. Why?” Kate tried not to let her annoyance show in her voice, but judging by the way the wiry redhead flinched at Kate’s words, it didn’t work. Kate felt a pang of guilt at the kicked puppy expression on Cynthia’s face, but averted her gaze instead of apologizing. Even after only a few months, her assistant had reset the bar for lowered expectations. Plus, she was so damn weird. Kate had overheard some of the other assistants gossiping about Cynthia in the break room, and more than a few of the whispers had alluded to a flask in Cynthia’s desk. Kate wasn’t sure if there was any truth to the rumors, but there certainly was something off about the woman. 
 
    Cynthia cast her eyes down and held out a dry cleaning bag with Kate’s favorite jacket inside. Her refusal to meet Kate’s gaze meant she was a good two feet off in her estimation of where exactly Kate sat, so with a sigh Kate stood and reached over for it. She caught a whiff of some strange odor, but she couldn’t be sure if it was extremely cheap bourbon, or extremely cheap perfume. 
 
    “I um, I picked this up for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kate replied evenly. “I actually needed this four days ago. But better late than never, I guess.” She snapped her fingers as a thought occurred to her. “Oh, did you order the donuts for the book club tonight?” 
 
    “Not yet, but, um, I’ll do that right away.”  
 
    “Seriously, Cynthia. I need some refreshments for the meeting. Get it done, please.”  
 
    “Okey dokey.” Cynthia started to leave, then turned back. “And, um, Mr. O’Bannon just wants you to come down to his office when you get a chance. But I’ll let him know you’re busy right now. I’m really sorry to bother you. I’ll get the jacket ordered right away,” Cynthia slid out the door, eyes still fixed on the floor. 
 
    Kate sighed. “Donuts! Not a jacket! And you can tell him I’ll be right there!” She called after the retreating assistant. “Or not. You’re already gone. I’ll just tell him when I get there. Okay. Thanks for being a team player.” 
 
    Opening up her e-mail, Kate began her daily routine of cycling through the various correspondence. A few manuscripts, some promotional offers from publishing houses, a notice about staff ID badges, the usual. Then a particular subject line caught her eye: 
 
    YOU BITCH 
 
    “What the hell?” Kate muttered to herself. She frowned at the vaguely familiar e-mail address. “J.P. Anderson? How did I know that name?” Clicking the link, she skimmed the three short sentences with unaffected tedium. 
 
    You bitch. You’re nothing but a miserable, no-talent old cow. Rot in hell. 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes. This was a new one. She’d never gotten hate mail, before. Thinking back to her review of J.P. Anderson’s work, she wasn’t surprised at all. His novel had been a mess, and she had rightfully called it out as such. 
 
    “Cross that one off the quasi-celebrity bucket list,” she stood and smoothed out her black skirt, preparing herself for the meeting with O’Bannon. E-mails, meetings…it was just another day. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What the hell?” Kate asked. “Is my assistant shedding?” She plucked a red hair from her jacket and dropped it to the editor’s carpet. Like the rest of the office, the carpet was mismatched and smelled faintly of smoke. Jack refused to change it out, claiming the smell reminded him of “the old days.” Never mind the fact that in “the old days,” when smoking in buildings was still permitted, Jack still hadn’t partaken in that particular ritual. 
 
    A man heavily invested in the success of the paper under his control, and less so his fourth marriage, Jack O’Bannon was a portly man who talked a million miles a minute (usually over his conversational hostage) and referred to most of his writers as “kid.” Kate liked to think he would never do that with her, because she was such a valuable asset to the publication, but the truth was she only suspected he referred to her by name. Jack talked so quickly it was impossible to distinguish “Kate” from “kid.” 
 
    “Maybe!” Jack said absently. “Who the hell knows? I can’t even remember which assistant is mine anymore, let alone everybody else’s. You know why I called you in here?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s-” 
 
    “Wrong.” Jack cut her off. “You’re doing a fantastic job lately and I want to make sure you keep doing whatever it is you’re doing so you don’t lose this edge.” 
 
    Kate smiled, pleased but confused. “Edge? What exactly have I been doing lately?” 
 
    Jack threw back his head and laughed. “What have you been doing? Are you kidding me? You know what they’re calling you now? You aren’t ‘Queen of the Scene’ anymore, Kate! You’re ‘Queen of Mean!’ Your reviews are more popular than ever!” 
 
    Kate stared at Jack. “’Queen of Mean?’” she asked incredulously. “That’s…that’s not the point of my column at all, Jack. I’m not trying to be mean, I just…” She shrugged. “I’m just trying to give an honest review. That’s what I’ve always done.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. “Yeah, well you used to only pick books you liked. It was more like Oprah’s book club than anything else. And yeah, don’t get me wrong, every book you put your stamp of approval on became a bestseller, sure. And that’s great. But this new angle you’re taking is phenomenal for your popularity. People love a bitch!” 
 
    That word made Kate cringe, and instantly brought the strange e-mail she had received that morning to the forefront of her mind. “Not everyone,” she murmured. “Jack, I got hate mail today. Do you think that’s why? Because I’ve been so hard on some books-” 
 
    “Hate mail today?” Jack stared at her, and broke out into another guffaw. “Come on, you gotta be kidding me. You’ve been getting loads of hate mail for a year!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Oh yeah. The newspaper gets more hate mail about you than anything else. It could practically be its own department. So what? A buncha angry writers don’t have anything better to do than send out pissy letters because you hurt their feelings? Gimme a break. Who cares?” 
 
    Kate stared at Jack in disbelief. “I care!” She proclaimed. And she did care. Queen of Mean? She never intended to revamp her image like that, and she certainly hadn’t intended to become known for tearing apart authors or their work. “Jack, I became a book reviewer because I love books, I love stories! I don’t want to be known for being a heartless monster. I’ve gotta fix this.” 
 
    Jack’s brow furrowed. “Whoa, slow down, Kate. I didn’t force you into changing your brand like this, but now that it’s done, I can’t just let you go changing it back all willy-nilly. Like I said, your column is more popular than ever.” 
 
    “Yes, because people hate me!” Kate exclaimed in frustration. “Jack, no one is going to want to send me their books if they’re afraid I’m going to decimate them in front of the whole country!” 
 
    “Ah,” Jack waved a hand dismissively. “We’ll worry about that when it happens. But for now, we’re still getting tons of manuscripts sent over! Everyone wants to be the writer to impress you! This is a great thing, Kate. You’re gonna have to roll with it.” 
 
    Kate slumped back in her seat, mystified. She had initially written off the e-mail as a freak occurrence, but knowing that the “bitch” had apparently been deserved made it sting much more. Forget that, she thought. Jack’s right. If some people can’t handle a little fire, they should stay out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Queen of Mean, huh?” She said wryly. “If they can’t handle the heat, they can stay out of my column.” 
 
    Jack threw back his head and bellowed laughter. “Exactly, kid. Exactly!” That time he most definitely called her ‘kid,’ but Kate found herself with not a shit to give. 
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    Holly was a short woman bursting with energy. She moved like a whirlwind of bubbly good cheer, eyes constantly alight with radiance under her mop of unruly curls. Kate saw her crossing the street and waved at her friend from the café patio. She hid a smile behind her hand as she watched Holly circle the fenced in eating area with confusion, trying to find a way in.  
 
    “You’ve gotta go inside,” she called to Holly, motioning to the restaurant. “Then come out here!” 
 
    Holly waved off the advice. Kate shook her head and grinned as Holly awkwardly stepped over the knee high fence. She chuckled when Holly fell once over the side, and popped back up, bumping her head into a waiter’s tray. Kate watched, tears running from her eyes as she choked back her laughter when Holly tried apologetically to assist the waiter, and accidentally stepped on his foot. The waiter waved her off with a forced smile, obviously wanting to avoid any further interaction. 
 
    “Oh, come on now,” Holly protested as she plopped herself into the seat across from Kate, who was trying in vain to contain her snorts of mirth. “He didn’t drop it!” 
 
    “No thanks to you!” Kate shook her head. Holly’s antics never failed to amuse her, and God knew she needed it that particular day. 
 
    Holly scoffed. “Well, how hard would it be to make a little fence door? That’s just poor engineering, is what that is.” 
 
    The waiter approached the table. “Good morning, ladies,” he greeted them, stone-faced. “My name is Michael, and I’ll be your server today.” 
 
    “Hi, Michael,” Holly chirped. “Sorry again about the-” she gestured vaguely “You know. Foot thing.” 
 
    Michael didn’t smile. “It’s quite all right, ma’am. Can I get you anything to drink to start?” 
 
    Once he had left, Kate leaned forward. “Oooh, he’s pissed for sure. He called you ‘ma’am.’ Didn’t even bother with a ‘Miss’. You’re getting your breakfast with a side of spit, no doubt about it.” 
 
    Holly giggled, then grew serious. “You know…I kinda wanted to talk to you about that.” 
 
    “About Michael punishing you for assaulting him?” 
 
    “What? No. Ok, I want to reiterate: he did not drop the tray. So right there, I feel like spitting in my food would be an overreaction-” Holly shook her head. “Wait, no. Not that. I wanted to talk to you about the…uh, uncharacteristic way you’ve been behaving lately. Lately-ish, I guess.” 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes. “Are you referencing my new title as Queen of Mean?” She asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Oh, good!” Holly sounded relieved. “So you know, then. I mean, I wouldn’t go so far as to give you a title of bitchy royalty, but that’s fine. You’ve been pretty scary. I thought by now you might have found your footing again, you know? But you just seem to be getting worse.” Her tone softened. “And I know Aiden would have wanted me to say something. You can’t mourn my brother forever, Kate. It’s been eighteen months.” 
 
    Kate looked down at the table. She hadn’t shed a tear for Aiden since his funeral, hadn’t shed a tear for anything since then, really, but she kept her eyes down just in case. The last thing she wanted was for Holly to see even a hint of tears in her eyes and think she couldn’t handle herself. 
 
    “I know. I appreciate it, Holly, I do.” She sighed and blinked back her sadness. “It’s just hard when things keep coming up, you know? He died, and then just when I was starting to get over it, the wedding date came around. And it was like getting punched in the gut all over again. And then it was his birthday, and then my birthday, then my first Christmas without him, and Valentine’s Day, and…”  
 
    She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Suddenly here we are, on what should have been our first anniversary. I saw my wedding dress hanging up today and it brought it all back, like he died yesterday. We were together since we were sixteen, Holly. I don’t know how to just throw away an entire life and build a new one. There’s so much history behind every little thing. Inside jokes about filing our taxes, and dumb little traditions we had for every holiday. Even the Fourth of July.” Kate’s eyes grew distant. “All those wonderful things that brought me joy died with him.” 
 
    Holly reached across the table and put her hand on top of Kate’s, squeezing gently. It alarmed her to see her friend like this. “Hey,” she said softly. “You’ve got so much of life left. You can’t just go through it waiting for it to end; you’ve gotta enjoy it.” 
 
    Kate looked at her friend with frank sadness. “How?” she asked. “The best of it is over.” 
 
    Holly shook her head. “I promise you, that isn’t true. You have to let yourself live it, though, or you might as well have died with him.” 
 
    Michael brought the women their drinks, and they waited in silence until he left. 
 
    “How do I move on, Holly? Honestly, how? Tell me and I’d be glad to, believe me. It’s not like I enjoy wallowing in misery,” Kate said, perhaps too harshly. 
 
    Holly reacted to Kate’s sharp tongue the way she always did, which was not at all. “Well, what about donating your wedding dress like we talked about?” She suggested gently. “That way it isn’t staring you in the face every day, and it will make some woman who needs it very happy. Something good from the bad, you know? Balance.” 
 
    Kate looked away. “It isn’t staring me in the face, it’s in the far back of the closet. But,” she held up a hand to silence Holly when she began to protest. “I get what you’re saying. I could do that, yes. It’s a start, right?” She forced a smile and shook her head. “Anyway, what’s new with you? How’s everything?” 
 
    Holly rolled her eyes comically. “Oh, just great. The life of a barista is never dull, you know? I’m thinking of getting another roommate because rent is basically an unattainable dream, and I donated plasma to fund my breakfast today.” 
 
    Kate knew from experience Holly would never allow Kate to help her out financially, but it frustrated her to watch Holly struggle. She knew that if not for her, Holly would have left New York by now. Her plan had always been to open up a little coffee shop of her own, and the odds of it happening in the city were slim to none. A part of Kate felt guilty that her friend felt she couldn’t move and follow her dream without worrying about how Kate would fare without her, but a bigger part of her knew that she needed Holly, at least for the time being. Kate had barely survived after losing Aiden, and she wasn’t sure she could keep going without her one remaining tie to him. 
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    Kate had all but forgotten about the nasty e-mail in her inbox by that evening. After her brunch with Holly, she stopped at the office briefly to pick up the promotional books that had been sent over for her consideration before heading back to her apartment. Most of her work could be done from home, although she enjoyed going to the office every day for a change of scenery. She thought she worked better when she was surrounded by like-minded people working towards a common goal. It kept her focused. Today, she told herself she needed to get home early to get her apartment put together before the other book club members arrived. The fact that her apartment was already nearly spotless hindered her a bit, and Kate found herself idly vacuuming a living room that didn’t really need it.  
 
    I can’t go to the cemetery today, anyway, Kate reasoned. I’ve gotta wait for that donut delivery. The thought lifted a huge weight off her mind, relieving the guilt she felt at letting another milestone go by without visiting Aiden’s grave. It was a flimsy excuse, sure, but it was better than admitting to herself that she just couldn’t bear to see the cold stone with her sweet fiancé’s name etched on its face. 
 
    As if the universe were waiting to squash her pitiable justification, Kate’s phone rang. Cynthia’s name flashed on the screen. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, Ms. Burt.” Cynthia sounded nervous. “Little Sweetie’s just called. Their delivery boy is out sick today and they can’t bring the donuts over. I told them you’d come down and pick them up. You’re not really doing anything, are you?” 
 
    Kate’s heart began to pound. “What? No, I can’t. I’m busy,” she glanced at the clock. Plenty of time to head down to the bakery and pick up the desserts for tonight, with enough time left over to go just a bit farther uptown and visit a certain cemetery. More than enough time, in fact. “You’re my assistant, Cynthia. This is your task, I need you to figure it out.” 
 
    Cynthia paused. “Well…um, the delivery guy is out sick, at Little Sweetie’s. You can just pick up your order-” 
 
    “I heard you the first time, Cynthia,” Kate snapped. Her tenuous pretext had been ripped away from her in such a laughably easy manner, and she fell instinctively into defensive anger when faced with the bald truth of the matter. “No, I cannot go get them. I asked you to take care of this, and apparently that was asking too much. Just forget it.” Hanging up without waiting for a response, Kate rubbed her temples, trying to recall if Cynthia had sounded like she was slurring. 
 
    So what if she was? Kate scolded herself. Alcoholism is a disease. And you screaming at the poor woman probably didn’t help. 
 
    People were right to call her a bitch. Not only that, but she was a coward as well. If only all those writers knew, she thought bitterly. She took a deep breath and focused herself. 
 
    We don’t need donuts, anyway. It’s just a lot of unnecessary sugar, and Little Sweetie’s isn’t even that good. That was a lie, and she knew it was a lie, but she continued. I’m a grown woman, and if I don’t want to stuff a bunch of carb-laden junk into my body, that’s perfectly fine. I have enough to do here, anyway. 
 
    Sprawling out on the couch, Kate flipped through the manuscripts she had brought home, reading the blurbs and separating each packet into Yes and No piles. Despite the encouragement Jack had heaped upon her, Kate knew she could never bring herself to deliberately pick bad books to review. She loved hearing a good story, and she made a promise to herself to be fair and honest about the books she read. If a story was poor, she wouldn’t censor herself, but neither would she search those types out specifically.  
 
    After considering each title, she narrowed it down to two. A period piece by a young woman about two sisters finding themselves supporting husbands fighting on opposite sides during the Civil War, or a book whose description she found enigmatically captivating.  
 
    “The inner thoughts of a troubled young writer, struggling to find his authentic voice to share with the world.” 
 
    Kate glanced back and forth between the two, but before she could decide which to read, her door buzzer went off. 
 
    Kate hurried to the door, pressing the speaker button. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Kate!” A chorus of voices responded. “We’re here!” 
 
    Grinning happily, Kate buzzed the group up. Within minutes, a flood of six pre-teen girls came bursting through her door, chattering with excitement. 
 
    “Kate, look! Stephen King retweeted me!” Abbi Larson excitedly shoved her phone into Kate’s face. Before Kate could adequately respond, Sarah Mowen was tugging at her arm. 
 
    “Kate! My mom said I can go to the J. L. Williamson book signing next Tuesday! I can’t wait!”  
 
    “I got a Barnes and Noble gift card for my birthday, Kate! Look, fifty dollars!” 
 
    The girls clamored for Kate’s attention, and she heaped it on them, exclaiming over the prestige of a retweet, the joyful anticipation of a book signing, and the vast potential of a gift card. Kate had started the book club as a once monthly event, wanting to contribute positively to the literary community, but not wanting to commit too much of herself. At the time of the club’s inception, she hadn’t had much experience with children, and was positive that she wouldn’t be able to relate to them. After two months of meetings, she had decided to turn the club into a weekly endeavor, and it had been one of the most satisfying aspects of her life since then. Meeting with the girls and sharing their love of the written word amongst themselves reenergized Kate, and renewed her passion for reading. 
 
    “Ok, guys,” Kate said as the girls settled themselves into various seating arrangements around her living room. “Before we get started on our discussion tonight, I have a favor I wanted to ask of you.” The girls leaned forward, intrigued. “I have two different books that I’m considering for my review this week, and I was hoping you guys could pick which one I read.” 
 
    The girls began chattering excitedly amongst themselves. Quickly splitting themselves into two groups, they waited eagerly while Kate read the short blurbs aloud to them, grabbing at the manuscripts as she handed them out. 
 
    “Anyone want any sodas?” Kate asked as the girls began flipping through the pages. A chorus of affirmatives answered her question, and she headed to the kitchen to procure refreshments. A small wave of annoyance rippled through her when she remembered she didn’t have any snacks to offer the girls—but it was annoyance with herself. She should have sucked it up and gotten the donuts. Oh, well, Kate told herself. What’s done is done. 
 
    When she returned to the living room, the atmosphere had grown notably quieter. The girls looked nervous, some even looked afraid. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on? What’s the matter?” 
 
    Abbi, a diehard horror fan with long brown hair and big blue eyes, held out one of the manuscripts to Kate. “This one’s…not very good,” she said softly. 
 
    Kate smiled. “Sometimes that happens. It’s what keeps me in business,” she joked. Her smile melted away when none of the girls returned it. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Abbi wordlessly handed the manuscript over to Kate. Days by the Pond. Kate flipped to the first page. 
 
    For my mother, the dedication read. And the many ways you ruined my life. 
 
    “Wow,” Kate muttered in mild surprise. “This guy doesn’t pussyfoot around.” 
 
    Scanning the first chapter, Kate discovered the work was actually a collection of short stories, not a novel…and it quickly became abundantly clear that it was not the introspective tome she was hoping for. The first story, a disturbing essay about the mutilation and murder of a rat, was so nauseatingly and gratuitously violent Kate couldn’t imagine finishing it. Flipping through the remaining pages, she realized with revulsion every story was in a similar vein, each describing horrifying acts of unspeakable cruelty and perversion with no external plot at all. 
 
    Shocked, Kate checked the publication company, and rolled her eyes in disgust. Penton House. Of course Penton House would send her a bunch of the most offensively pointless short stories in existence and market it as a novel. 
 
    Once one of the most prestigious small publishing houses in the country, Penton House had gone downhill fast in the last two years. When Alphonsus Penton died, he passed the company on to his only child, Edgar. Edgar had absolutely no idea how to handle the business, and was making choices like the sleazy snake oil salesman he was at heart. 
 
    Known for being cheap, he fired nearly every experienced professional he employed in any capacity, and hired a bunch of people with little more knowledge of the publishing world than he had. As a result, Penton House authors had become more and more amateurish, and they frequently sent out works with unfinished or missing manuscripts, poorly designed covers, or misleading blurbs. It drove Kate nuts.  
 
    “Girls, I am so sorry you had to read this,” Kate apologized. “Really, really sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Abbi answered for the group. As Kate looked them over, she noticed just how pale they all were. The parts they had read must have really freaked them out. Hell, it freaked Kate out, and she was an adult. 
 
    “Let’s forget these, and talk about The Handmaid’s Tale, okay?” Kate suggested. A few more of the girls smiled, and soon the group was engaged in a lively discussion on Margaret Atwood’s work, the troubling novel pushed from their minds. 
 
    Sarah Mowen’s mother picked the group up a little after seven, and smiled in polite disinterest when Kate disclosed the incident with the manuscript. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like they watched a scary movie or anything, right?” She laughed. “How traumatic could a book really be?” 
 
    Kate had smiled tightly, not bothering to attempt to explain how impactful the words could have been to the girls. Some people just don’t get it, she thought, closing the door behind the group. What empty lives they must lead. 
 
    Looking at the work now, in the quiet of her apartment, Kate saw just how bad a book could be. She couldn’t bring herself the read the ghastly, pointless work in its entirety. She seethed, thinking of the poor girls’ faces when they had read it. 
 
    “God damn it, Penton,” she said irritably. She tossed the manuscript into her work bag, intending to send it back to Penton House with a strongly worded letter, and fumed. What a useless waste of time and energy. She could not wait until Edgar ran out of money and ran Penton House into the ground, but it seemed that his more capable late father’s vast fortune would see him continuing on for quite a while. It annoyed Kate that the literary world just turned a blind eye to Penton’s incompetence. She picked up the Civil War novel when it struck her. 
 
    Kate wasn’t going to condone Penton House’s unprofessionalism with her silence any longer. She would review the book she received, and she would review it hard. 
 
    When I opened Days by the Pond, published by Penton House, I was expecting to find a work of quiet reflection and self-discovery, she wrote. Imagine my surprise when I opened it to find a steaming hot pile of garbage, instead. 
 
    Smiling with wicked satisfaction, Kate finished her review with gusto, secure in the knowledge that this time, her bad review was more than deserved. Allowing herself to become lost in her work, the lingering guilt over failing to visit her late fiancé’s grave floated out of her mind. 
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    The bright, sunny breakfast nook of Zelda Wash’s kitchen was picture perfect, straight out of a magazine spread. Perhaps “Better Homes than Yours,” or a similar publication. A small vase with freshly cut daisies sat atop a cheery yellow tablecloth, and the faint aroma of maple syrup hung in the air like a light spring wind. Bacon sizzled on the stovetop, and Zelda herself deftly flipped perfectly sized pancakes on her griddle, beaming with pleasure at their evenly browned tops. The gray-haired, pleasantly plump woman hummed a tune as she danced around her kitchen, her domain, with the seasoned confidence of a 50 year ballroom dancing vet--which she occasionally daydreamed she was. 
 
    Zelda’s eyes weren’t what they were when she was a girl (or even what they had been a few decades after that), and her hearing wasn’t the best, but when someone had been doing something for as long as Zelda had been cooking, it became second nature, and the basic senses became less necessary. 
 
    Yes, it was promising to be an absolute gem of a day, and Zelda sighed contentedly as she peered out her little window above the sink. The birds were chirping happily from the adorable little house she had put up last summer, and the day itself was looking to be just lovely. The only dark spot to be seen was behind Zelda, in the face of her thirty year old son, Rodney, and that was hardly anything new. 
 
    Rodney always looked like someone had just knocked the ice cream cone out of his hands, and Zelda attributed that to the stress he had been under since their family bakery had closed. She just couldn’t keep up with the necessary output at her age, and Rodney had never been much of a baker himself. She didn’t like to nag her son, but he was her only living relative now, and she was just too darn old to take care of the both of them. Sitting at the quaint little nook, with an untouched plate of eggs and bacon in front of him, Rodney had the morning paper clenched in his fists, knuckles white with rage. His face was a storm cloud of anger and disbelief. 
 
    “What the hell?” He muttered to himself. “What the hell?” 
 
    The worst phrases kept jumping out at him over and over again. A hilariously pretentious work of true garbage…reads like an angst-filled teenager just discovered dirty words…avoid at all costs. 
 
    Hands shaking, Rodney exhaled a hot breath from flared nostrils. With hate in his eyes, he glared at the grainy picture of the woman, arms crossed, above the review. Katherine “Queen of the Scene” Burt was regarded as the most influential book reviewer in the country, with the ability to make or break a writer’s whole career, never mind singlehandedly determining the success or failure of one single book. Rodney had always had a bit of a crush on her, and had dreamed of having her review one of his books once he got up the courage to actually submit a manuscript for publishing. Rodney had paid good money (more money than he could afford, really; his savings account was now entirely depleted) to a literary agent to get his first book to the sexy rock star of the reviewing world.  
 
    And for what? Rodney thought to himself dismally. For this stuck up, New York City elitist to publicly destroy my life’s work and bankrupt me in the process? Humiliated, Rodney wanted nothing more than to stop torturing himself with the shameful paper…and yet he couldn’t. 
 
    “Rod,” Zelda sang from the stove. “Would you like some more pancakes, dear?” 
 
    Rodney hadn’t touched his first serving, but he didn’t bother telling his mother that. She wouldn’t hear him, anyway. And if she did hear him, it would only hurt her. Zelda was a woman who lived to bake, and now that her health had restricted her to her own small kitchen, Rodney couldn’t bear to take away her few pleasures left in life. Choosing instead to not respond, he slapped the paper down on the table and strode out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Zelda took no notice of this, and bustled over to his plate. She tipped a pitcher of orange juice into the empty glass, and carefully rearranged the eggs and bacon on the plate into a smiley face. 
 
    “There!” She beamed. “It’s going to be a wonderful day!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Rodney paced around the makeshift office in the basement. He had wanted to buy every copy of the paper with the disastrous review in his small town. Had, in fact, stopped at the gas station just down the street from his house with a pile of them attempting to do just that. When the cashier gave him his total, Rodney had paused. Buying out the paper everywhere it was sold in town was going to be expensive, to say the least. 
 
    “Never mind,” Rodney had muttered, leaving the stack of papers on the counter. It pained him to do so, knowing that the entirety of his hometown would be seeing the acerbic column. Zelda had told everyone she knew about Rodney’s upcoming review, and Zelda was beloved in the town, even if Rodney was not. 
 
    Just a few years ago, the Wash Family Bakery had been an icon among the locals, but it had been destined to die with Rodney, who had not an ounce of interest for the industry in his body. That alone marked him as a villain in the eyes of Forest Lake, and his perceived strange behavior did nothing to soften that image. 
 
    People would want to see what the college educated young man was doing with his life since he had, more or less, turned his back on the family business. That he paid the bills on the home seemed not to matter to the local gossipmongers; it was much more interesting to paint Rodney as the loner who lived in his mother’s basement. A social outcast since junior high, Rodney was something of an enigma in Forest Lake, and he was rapidly achieving Boo Radley levels of infamy. 
 
    Rodney’s dream had always been to support himself and Zelda solely with a writing career, and he had thrown himself and everything he had into his work, determined to achieve what no one else thought he could. He had heard more than once how foolish he was to let a successful family business die just to chase a silly dream, but Rodney refused to let statements like those deter him. 
 
    Getting his manuscript to a publishing house and paying for the promotion had cost him dearly; not just every cent he had managed to save since his freshman year of college, but also the six years spent writing, work shopping, and carefully polishing his work. Perhaps naively, Rodney had hoped that his written debut would grant him at least the exposure necessary for more successful works to follow. If he allowed himself unlimited room to daydream, Rodney’s greatest wish was to be able to afford a house of his own, and a live-in caretaker for Zelda. 
 
    Rodney dropped into his office chair and buried his face in his hands. Katherine Burt’s review had all but guaranteed he would never make anything close to a living as an author, and his work as a creative writing tutor online was sure to take a hit now, as well. Who would want to take advice from such a publicly humiliated hack?  
 
    She ruined my life, Rodney thought. She trashed my work in the most brutal way possible, and she gets to just keep on living her glamorous New York existence. I’m going to be living here for the rest of my life, struggling to make ends meet, and Katherine Burt is never going to see what she’s done to me. 
 
    Bolting upright, Rodney realized that wasn’t necessarily true. He wasn’t a hapless victim in all this, at least not yet. He could take charge, and he could force Katherine to face the consequences of her actions. With a renewed energy and a sense of purpose, Rodney strode upstairs for his suitcase. He was going to New York to pay a visit to one Ms. Katherine Burt. 
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    The week went by, and Kate’s life went on as it normally did. She devoured the Civil War sisters novel and enjoyed it immensely, writing a glowing review. When she turned it in to Jack, she could practically feel his disappointment from across the building, but it didn’t bother her. She was prepared with a small lecture in case he confronted her (“My column means nothing if I’m not honest,”), but he never did. 
 
    One night after returning home from the office, Kate researched potential women’s charities that might take her wedding dress. It was a beautiful summertime dress, tea length with a tulle skirt and a lacy bodice. It was timeless and lovely, and obviously in perfect condition. 
 
    Kate began the search with gusto, focused on completing the first step towards acceptance. After scanning three or four charity mission statements, she closed her laptop and paced restlessly around her apartment, a leaden ball of anxiety resting in her chest. I don’t need to decide just now, I have time. Why am I in such a hurry to rush through the grieving process? Rationalizations swirling in her head like a cloud of mosquitos, Kate waged a mental battle until she found herself standing in front of her closet. 
 
    Staring at the chicly distressed white door, Kate’s heart began to pound. The warm glow surrounding the idea of providing a dress for someone else’s happiest day began to dim, and was replaced by an icy sense of dread. I just want to look at it one more time. She reached for the doorknob, then hesitated.  
 
    Kate remembered the day she had bought her lovely dress, walking around the city with Aiden just a few days after he had proposed. They couldn’t find the new bakery they were heading to, hoping to try out the muffin tops that had earned the pointless overnight fame New Yorkers assigned to the most mundane items. Stomach growling, Kate crankily suggested they stop at a bodega for literally anything to eat when Aiden pointed out the dress shop just across the street. 
 
    “Come on, Katie,” Aiden cajoled in an effort to cheer up his hangry fiancée. “Wanna try on a wedding dress?” 
 
    Unable to resist the allure of playing dress up, Kate agreed. When she emerged from the dressing room in the first selection, an over-the-top ball gown exploding with tulle, Aiden had laughed uproariously, sending Kate into a fit of laughter, as well.  
 
    “I feel like a cupcake,” Kate declared. 
 
    “You look like a cupcake,” Aiden answered. “A beautiful cupcake, but still a cupcake.” 
 
    The second dress Kate tried on was the one, and she knew it as before the attendant had finished buttoning her up. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared at her ethereal reflection in the mirror, stunned. This is what I’ll be wearing when I marry Aiden, she thought wonderingly. Stepping out past the changing room’s curtain, she watched Aiden’s eyes grow wide with appreciation. 
 
    “You look so beautiful,” Aiden said in awe. “I can’t believe...” he cleared his throat. “I can’t believe I’m the one who got you.” 
 
    Giggling with delight, Kate had thrown herself into his strong embrace. Aiden was a photographer, and never without his camera. Stepping back from Kate, he pulled his Nikon out of his bag and pointed the lens at her. “Show me your bride smile,” he instructed. Kate, usually not one to enjoy having her picture taken, had posed happily.  
 
    After he died, Kate had searched for that picture but she never found it. I wish I had more pictures of him, she thought, not for the first time. Of course, Aiden had spent more time behind the camera than in front of it, and Kate had come to treasure every picture he had taken. Each one was a window into life as Aiden had seen it, a frozen look at the world through his eyes. 
 
    With trembling hands, Kate reached for the garment bag, then stopped. She wasn’t ready to look at the dress, not yet. She knew she wanted to see it one last time, hold it in her hands and breathe in the memory of that perfect day, but she wasn’t ready to unzip the bag. Not tonight. 
 
    Instead, Kate moved the bag from her bedroom closet to the unused hallway closet, where she wouldn’t see it unless she was looking for it, and firmly shut the door. She turned off the light and walked purposefully to the living room to find another book to read. She had a collection of Joyce Carol Oates shorts she was eager to begin, and she wasn’t going to get anywhere with it if she spent the whole night pining over a dress. 
 
    She had just immersed herself in a fresh story when her phone rang. Annoyed, Kate checked the caller ID. Cynthia. Great, Kate rolled her eyes, debating not answering. Cynthia had avoided her at work as much as possible since the argument over the book club donuts, and that was fine with Kate. In all honesty, Kate’s day went by much more smoothly without the interference of her assistant. Of course, if Kate fired Cynthia, she would really look like the bitch of the office. Kate sighed, reluctantly accepting the call. “Hello?” 
 
    “Ms. Burt?” Cynthia asked, as if someone else would be answering Kate’s cell phone. 
 
    “Yes, Cynthia. What is it?” 
 
    There was a long hesitation, and Kate pulled the phone from her ear to be sure the call hadn’t dropped. “Cynthia?” She prompted. “Hello?” 
 
    “Are you...” Cynthia uttered a small belch. “Are you home?” 
 
    Kate closed her eyes, irritated. “Cynthia, are you drunk?” 
 
    “No-o-o,” Cynthia drew out the word. “I’m not drunk. I’m just…I’m just…” She hiccupped. “I just wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize for what?” Kate was struggling to be kind, but her interest in the conversation, not very high to begin with, was rapidly waning. She eyed her book hungrily, eager to get back to it.  
 
    “For forgetting the donuts, and for the jacket taking so long, and for forgetting things sometimes.” Cynthia’s voice had taken on a whine. “You just sometimes aren’t a very easy person to work for, and so…but I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Cynthia.” 
 
    There was a long silence. 
 
    “And?” Cynthia prodded. 
 
    “And what?” Kate sighed.  
 
    “And aren’t you going to apologize to me for being such a…you know…” 
 
    “Cynthia, let me stop you right there,” Kate said icily, eyes still closed. “I’m not going to tolerate this sort of behavior. If you really want to apologize to me, do better work. Be better. And then maybe I’ll apologize to you. But I can’t even fathom the stupidity it must take to call your boss while you’re drinking, so I can tell you this is not a great start. I can only imagine what sort of things you have to say to me from here, and I don’t think that conversation would go so well for you. So I’m going to hang up now, and if you call me back, I’ll take that as your resignation. Okay?” Without waiting for a response, Kate hung up, shaking her head. 
 
    Picking up her book and settling back into the couch, Kate once again lost herself in a different world, one without a dead fiancé or an incompetent assistant. Her phone didn’t ring again, and she easily put Cynthia’s drunken ramblings out of her mind. Thoughts of the dress lingered a little longer, but were pushed wholly from Kate’s mind once she began Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been? 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, she woke with a start. What was that? Groggily, Kate glanced around the room in confusion before placing herself. She had fallen asleep on her couch. Great, she thought, rubbing the back of her neck. Her back always felt funny after she slept on the couch, and she tried not to make a habit of it. Sorry, Joyce. You aren’t boring, I’m just getting old. Standing, Kate groaned. She rolled her shoulders and began to make her way to the bedroom. She didn’t consider what had woken her until she heard it again, the abrupt pounding making her jump. 
 
    Thump thump thump.  Her apartment door shook with the force of the knocks. What the hell? Kate wondered. She checked her phone, squinting at the sudden bright light from the screen. 1:14 a.m. Who would possibly be pounding on her door? Kate was frozen on the spot, unsure of what to do. Should she call out, ask who was there? It seemed unwise to advertise her presence like that. Calling the cops felt too extreme; after all, it was just knocking. Loud, insistent knocking. At one in the freaking morning. 
 
    Another round of banging came, and Kate winced. She hadn’t buzzed anyone up, but the building’s intercom system had always struck her as useless, anyway. There was usually someone in the building who would be willing to buzz just anyone up without verifying it was the food delivery guy or their invited guests first.  
 
    “What the hell do I do here?” Kate whispered to herself. More knocking, if such a crude banging could be called knocking. Kate yelped, panicking, until it dawned on her. The peephole, genius, she thought in exasperation. Duh!  
 
    She moved quietly across the floor, but the knocking had ceased by the time Kate peeked through the tiny hole in the door. It was silent, and no one was on the other side. Kate sighed with relief, then looked closer at the fisheye image of the hallway. What the…Oh God, that’s smoke! 
 
    Kate threw open the door and found a flaming bag waiting on her Welcome mat. With a small shriek of surprised fright, she ran inside and grabbed a throw pillow off the couch before racing back and using it to beat out the tiny fire. Once she had extinguished it, she leaned against the doorframe, panting. She glanced down at the pillow, although she knew its impromptu debut as a firefighter had left it ruined. 
 
    Eyes widening, she realized with horror that the pillow wasn’t just singed. A dark red stain had bloomed on the front. She instinctively dropped it, and as it landed next to the tattered bag, she realized that’s where the crimson stain had come from. Grisly blobs were splattered from the inside, and a large charred lump lay partially exposed from the middle of the carnage.  
 
    Oh dear God, is that a rat?! Kate’s mind screamed. Clamping a hand over her mouth, she began to gag. Who in the world would do something like this? Fighting to remain in control, Kate forced herself to take a long, settling breath. It worked for a moment, then the stench of singed pillow fabric wafted up her nose, and Kate promptly vomited all over the still smoldering pile. She closed her eyes, unable to take in the surreal scene before her. 
 
    Once she had calmed herself enough to open her eyes, Kate retreated to her kitchen to grab some garbage bags from under her sink. She paused long enough to snatch the yellow rubber gloves she used for dishwashing, and began the grim task of cleaning up the grisly mess outside her door. She grimaced in distaste as she gingerly tossed the debris into the plastic bag, holding everything by the smallest corner she could manage. Even with the gloves on, Kate felt dirty handling the still-smoking items. 
 
    It occurred to her later that she might have called the police to report this, but then thought better of it. She couldn’t imagine any NYPD officers putting a flaming bag of--well, whatever it was in the bag--at the top of their to-do lists, and besides, the whole thing was coated in a thick layer of her expelled dinner, anyway. Dispatch would tell her they’d send the next available unit to her, and then what? She’d wait for however long it would take while her puke pile matured into a fine vintage? No, easier to clean it up and be done with it. Probably just some dumb, disturbed teens messing around, anyway.  
 
    “Never a dull moment,” Kate pushed her damp hair off her now sweaty brow and hoisted the bag up, holding it well away from her body, heading to the trash chute down the hall. She was sorely looking forward to falling into her comfortable bed, too exhausted to bother with a shower until morning. By the time she returned to her apartment and fell onto her plush mattress, the fire had taken on the fuzzy quality of a half-remembered dream, and Kate slipped easily into sleep. 
 
    The next day, Kate didn’t spare a thought to the one a.m. incident until she left her apartment and stepped onto the floor of her doorstep. She looked down, wondering why that particular step felt so off. My Welcome mat, she realized. That half inch drop is weirdly noticeable after so many years. In the light of day, the fire seemed like a ridiculous antic, or a joke. Then she remembered the rat, and shivered a little. That was a weird little twist that she just couldn’t wrap her head around. Maybe it was already dead when they found it, she thought. That didn’t really make it any more comforting, though. It was still a very abnormal thing to do. 
 
    When she got to the office, Kate noticed Cynthia hovering outside her door almost immediately. Shooting nervous glances at Kate, the mousy assistant waited until Kate was seated behind her desk before meekly knocking on the door, never quite meeting Kate’s eyes. “Hi, Ms. Burt. Sorry to bother you, but Mr. O’Bannon…he said as soon as you got in…um, his office, right away…” 
 
    Kate rubbed her temples. She didn’t want to snap at Cynthia again, because obviously the poor woman was having a lot of trouble getting over it, but damn, Cynthia rubbed her the wrong way. “Thank you. I’ll be right down.” Kate was willing to let sleeping dogs lie as far as their last conversation was concerned, if Cynthia would. The last thing in the world she wanted was a heart-to-heart with that woman about whatever personal problems she may or may not have. It seemed more like something Human Resources should handle, if anything. 
 
    Cynthia hesitated. “But…okay.” Scurrying out the door, she cast one last nervous look over her shoulder, clearly relieved that Kate didn’t intend on rehashing their phone call from the night before. 
 
    Kate didn’t have anything to do in her office, but she definitely didn’t want to walk down to O’Bannon’s office with Cynthia trailing behind her like a lost, repentant puppy. She pulled out her crossword puzzle for the morning, hoping to give herself a mental reset before dealing with her boss. She had four blank entries left, and she was determined to finish the whole thing before lunch. After spending a few moments pondering over three down--it was right on the tip of her tongue, she could swear it--Kate decided she had better head to O’Bannon’s office before she got lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    Turning the corner, she was surprised to see Jack speaking animatedly to someone in his office. The frosted glass walls concealed whoever it was in the room with him, and Kate offered up a silent prayer that it wasn’t airheaded Cynthia crying her tale of woe unto Jack’s surely unsympathetic shoulder. She tapped the glass door, and he waved her in. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t Cynthia in Jack’s office. Leaning against the wall, arms crossed, was a towering man, easily a foot taller than the 5’5” Kate. He had very short hair, buzzed down to nearly nothing. Although his arms were incredibly muscular, straining the sleeves of his black tee-shirt, the first thing Kate noticed about him, even before his noteworthy height, was the man’s stunningly green eyes. He stood insolently against the far wall of Jack’s office, tossing M&Ms into the air one by one and catching them in his mouth. 
 
    “You need me?” Kate inquired, directing her words at Jack but unable to take her eyes off the strikingly handsome stranger. “Cynthia said-” 
 
    Jack nodded impatiently and waved her in. “Yeah, yeah. Kate,” Jack exhaled gustily. “We got a problem.” 
 
    Kate lowered herself into the chair in front of Jack’s desk and glanced between the two men, confused. Jack looked perturbed, but the stranger was simply watching Kate and her editor interact with mildly curious detachment, as though he wasn’t terribly interested in their conversation. “What kind of problem?” 
 
    “Well, we got two different problems, you and me,” Jack chuckled humorlessly. “See, my problem is I gotta hire this guy, because of your problem. Your problem, is you got a death threat. Actually, that’s my problem, too, because it came addressed care of the paper. If it had gone right to you, then it would be solely your problem, and I wouldn’t have to hire anybody.” He spread his hands as if to say, what lousy luck, huh? 
 
    Kate stared at Jack in disbelief. “What?” She managed to choke out. 
 
    “Yeah, the legal department tells me that since the threat came directly to the paper and not to your personal residence, we could be held liable if something were to actually happen to you. So we gotta take ‘reasonable steps’ to ensure your safety.” Jack rolled his eyes and shook his head, amazed at the outlandish measures he was being forced to take.  
 
    “Wow, Jack. That really sucks for you.” Kate’s head was spinning. “I thought you said I got hate mail all the time and it was no big deal!” 
 
    “Hate mail is one thing. This was your first death threat. And it was graphic enough to be deemed troubling and credible.” Jack was clearly impressed. “It was really messed up.” 
 
    “Well, who the hell sent it?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet. I mean, it came to the paper, but it doesn’t look like it was delivered by the post office. Someone brought it here. So that’s not good for you, either.” 
 
    “So, what?” Kate asked in dismay. She turned to the mystery man, still leaning against the wall and watching the scene play out. “Who’s this guy? The lawyer?” 
 
    The man paused his methodical M&M consumption, and his jaw dropped in mock outrage. He finally spoke. “Hey. Rude.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “This is Chris Taylor,” he gestured. “He’s gonna be your security until this situation gets cleared up.” 
 
    “Security?” Kate laughed. “Jack, come on.” When Jack simply shrugged at her, she looked at Chris. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I have excellent credentials,” Chris grabbed the chair next to Kate and swung it around, plopping down on it backwards and counting off points on his fingers. “Marine Corps for six years, five years of private security experience for high value clients, I own three pairs of handcuffs, and I can run really fast.” 
 
    Kate stared with incredulity at Chris. “Do you think this is a joke?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t,” Chris replied, emptying the bag of candy into his palm before tossing the remnants into his mouth. “When I thought you were a journalist who had broken a story on a corrupt politician and needed help. But then I found out you were actually just a glorified librarian and now, yeah, I think it’s kinda funny.” 
 
    Kate turned to Jack. “Really?” 
 
    Jack pointed at her. “He might be a wiseass, but he’s the best there is. And he ain’t cheap, either. If you do get whacked, it won’t be because this paper cheaped out on your security detail.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “This is so ridiculous,” Kate muttered, face buried in her hands. She couldn’t bring herself to raise her head and see Chris standing outside of her office with that stupid smirk. He had spent the morning playing James Bond around the office, insisting on clearing the bathroom before Kate used it and frisking the copier for weapons. She had pushed him out of her office when Holly came by for lunch, but not before he insisted on checking the sandwiches Holly had brought. 
 
    “Hold it right there. Gotta wand ‘em,” he had told Holly. 
 
    “You have your own portable metal detector?” She had asked, amazed. 
 
    “It’s a stapler,” Kate yanked her friend into her office, exasperated. “He’s just bored and playing pretend.” 
 
    Holly pulled Kate from her reverie. “Better safe than sorry,” she chirped, plucking a chip from Kate’s untouched bag while Kate groaned in disagreement. “It can’t hurt having him around, can it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’d rather not find out.” Kate sighed. “Look at him, Holly.” 
 
    “Oh, I am,” Holly widened her eyes appreciatively, hoping to evoke a laugh from Kate. “Yummy.” 
 
    Kate swatted playfully at her friend. “Ew, no! He’s just a dumb jock all grown up,” she grumbled. “He isn’t even taking this seriously, he’s just full of jokes. I don’t think he even knows what I do for a living. Probably because he’s never read a book in his life.” 
 
    “When you’re that pretty, you don’t need no book learnin’,” Holly said sagely. 
 
    Kate tried to glower at Holly, but couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Do you think he’s on steroids? His arms are the size of my head.” 
 
    Holly turned to look at Chris, who gave them a wink and finger guns. “Maybe. He’s a big dude, that’s for sure.” She turned back to Kate. “So did Jack say exactly what the threat you got said?” 
 
    Kate shook her head. “No, only that it was credible, whatever that means. I mean, I don’t know the criteria they use to distinguish a sincere threat from a fake.” 
 
    “Probably once they cross that line from ‘vaguely threatening’ to ‘an actual death threat,’ I’d imagine.” 
 
    “Well I hope whoever wrote in that threat makes their move soon, because part of me is okay with giving my life to watch this guy fail.” Kate watched disdainfully as Chris rapped on the glass door with his knuckles and made a series of nonsensical hand gestures. 
 
    “What…what does that mean?” Holly asked, confused. 
 
    Kate shook her head. “He said it means the perimeter is secure. I’m pretty sure he made it up.” 
 
    Holly burst out laughing. “Don’t encourage him!” Kate scolded her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kate, but you could use a little fun in your life. Don’t be so hard on this guy! He doesn’t seem so bad.” She winked. “And he’s easy on the eyes. Speaking of which…did I tell you I’ve got a date with Michael tonight?” 
 
    Kate frowned, chewing her pickle. When she had swallowed, she asked, “Michael?” 
 
    “Yeah, from the café the other day. Our server. He asked me out when I was paying the bill. At first I thought he was just trying to flatter me so I’d leave a decent tip, but he called me even after I paid in mostly nickels.” 
 
    “It must be true love,” Kate observed dryly. 
 
    “I don’t know about true love, but he was okay with the idea of hitting an art gallery opening tonight for the free hors d’oeuvres, so it’s definitely something special. Hey, why don’t you join us? You and Jean Claude Van Sexy over there,” Holly pointed. 
 
    Kate snorted mid-bite and began coughing, sending sprays of bread crumbs flying across her desk. 
 
    “Oh, man, if he saw that we can forget a double date,” Holly peeked over her shoulder. “Be a lady, dude.” 
 
    Kate wiped her mouth with a napkin and gaped at her friend. “No,” she said finally. “I don’t think I’m interested in going on a double date with you and the guy you tipped four percent after you attacked him. Especially not with my comedian of a bodyguard. Thanks, though.” 
 
    “Okay, I would hardly call what I did to Michael ‘attacking’ him. But, message received, loud and clear.” Standing, Holly stretched. “I’ve gotta head back to work, my lunch break was over forever ago.” Pulling Kate into a hug, she added, “Be nice to the new kid, okay?” 
 
    As she left, she stopped to speak with Chris. Kate watched their mouths move wordlessly, and cringed as Holly gestured towards her.  
 
    “Damn it, Holly,” she muttered under her breath as Holly broke away to the elevators and Chris headed into Kate’s office. 
 
    “Your friend said you could use a little company,” he said, dropping into the chair Holly had vacated and opening a package of Rolos. “Said you’re pretty freaked out about this whole threat thing.” 
 
    Kate smiled tightly. “She misspoke. I’m not worried.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Kate trailed off, chuckling dryly at the absurdity of having to explain herself. “Because it isn’t real.” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “Your boss thinks it’s real enough. He wasn’t kidding when he said I’m not cheap.”  
 
    “Jack is just covering his ass. I can’t blame him for that, but this whole thing is just, well, ridiculous.” Kate pointedly turned her attention to her computer screen. “I actually have a lot of work to do, so…” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Chris watched her, chewing his candy slowly, one by one. Kate was growing unnerved by his intense gaze. “So you think this is just an empty threat, huh?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “But you said you get a lot of hate mail. Isn’t this just the logical progression?” 
 
    “In what world are death threats logical?” 
 
    “In this one, apparently.” Chris didn’t take his eyes off her. “Why would you get hate mail at all? You write book reviews. Vicious ones, granted, but still. Who would take it that seriously?” 
 
    Kate turned to Chris. “People write books because they want to share a story with the world,” she explained. “It’s taking a piece of themselves and putting it into words, because they think somewhere out there someone will relate to what they have to say. Books and stories are incredibly personal things, and they’re a part of the storyteller’s very being. It’s what makes books so special.” She said the last bit quietly, with reverence. It was a concept she had considered before, and she supposed it was why books had always held such a mystical allure for her. “It must be devastating to hear someone tear apart your work.” 
 
    Chris didn’t change his expression. “Then why are you so harsh in your reviews?”  
 
    “I…” Kate looked at Chris, surprised. “I don’t know,” she finished lamely. “I’m going to use the bathroom. No, no, please,” she held up her hands to stop him when Chris’ eyes lit up at the prospect of doing another bathroom perimeter sweep. “I’ll be fine, I promise. You just stay here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kate stood over the sink in the bathroom, washing her hands while letting her mind wander. ‘I don’t know’? What the hell kind of cop out was that? I’m harsh in my reviews because I expect writers to meet a certain standard of quality and have respect for the craft. I don’t go out of my way to be mean, I go out of my way to be honest. Ahh, damn it! That’s what I should have said! 
 
    Kate let out a frustrated groan. Of course her best zingers came to her five minutes after they were most needed. Having Chris around was really throwing Kate off her game, and she wondered anxiously how long it would be until she was free of him. Of course she didn’t want to put herself in unnecessary danger, but it seemed to Kate that there was quite a difference between someone writing a threat and actually carrying it out, especially for a writer! Their whole lives were more or less focused around putting hopes and fantasies into writing, not acting on their every impulse. In fact, Kate decided, if there was anyone in the world from whom I wouldn’t take a death threat seriously, it’s a writer. 
 
    Kate dried her hands, feeling more confident in her decision to let Chris and Jack know that a bodyguard was patently unnecessary. If O’Bannon felt that strongly about his own liability, Chris could hang around the office while she was there, but he wasn’t going to be following her around to personal appointments, and most definitely wasn’t going to be following her home. Kate strode purposefully back to her office with renewed confidence. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Taylor,” she began. “I think we need to have a frank discussion…what are you doing?” Chris hadn’t acknowledged her, and was bent over her desk writing something. Coming closer, she saw he was filling in her blank crossword spaces—with pen! 
 
    “Hey!” She scolded, snatching the paper away from him. “I was almost finished with that,” she complained. “Are you a child? Can you really not keep your hands off someone else’s things for ten minutes?” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “You weren’t going to get three down, anyway, with the way you had three across going. You wouldn’t get ‘Gretzky’ if you had ‘Marcel’ going across, because the ‘r’ was in the wrong spot. It should have been just ‘Proust,’ which you wouldn’t know because you had another mistake over” he pointed “here.” 
 
    Kate looked over the crossword. She had made a few mistakes. “How do you know Proust?” Kate asked, stupefied.  
 
    Chris smiled wryly. “Because I’m just an idiot muscle head?” 
 
    Kate blushed. “No,” she lied. “I just mean, he’s not as…accessible as, say, Stephen King or Tom Clancy. Swann’s Way is something you read in a graduate class, and I thought you were prior military. I just didn’t realize you’d been to college.” 
 
    “I haven’t.” Chris shook his head and smirked. “I can see why you get hate mail. You’re very elitist.” 
 
    “I am not!” Kate’s cheeks were burning. “And I don’t think assuming that most people don’t read Proust for fun is elitist. I just don’t know you very well.” 
 
    “But you don’t like me.” 
 
    Kate hesitated. “I don’t like the situation,” she allowed. “And I may have been treating you poorly as a result. I’m sorry. Can we start over?” 
 
    Chris leaned back in the chair and shrugged. “We can try. I’ve found there aren’t very many do-overs allowed in life, though.” His jaw tightened, only slightly, but Kate noticed.  
 
    Kate took her seat behind the desk. What a weird guy. I’m trying to offer an olive branch, here! He’s so damn cocky. “Well, look, Chris. I’m sure you’re very good at your job, and I appreciate that you’re a more well-rounded person than I gave you credit for initially, but look: I really just don’t think my having a bodyguard is necessary. I can understand O’Bannon’s cautiousness, though, and I’m not opposed to having you hang out here, around the office. But I don’t need you following me grocery shopping, or to my home, or to…yoga, or whatever.” 
 
    Chris was unfazed. “You don’t do yoga.” 
 
    Kate blinked. “Excuse me? Why do you say that?” It was true, Kate didn’t do yoga. But she was offended at the insinuation that she didn’t have a yoga body. She crossed her arms in front of her chest and waited for an answer. 
 
    “Ms. Burt, I told you: I’m very good at what I do. Part of being good at what I do is knowing the habits of my clients. That means talking to your boss, your co-workers, and your friends. Sorry, your friend. No one mentioned anything about yoga, there’s nothing about yoga in your calendar, and pardon me for saying so, but you do not seem like a woman who spends a lot of time centering herself.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not as good at your job as you think,” Kate replied icily.  
 
    Chris cocked an eyebrow. “Where do you practice yoga?” he challenged her. 
 
    “The…” Kate wracked her brain. “Red Lotus.” 
 
    Chris smirked. “You don’t do yoga.” 
 
    Kate was losing her battle to remain calm. “Mr. Taylor, I am telling you right now that I do not require your services. I know you think you’re a certified badass, but you should know that I can handle myself and a phony threat just fine.” A thought occurred to her, and she leaned forward. “In fact, just last night someone left a flaming bag with a dead rat inside it outside my door, and I-” 
 
    Chris shot upright in his seat. “Someone set fire to a dead animal at your home?” he demanded, eyes boring into hers. 
 
    Kate nodded. “Yes. Well, outside my door, I mean. And I took care of it, which brings me to my point-” 
 
    “Someone killed an animal and lit it on fire outside of your apartment, your personal address where you live and sleep and are at your most vulnerable, and you just thought to bring this up?” Chris stood up and narrowed his eyes at her. “Clearly you can’t handle yourself, because that is absolutely the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Pack up whatever you need to take with you. And be quick about it.” He strode to the door. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Kate stared after him in disbelief. “Why?” 
 
    “Because there’s a good chance that the person who had a bonfire at your place last night is the same one who issued your death threat. Coming to where you live is a clear escalation, and pretty sick, to boot. We’re going to stay in a safe house until we can be sure the risk is minimized.” He looked at her appraisingly. “Who could you possibly have pissed off to such an extent? You’re a book critic, for God’s sake.” 
 
    Kate shook her head. “I don’t know! It’s crazy, I just-” her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. I think I know who this is.” 
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    Chris sat on the twin bed opposite Kate, shaking his head as he leafed through Days by the Pond. Kate had found it lying forgotten at the bottom of her bag, and showed Chris the particularly disturbing passages that mentioned animal abuse. “What the hell is this?” he wondered aloud. Disgusted, he threw it on the nightstand that separated the two beds. 
 
    After informing O’Bannon of the new information that had come to light, Chris convinced the editor that Kate was much safer living in and working from a hotel room for the next few weeks, or until the threat was “neutralized.”  
 
    “Fine, fine,” O’Bannon had agreed grudgingly. “If that’s what ya gotta do, do it. Paper will cover the expense. But we already got you a bodyguard,” he said, pointing his sausage-like finger at Kate. “So midrange hotel only. And no room service.” 
 
    Kate had argued against the decision, but feebly. Her mind was reeling at the possibility that someone out there, a Mr. Rodney Wash, if her hunch was correct, might actually want her dead. The afternoon had taken on an air of surrealism, and she was finding it hard to concentrate. “I need to get some clothes from my place,” she said absently. “And my toiletries. A book. My phone charger.” She listed things off as they occurred to her. 
 
    Chris nodded. “We’ll head over there eventually, maybe later this week. Right now I want to make sure I’ve got all the facts straight, and get you settled in. You look pretty freaked out.” Chris leaned forward and put a concerned hand on Kate’s trembling knee. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Kate flapped a hand at him and smiled. It’s not fine, her mind screamed. Why do I think I have to pretend that I’m fine? 
 
    Chris stood and walked into the bathroom, returning with a glass of water. “Here,” he handed it to Kate. “I know you think you can take care of yourself, and I’m sure you can. But you’ve gotta let me do my job and help keep you safe, okay?” Chris spoke softly, and Kate found herself calming at the sound of his voice. He was a strong, capable-looking man, and he had an impressive work history. His cocky behavior earlier in the day had nearly driven Kate mad, but now, seeing him take control of the situation, Kate appreciated Chris’s confidence in himself.  
 
    “So, how long are we going to be stuck here?” Kate asked. She looked around the room, taking stock. The room was clean and pleasant enough, but not terribly large. Two twin beds, two nightstands, and a desk took up the bulk of the main room. A small foyer held a couch and a coffee table, and a bathroom, the largest space by far, had a large shower and separate tub. Kate couldn’t imagine spending more than a day, or maybe two, caged in such a small space with a relative stranger, and her heart sank. 
 
    “Probably not long,” Chris answered casually. “I know it seems overwhelming right now, but you can work from here and the time will go by quickly. And O’Bannon is going to call me the second that publishing house gets back to him with Wash’s address. I don’t think he’ll let them hem and haw over it, either. He doesn’t want to be spending a dime more than he has to on me, you better believe it. This whole thing will be over before you know it, and you can get back to reading books and not doing yoga.” 
 
    Kate laughed and swatted lightly at him. “That sounds really good right now, honestly. Not doing yoga calms me down.” 
 
    Chris insisted Kate take some time to relax, and allow herself to acclimate to the new situation. She had laid down on her bed with another manuscript from work, a spy thriller set on a colonized Mars, and was deeply into the tale when she felt her eyelids growing heavy. The adrenaline that had been coursing through her veins was finally wearing off, and it was hitting her hard. Chris was right, she was much more stressed out than she realized. She put the book down and allowed herself to nod off, falling asleep almost instantly. 
 
    *** 
 
    When she awoke, she heard grunts coming from the floor near the desk. Sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, Kate saw Chris’s head and shoulders rise into her view for a second before falling again. He was staring straight ahead, focused and unaware she was no longer sleeping. Kate sat up a little straighter and realized her bodyguard was doing push-ups by the foot of her bed, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt. He must have been working out for a while, because his muscular back was shiny with sweat. His arms bulged with effort as he continued his exercise, but his motion was seamless, and he otherwise appeared not to be struggling at all. Kate watched him for a moment before realizing she was fully staring at him, and she blushed.  
 
    Clearing her throat to alert Chris of her awakened state, she sat up straight. “I guess I needed a little nap,” she said lamely, cheeks still burning from watching Chris work out half naked. “That’s the bright side to having a target on my back, I guess: midday naps.” 
 
    Chris got to his feet, grabbing a towel off the back of the desk chair and mopping his face with it. “Good,” he said, not a hint of breathlessness in his voice. “You feel better?” 
 
    Kate nodded, eyes averted. She couldn’t quite bring herself to look directly at Chris without feeling a little giddy embarrassment. “I do, thanks.” A silence stretched out between them, and Kate struggled to find a way to break it. “Did you get that discipline for physical fitness from your time in the military?” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “Part of it, yeah. I was in an underground boxing scene when I was a kid. Well, we called it that, but really it was just an excuse to beat the hell out of each other, get rid of some aggression. Leaving every night with a broken nose and two black eyes got me marked as an easy target at the home, so I started working on getting into fighting shape.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘an easy target?’?” 
 
    “Like I wouldn’t fight back. Like anyone could get a few licks in without any consequences.” Chris’s tone was easy, but his eyes hardened. 
 
    Kate was shocked. “You got beat up at home?” 
 
    Chris shook his head. “I grew up in foster care. I was placed in other peoples’ homes, but they were never my home.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It made me who I am today, and who I am today is pretty damn fabulous.” Chris kissed a bicep and winked. Kate laughed. “Really, though, if I grown up with a mom and dad and brothers and sisters, I probably wouldn’t have joined the service. Wouldn’t have done a lot of the stuff I’ve done.  It’d be selfish to take so many stupid risks when you’ve got other people worrying about you. I can live my life the way I want, with no worries. There’s the silver lining you didn’t hear about in Oliver Twist.” 
 
    Kate looked down. “Yeah, you’ve got a point there,” she said quietly.  
 
    “Well, that’s gotta be a first!” Chris joked. “Are you agreeing with me, Ms. Burt?” 
 
    Kate gave him a halfhearted smile. “I guess I am.” She swallowed a lump in her throat, and before she realized she was actually speaking out loud, she heard her voice. “My fiancé was like that. He loved going on adventures, and it-” She paused, blinking away the memories. She didn’t talk to many people about Aiden, and she wasn’t going to start rehashing the past just because her emotions after a crazy day had gotten the best of her. “I think you’re right about living a little more carefully when you’ve got people to live for.” 
 
    Chris was staring at her with that intense gaze of his, and Kate looked away. His eyes felt like they went right through her, down to the center where all her secrets were kept. She felt exposed when his eyes focused on her like that, and she shifted uncomfortably. As if he sensed her uneasiness, Chris turned to pick up his shirt. “Or who knows?” he said with deceptive casualness. “Maybe I’d still have served overseas, and go base jumping once a month. Maybe all those things feel a little more meaningful if you’ve got someone caring that you make it back home in one piece.” He shrugged and headed into the bathroom. Kate heard the sound of running water as he cleaned himself up, and smirked to herself. 
 
    He’s cute, and he reads Proust, but that was the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Kate rolled her eyes. Chris was a perceptive man, and it had been pretty obvious that he’d stepped into some weird emotional ground with her just then. His clumsy attempt to make her feel better was kind, but platitudes were clearly not his strong suit. 
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    It was strange, being stuck in a small space with a man she barely knew. Kate was growing antsy, while Chris seemed perfectly at peace in the unusual situation. Kate fidgeted on the bed, picking up and putting down her book. A few times she opened her work laptop and browsed her e-mails, and even tried to do a little online shopping for new shoes for work before Chris put an end to that.  
 
    “Do you want a bunch of packages stacking up outside your door?” he asked in what Kate found to be an exceptionally condescending tone. “You don’t need to advertise your lack of presence. And besides, swiping your mail is a great excuse to need to speak with you later. Unless it’s something you literally can’t live without, don’t.” 
 
    Kate sighed in frustration. She jumped up and paced around the room, inspecting the light fixtures and closet, running her fingers over the couch fabric and returning again to the bed. Chris watched her, bemused. 
 
    “Bored?” he asked. 
 
    “You could say that,” Kate muttered. “I feel like I’m already going stir crazy.” She stood again and circled the couch, prowling restlessly.  
 
    “Well, cut it out,” Chris motioned her away, annoyed. “You’re bugging me. Just try to relax or something. Go take a bubble bath, and take some of the wine from the mini bar.” 
 
    Kate wrinkled her nose in disgust, then considered it. It wasn’t a bad hotel, and the soaking tub in the bathroom looked quite nice. I could use some time alone, and this is probably the only way I’m going to get it, Kate reasoned. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, surprising Chris. “I think I’ll do that.” Kate grabbed a robe from the closet and began filling up the tub with water, finding, to her delight, that the hotel was at least nice enough to include a small sample of bath oil in the toiletries. 
 
    Stepping into the warm water, Kate let out a sigh of pleasure, closing her eyes and willing herself to relax her shoulders. I’m definitely going to need a massage soon, she thought. My muscles are so tense, I’ll be surprised if I don’t end up with a migraine by the end of the day. She tossed her hair aside and began rubbing her aching neck, trying to work out the knots in her upper body. 
 
    Behind Kate, a row of rubber studded balls were embedded in the tub. After a little inspection, Kate deduced they were massagers, and she turned the dial next to them. Immediately, the balls began spinning, working on her sore shoulders and making her groan with relief. She laid back, enjoying the sensation of her muscles loosening up, and allowed herself to sink further into the water. 
 
    Unfortunately for Kate, she sank just a bit too low. A sudden whirring noise, followed by a sharp pain in her head, made her eyes widen. She tried to turn and her hair pulled, tears springing to her eyes. The rubber balls had stopped moving, and Kate blindly stuck a hand behind her, feeling around for what might have happened when it struck her. Her hair had gotten wrapped around a ball, and was jamming the motor. It also meant she was stuck there, helpless, wet, and naked.  
 
    Oh, no, Kate thought, beginning to panic. Shit. Now what? She stayed in the tub until the water turned cold, trying in vain to untangle her hair from the rollers. Finally, she accepted what she had to do. He’s never going to let me forget this. 
 
    “Chris?” She called hesitantly, quietly. She took a deep breath, ready to call louder, when his voice appeared at the door. 
 
    “Kate? Did you call me? Everything okay in there?” 
 
    Kate sighed. “Funny you should ask…I’m a bit stuck.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Stuck?” 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes to the ceiling and sighed, humiliated. “Yes. My hair is caught, and I can’t move. I’m still in the tub,” she warned as the doorknob began to turn. “So if you could, ah…bring in a towel? To cover me up?” She waited. 
 
    “Kate,” Chris’s voice held barely contained laughter, and Kate scowled. “The door is locked.” 
 
    Kate gasped. She had forgotten she locked the door behind her! “Break it down!” She commanded, panicked. 
 
    Chris was no longer trying to hide his amusement, and Kate could hear him chuckling. “Why would you lock the door? Did you think I was going to come peep on you or something?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t foresee getting trapped in the tub!” 
 
    “They never do,” Chris lamented. “Okay. I’m coming in.” 
 
    Kate squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself for Chris to kick down the door. There was nothing but silence, and she allowed herself to peek at the door through one eye. A soft clicking sound came from the doorknob, and then the door itself was eased open. 
 
    Chris walked in, holding a towel out in front of him, eyes gazing upwards and away from Kate’s nudity. He tossed the towel in her direction, and Kate grasped for it, pulling it into the water and covering herself as best she could. 
 
    Chris looked down when Kate had gotten herself situated, and a wide grin broke out across his face. 
 
    “What is that?” He laughed, kneeling down to take a closer look. “Oh. Well, if anyone needs a massage, it’s you. He began the work of gently untangling her hair, and Kate shivered despite herself at the soft touch of his fingers grazing her scalp. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Chris asked her, mistaking her tremble as a sign of discomfort. 
 
    “Um,” Kate cleared her throat. “Yes. I tried to get myself free and the water got cold. I can’t drain it, obviously…” 
 
    Chris reached down by Kate’s toes and pulled the stopper, the water draining from the tub with a soft gurgling. “Kate, this is freezing!” He turned on the water again, testing it himself to make sure it wasn’t too hot, and soon Kate could feel herself warming up. She assured herself it was solely the fresh water, and had nothing at all to do with her hunky bodyguard essentially massaging her head. 
 
    “You really did a number on your hair,” Chris remarked, fingers still entwined in Kate’s tresses. 
 
    “Are you going to have to cut it?” Kate wasn’t fearful of this option, she was almost eager. All she wanted was to get this whole exercise in humiliation over with and get dressed. It was mortifying, lying there trapped and waiting for this man to free her. Kate felt like a mermaid caught in a net, and she darkly thought that she could understand why the sirens of the sea would take to drowning sailors. 
 
    “No!” Chris sounded annoyed. “I’ve almost got it, geez.” Kate glanced at his face out of the corner of her eye and noticed he was blushing. Straining her eyes to see downward, she could tell the now soaked towel had contoured tightly around her body. She nearly groaned aloud. How could this possibly get any worse? 
 
    Desperate to end the awkward silence, Kate tried to make small talk. “How did you get the door unlocked?” 
 
    Chris didn’t cease his ministrations in her hair. “Credit card. Little trick I picked up as a kid.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it’s possible to pick a lock with a credit card. I always thought it was an urban legend, though.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not really picking the lock. It’s more like tricking it.” Chris paused. “There. You’re free.” 
 
    Kate gingerly leaned forward, testing Chris’s declaration. She moved easily, and sighed with relief. Turning, she expected to see a gob of hair still caught in the roller, but to her amazement, Chris had left no strand behind. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, unable to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Chris sauntered to the door. Pausing just before he left, he added without turning around, “You know, this whole situation would have made a great recruitment video for my firm. It’s exactly what every young man dreams of when he thinks of becoming a bodyguard.” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” Kate said sarcastically. “Bye.” 
 
    Once he left, Kate stood on feet filled with pins and needles, wincing at each careful step she took out of the tub. She grabbed a dry towel and wrapped herself in it, trying to prolong leaving the bathroom for as long as possible. 
 
    Maybe I could just spend the rest of my time with this guy hiding in here, she thought. She picked up her clothes from the counter and grimaced. Kate hated putting on worn clothes after bathing. It felt backwards, and all wrong. Then again, what about this situation felt normal? She sighed and fixed her hair in the mirror once she had gotten dressed. She couldn’t put it off any longer. She left the bathroom and faced her tormentor, her bodyguard. 
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    “Is that really necessary?” Kate stared at the dingy, olive green men’s jacket Chris held out to her.  
 
    Chris sighed in frustration. “Are you joking? How many times are we going to go over this?” 
 
    “Just once more. You think that I,” Kate pointed at herself “need a disguise. So wearing your dirty old jacket” she pointed at the coat hanging from Chris’s hand between them “is going to make me somehow invisible to anyone who might be watching my apartment looking for me? It’s just a jacket! It’s not like it’s a mask!” 
 
    Chris scrubbed at his face with one hand and groaned. “Ok, this is the last time I’m explaining it, and then I’m going to stuff you into this jacket myself. If someone is watching your apartment, they’re going to be looking for you. Out of the thousands of people that walk past your street every day, they can’t focus on every single one of them. They won’t be expecting to see you in something so casual, or with a man. I’m going to use your key to open the door so it looks like we’re heading to my apartment. The plan is to subvert the expectations of whoever might be watching-” 
 
    “Or not,” Kate interjected. 
 
    “Oh my god, yes, fine, or not, whatever, but either way, if you want to go to your apartment at all, we’re going to do it my way.” 
 
    Chris and Kate stood there, jacket between them, glaring at each other.  
 
    “Fine,” Kate snapped, yanking the jacket out of his hand. “Control freak.” 
 
    “It must kill you that I’m being paid for it, when you spend every day as a control freak for free,” Chris shot back. 
 
    Kate stood in front of the mirror. “I look ridiculous,” she moaned. The jacket was much too big for her, and she was swimming in the excess fabric. “I still look like me, just a dumb version of me.” 
 
    Chris grinned and reached around her into the jacket pocket, pulling out a knit hat. “That’s why you need to wear this, too.” He put the hat on her, tucking her hair up into it. With his face so close to hers, Kate could smell the Junior Mints on his breath, and felt the rough pads of his fingers as he gently slipped the locks of her hair under hat. When he finished, he pulled the jacket hood over it. “There. Who would know it’s you?” 
 
    “Who wears a jacket in the summer?” Kate grumbled. 
 
    “Who wears black suits and pantyhose in the summer?” Chris countered. “Oh, right. You do. Besides, it’s night time. There’s a little chill in the air. Now come on, let’s go if we’re gonna go.” 
 
    The night air did have a bit of a nip, and Kate reluctantly thought that Chris was right about the jacket. The city lights twinkled and flared against the jet black sky, and Kate realized exactly how claustrophobic the motel room had felt. She relished the freedom of walking further than fifteen feet, and nearly gagged at the thought of returning to the room. 
 
    As they left the hotel grounds and turned onto 8th Avenue, Chris stuck his arm around Kate’s shoulders and drew her close.  
 
    “What are you doing?” She shrugged him off and gave him a slight push. 
 
    “We’re supposed to look like a couple, remember?” Chris rolled his eyes at her. “Your stalker won’t be expecting to see you with a man; he thinks you’re cruel and unlovable…for some strange reason.” He roped a heavy arm around her again, and this time she stiffly allowed herself to be pulled to his side.  
 
    It felt…unusual. Kate hadn’t been this physically close with anyone since Aiden had died. Lost in Chris’s oversized coat, Kate felt almost suffocated by the sensation of having another person wrapped around her. The smell of faint sweat and a light mixture of coffee and soap swirled together in the fabric to create the essence of Chris, Eau du Bodyguard. Out of habit, Kate put her hand in the jacket pocket, and felt her fingers graze something hard. She pulled out a handful of sour candies and looked at Chris. “Really?” 
 
    He glanced at her open palm and smiled, delighted. “Ooh!” He plucked one up and popped it in his mouth. “I was wondering where I left those. Help yourself, they’re awesome.” 
 
    Kate stared at Chris blankly for a moment, incredulous. This guy is my security? She shook her head and, despite herself, she laughed. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the pair reached Kate’s apartment, Kate kept her head down. She had given Chris her key before they left the hotel, and his plan to make it look like they were a couple heading to his apartment for a late night tryst included Kate keeping her head lowered, calling as little attention to her face as possible, while he unlocked the door and guided her inside. Kate fully intended to stick to the plan, but once they arrived, Chris struggled with the sticky lock. 
 
    “You’ve gotta wiggle it,” she said, pushing Chris aside and taking control of the door. “And sometimes kick it,” she added, when the door still didn’t open. Kate struggled against the wooden door, throwing her body into it. Chris watched in stunned amazement for a moment, then hauled her backwards.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed. “Does any part of you think that going Krav Maga on the door is keeping a low profile? Stop. Doing. That.” He snatched the key out of her hand and forced the door open with one burly shoulder. Kate watched, trying her best not to look impressed. 
 
    “I loosened it for you,” she informed him as she crossed the threshold. “Just so you know.” 
 
    Chris rolled his eyes. “Just go.” Following behind Kate, he barely contained a smile. She was not making his job easy, by any means, and her need for control was almost palpable in its infuriatingly constant presence…but watching her attack her door with everything she had gave him a slightly different perspective on his ward. She was annoying and uptight, sure, but she was also persistent and stubborn, and he couldn’t help but admire the way Kate refused to be a passive participant in this excursion. 
 
    As they rode the elevator to Kate’s floor, Chris let out a low whistle. They were going all the way up, and it was a nice building. He took another long, secret look at Kate. She was clearly doing well for herself, and he knew it must be hard for her to have her life suddenly yanked out from under her. Chris felt a sudden flash of anger at whoever was terrorizing Kate. She doesn’t deserve this, he thought. Just for giving her opinion? Come on.  
 
    When they got to her door, Chris noticed the scorch marks on the corner of her doorframe. Kate saw him squat down out of the corner of her eye and bent down to look with him. “Weird to think that it just happened last night,” she said softly.  
 
    “What did you do with the bag?” Chris asked, voice hard. Seeing the damage in person made Kate’s story more real, and he again wondered at the fact that someone could hate this woman so much over her review of a book. 
 
    Chris had always been an avid reader, although he never followed Kate’s column. He preferred to find his own books, combing the library for hidden gems as a kid, and downloading books seemingly at random when he was on deployment. He’d read Proust, sure, and Clancy as Kate had suspected. He had also devoured Twilight and Harry Potter as eagerly as he had ravaged Beowulf and The Odyssey.  
 
    Chris had been slow to read. Throughout first and second grade, he had managed to fool his teachers (or, more accurately, stay below their radars), but by third grade, his smart mouth was making him a target. His teacher watched him struggling to keep up with group assignments, and the way his face turned ash white when she was calling on children to read aloud. Holding him after class one day, Mrs. Allen, who Chris personally thought of as the meanest of teachers, said to him frankly, “You can’t read.” 
 
    “Yuh-huh, I can,” Chris whispered. Normally Chris was the loudest student in Mrs. Allen’s class, the type of student to keep his classmates in stitches and his teachers in bottles of wine long after he’d been freed from detention. At that moment he was quiet, afraid of the ramifications if his secret was discovered. 
 
    “Oh? Read this.” Mrs. Allen uncapped the pen on her desk and scrawled you can’t read, you little liar in her elegant but simple writing. Turning the paper so the letters faced her pupil, she waited. “Go on.” 
 
    Chris stared hard at the printed message. He squinted, hoping against hope that some miracle would occur right at that moment and he would suddenly know how to read—or drop dead on the spot, thus taking his secret to the grave. “My real name isn’t Mrs. Allen?” He guessed hopefully. If she revealed herself to be a cyborg at that moment, it would really take the heat off of him. 
 
    Mrs. Allen didn’t break eye contact with the child as she pulled the paper back to herself and folded it in half, carefully shredding it before depositing it in the wastebasket under her desk. “Not even close,” she said flatly. 
 
    Chris looked sullenly at her desk. “What are you gonna do?” he asked in a low voice. He wasn’t worried about his current foster mother finding out; he was sure she couldn’t care less about his literacy. Chris’s big concern was the other kids finding out he was too stupid to read, and having yet another reason to exclude him. A scrawny foster kid with a big mouth was a target for bullies; a scrawny foster kid with a big mouth who couldn’t even read was a target for everyone.  
 
    “Teach you, of course,” Mrs. Allen said in mild surprise. “I’m a teacher, after all.” 
 
    For a short while, spending every day after school with Mrs. Allen had elevated Chris’s standing in the eyes of his peers, they having believed it was a punishment for some unspeakably bad behavior. Eventually, though, the private lessons labelled him a ‘Teacher’s Pet,’ and whatever teasing he had received before was ramped up considerably. It didn’t bother Chris, though, who was discovering a deep passion for the written word within himself. 
 
    Years later, during his first deployment, Chris had sent a letter of thanks to the then-retired Mrs. Allen, who had responded in her typically detached way that while she appreciated Chris’s letter, she had no recollection of having him as a student so many years ago. 
 
    “I threw it down the trash chute,” Kate answered offhandedly, yanking Chris from the memory. “Not like I really wanted to keep it around, you know?” 
 
    Chris sighed. “Too bad. Cops probably would have been interested in it, and it might have been handy to start a paper trail if this guy does intend to escalate things…which he might not do,” he added hastily when he saw the expression on Kate’s face. “What’s done is done, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kate agreed unhappily. She opened her door and they stepped inside. 
 
    Chris was immediately struck by how sterile Kate’s apartment was. No pictures hung on the walls, and no notes stuck to the fridge. Even the calendar on the wall had no markings at all. Chris gave Kate a strange look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This could be a safe house,” he said appreciatively. “Or a serial killer’s lair. Cold and bare. Closets empty, too?” He smiled crookedly and before Kate could stop him, he opened the hallway closet. Kate stood, stricken, as the white garment bag containing her wedding dress glared at her from inside. 
 
    “What’s this?” Chris asked, reaching for it. “The world’s weirdest jacket?” 
 
    Kate lurched forward and shoved his hand aside. Slamming the door, she pushed her back against it and struggled to remain calm. She gulped, trying to keep her composure but breathing heavily. 
 
    “Hey,” Chris said, alarmed. “Kate. You okay?” 
 
    “I…yes. It’s fine, I just—it’s not-” Stammering, Kate pasted on an insincere smile and waved Chris away. “This is so stupid,” she swiped at her eyes, although no tears swam in them. “A few days ago I was ready to give it away and now I’m crying over it? What the hell is wrong with me?” 
 
    A look of dawning comprehension washed over Chris’s face. “That’s your wedding dress,” he realized. 
 
    “It was supposed to be,” Kate coughed and wiped her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s come over me.” 
 
    Chris hurried to the kitchen and got a glass of water for Kate. Handing it to her, he ushered her to the couch. “Hey,” he put his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You’re going through a lot of intense stuff right now, okay? The death threat, the rat bag, the hotel room…the devastatingly handsome bodyguard,” he added, eliciting a brief chuckle from Kate. “It’s understandable to lose your mind a little bit. You’re under a lot of stress.” 
 
    Kate shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that,” she admitted quietly. “I just-” she took a deep breath. “I think you’re right about this place. And me. This place is just…cold. I don’t know how to make it a home without Aiden, so I don’t even try to make it warm. I don’t try to be warm. I feel like I’ve just been on pause since he died, and this whole situation is forcing me to face the fact that I can’t continue with that.”  
 
    “How so?” Chris asked softly. 
 
    “If Aiden were here, he and I would figure this out together. We wouldn’t run to a hotel room, and I wouldn’t need a bodyguard. But he’s not here, and this place isn’t home. That wedding dress is the last thing I have that’s a part of my life with Aiden, and I can’t get rid of it. I can’t keep it, so I hide it. And I’m stuck in this horrible Limbo because I don’t know how to move on.” She buried her face in her hands. “I think I’m just really tired of not having a life to be afraid for, with all this going on.” 
 
    Chris took Kate’s face gently in his hands. He turned her to face him. “Well,” he said after a pause. “That is a really freaking weird revelation to have about a dress.”  
 
    Kate stared at him for a moment, then burst into gales of laughter. She laughed until her sides hurt, and tears began streaming down her cheeks. “It is!” she choked out. “Oh my God, I must be more tired than I thought!” 
 
    Chris threw back his head and laughed with her. They sat on the couch together, until their laughter subsided into occasional giggles. Kate felt better; she felt cleaned out. Even though there was someone out there wishing death upon her and leaving demented presents at her doorstep, Kate felt better than she had in over a year. She exhaled deeply, and looked at Chris. “Now what? I guess I should get my clothes?” She grimaced, swallowing hard. “And we can get back to the hotel.” 
 
    Chris thought about it, considering her question while he emptied the contents of a Sugar Babies box into his palm, then shook his head. “Nah.” 
 
    “Nah?” Kate looked confused. “What do you mean, ‘nah’? I didn’t wear that giant jacket all the way over here just to leave empty handed. And I want my toothpaste. Oh, and my sleep mask.” 
 
    Chris waved her off. “Okay, well I’m not schlepping half of your bathroom across the city with us,” he replied, then grew serious. “Listen. I was hired to be keep you safe, right? You’re still in charge of your own life, and if you don’t want to live in fear, I respect that. So what do you say we tell O’Bannon to nix the room, and I’ll keep an eye on you from here?” Kate looked at him gratefully, and he added, “Besides, if you start making this place a home while I’m here, I can keep you from making some terrible decorating mistakes. Like a futon. I know it might be hard to resist the impulse, but you don’t want to get a futon. You’re an adult, for God’s sake. Keep the couch.” 
 
    Kate laughed and swatted him with a throw pillow. “That sounds great,” she smiled. It sounded like exactly what she needed. 
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    Jack was thrilled to hear about Kate’s decision to stay in her own home rather than a hotel room paid for by the paper.  
 
    “Hey, as long as you understand that I’m not telling you to do this, I’m totally on board,” he told her. “No liability here, no problems.” 
 
    Chris alerted the local police precinct about the disturbing surprise Kate had found on her doorstep, and they took a statement from her.  
 
    “Without any evidence, there’s not much we can do,” Officer Podeco explained to Chris and Kate. She was a polite and frank woman in her thirties, and she looked at Chris with express interest in her eyes. “It’s good that you’ll be around to keep an eye on your client, and you can let us know if there’s any more suspicious activity around here. It’ll be…convenient to have a professional liaison like you to work with our department.” She gave him her card before she left, letting her hand linger when she handed it to him. 
 
    Kate had watched, amused. Objectively, she understood Chris was an attractive man. He was funny, sure, and charming. He was capable, and he smelled great, but he had his downsides too. Doesn’t he? She wondered. Wait…what were they, again? 
 
    *** 
 
    The days rolled by, and Chris staying in her apartment turned out to be much easier than Kate had anticipated. He wasn’t company who constantly needed to be hosted, and he was surprisingly professional most of the time. He researched her past columns, made lists and contacted publishing houses and literary agents. He did random security checks around the apartment and the building. At night before falling asleep on the couch, he read to entertain himself, and Kate had even loaned him a new release from her work stack. 
 
    When Kate’s next book club meeting came around, Chris offered to wait outside the apartment door to afford the group some privacy. “No, don’t be silly,” Kate teased. “We could use someone to serve us drinks.” 
 
    Chris clapped his hands. “Yes! I can do that! I make a mean dirty martini.” 
 
    Kate laughed and began to say something when Chris’s phone rang. “O’Bannon,” he informed her. “Hello?” He listened for a while. “About time! Yeah, well I don’t want you forgetting that I cost your paper good money, so if the safety of your employee doesn’t light a fire under you, maybe that will,” he snapped. “Good. Good! All right.” Chris grabbed a pen and scribbled something down. “Okay, got it. Yeah, you take care, Jack. We are.” Chris hung up and turned to see Kate looking at him expectantly. “What?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Well?” Kate prodded him. 
 
    “Jack finally got the address for Wash from Penton House. You were right about them, by the way. Completely incompetent assholes. The good news is: Wash is all the way over in Arkansas. The better news? I served with a buddy who’s Arkansas State Police these days. I’m gonna give him a call and have someone pay a visit to Mr. Rodney Wash, see how he’s doing.”  
 
    While Chris spoke to his military friend, Kate thought about the tone his voice had taken when he rebuked Jack for not getting the information quickly enough. The annoyance in his voice made her core feel fluttery, and gave her a warm, all-over tingle. He could have been thrilled that Jack was dragging out his time on the clock, but he sounded genuinely upset that Jack wasn’t taking Kate’s safety seriously. She knew there was a good possibility that Chris was just taking his job as her bodyguard solemnly, but a part of her thought--hoped, really--that maybe Chris cared for her on a personal level. 
 
    She shook her head, clearing the thought from her mind. Kate was sure that Chris’s buddy would find nothing amiss in the Wash home, and they would both go their separate ways soon. The thought brought a sharp pang to her stomach, but she shrugged. She had a life to get on with, right? Maybe I just enjoy the company, she reasoned. 
 
    “I’m going to take a shower before the book club,” she told Chris. “I need to freshen up, I stink like a recluse.”  
 
    Chris shook his head. “That’s the great part of being a recluse. That natural odor.” He breathed in deeply. “Ah, yeah. Smell that farm fresh B.O.!” 
 
    “I’m all set with that, thanks. It’s a shower for me.” Kate left the room, and Chris began setting up the ingredients to make martinis. He figured Kate’s book club would be full of women like Kate: busy professionals with this one outlet in their lives to cut loose, and he intended to make it as enjoyable an evening as possible. Not just for the ladies, but for Chris, too. It would be hilarious to see Kate get crazy. He snickered to himself imagining put-together, polished Kate acting silly. She had been laughing more lately, but there was still a reserved aspect to her. 
 
    Chris grabbed his bag from the living room floor and after a moment’s consideration, decided to hide it away for the evening in the hallway closet. He was delighted to see, upon opening the door, that Kate had gotten rid of her wedding dress. Someone from that charity must have picked it up while he was in the shower, or something, he thought. That was pretty significant progress. Kate seemed to be really moving on from the tragedy in her past. Chris smiled to himself, thinking of her. 
 
    When Kate emerged from her bedroom half an hour later, she was dressed in much more casual clothes than Chris expected. Even working from home, Kate maintained her dark, drab wardrobe that she insisted on calling “professional”, but tonight she was wearing a long, loose cotton shift over paisley leggings. Chris did a double take, and Kate froze. 
 
    “Do you think this is too, I don’t know, flowy?” she asked nervously. “I haven’t worn it in a while, it just kind of jumped out at me.” 
 
    “No, it—it looks good,” Chris stammered, looking away and busying himself with the glasses. Kate visibly relaxed. 
 
    “They’ll be here any minute. Are you sure it’s a good idea to have them come here-” she began, then stopped short when she saw the tray of drinks Chris had set on the counter. “What are those?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “My famous dirty martini,” Chris answered proudly. “I told you, I make an awesome martini. Did you think I was just talking out of my ass? You should know by now, when I brag, I can back it up.” Chris turned around and began taking small hops backwards, shaking his butt. “Back, back, back it up,” he sang, bumping into Kate and pushing her with his backside. 
 
    “Oh my God, you didn’t,” Kate covered a smile with her hand. “No, really, you’ve gotta get rid of those, they-” A knocking at her door interrupted her again. “They’re here.” 
 
    Chris narrowed his eyes and held Kate back. “No one buzzed to come up,” he muttered. “Everyone is supposed to buzz, we told your neighbors not to let anyone in without knowing who’s at the door.” Holding Kate back, he approached the door and looked through the peephole. “What the…” He opened it, and a gaggle of girls pushed past him, flooding into Kate’s apartment. 
 
    Chris watched, confused, as Kate was swarmed by the girls, all vying for her attention. She smiled widely as each girl babbled happily about a random topic, commenting on every story and joining in their happy chatter. When the girls began seating themselves in the living room, Chris grabbed Kate’s arm. 
 
    “Um…those are kids,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yeah…?” Kate looked confused. 
 
    “I made martinis! I was expecting grown-ups! Real people!” Chris looked nervously over Kate’s shoulder into the living room where the girls congregated. “I don’t know how to deal with kids. Maybe I should just wait in the hallway until this is over.” 
 
    Kate grinned. “Don’t tell me the big, bad bodyguard is afraid of a few pre-teen girls,” she teased. “Chris, come on! They’re harmless. And they’re really great kids, honestly. Come talk to us about The Handmaid’s Tale. You’ve read it, I’m sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, obviously,” Chris whispered absently. He looked over her shoulder again. So far the girls weren’t doing anything weird, but the night was still young. “Margaret Atwood’s dystopian tale of religious fanaticism and an unchecked patriarchy run amok, duh. It’s a classic. I haven’t seen the show, though, so don’t ask me about that.” He looked at Kate with zero humor in his eyes. “Seriously, don’t. I don’t want to look stupid in front of the girls, they’ll eat me alive.” 
 
    “Okay, weirdo.” Kate shook her head and hid a smile at his nervousness. “But you should probably go dump those martinis first, for real.” 
 
    Chris gasped. “Yes! Oh, man. There is so much alcohol in this place and so many kids. Do you not childproof before they come over?” He hurried into the kitchen. 
 
    Kate took a seat among the girls. “Hey, guys. I have a friend who’s going to join us tonight, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “Is he your boyfriend?” Abbi asked her. The rest of the girls giggled. 
 
    “No,” Kate smiled. “He’s…” Yikes, how am I going to explain this? “He’s just a friend,” she finished. “But be nice to him, okay? He’s a little nervous about being around so many brilliant, well-read girls.” 
 
    The group laughed, and most puffed up with pride. When Chris joined them, there were some giggles, but they quieted down quickly in an effort to appear mature in front of a new club inductee. The group went over the book as far as they had read, and discussed the various themes and parallels. As the evening wore on, Chris became more and more involved in the discussions. 
 
    “So, I have a question about Aunt Lydia,” Abbi spoke up. “I mean, like…how can she just be so cool with what’s happening in Gilead? She’s a woman, too.” 
 
    “I think that’s kinda what happens when you believe in something like religion,” ventured Sarah. “Because it’s supposed to be bigger than any one person, so like…remember when we talked about how everyone is the protagonist of their own story? It’s like they aren’t, God is. So in her mind, everything she’s doing is for that higher purpose.” 
 
    “That’s the danger of complacency, as well,” Chris interjected. “The patriarchy was always in place to some extent, even before Gilead was Gilead. That kind of dynamic can become so deeply ingrained in people’s minds that they don’t even consider questioning the status quo. In a million little ways, Aunt Lydia was taught that women are meant to serve a specific purpose and be subservient to men, and this is just a different way of living that reality.” 
 
    “I think in Aunt Lydia’s mind, she was a feminist,” Kate countered. “She truly believed that bearing a child is the greatest purpose on earth, and only a woman can take on that role in the new society. She thought training handmaids was a privilege of the highest order, and that the girls were just misguided when they didn’t see the virtue in their new function.” 
 
    “What?” Chris was indignant. “How can you call Lydia a feminist? That’s insane. You’re insane. Did you read the book?” Turning to Abbi, he demanded, “Do you think she read the book? Kate’s phoning it in, guys. She probably just watched the show.” The girls giggled at Chris’s theatrics, and Kate rolled her eyes good-naturedly, secretly delighted that the group was enjoying Chris’s company so much. 
 
    When the carpool mom for the night arrived (Abbi’s mom, who looked Chris up and down like he was a snack cake and lingered for a little too long in the entryway), the girls were all absolutely smitten with him. 
 
    “Promise you’ll come back next week!” Julie Cott demanded of him. “Promise!” 
 
    “I promise,” Chris held up two fingers in a Scout salute. “I’ll bring the pretzels.” 
 
    “You were great with them,” Kate told him as she closed the door behind the last girl. 
 
    “You were great with them,” Chris corrected her. “They really love you. I can’t believe I didn’t know your book club was all kids.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just a little thing I started a few years ago,” Kate shrugged. “Giving back to the community, we do some volunteer work every so often, promote literacy. You know.” 
 
    Chris smiled. “I had a teacher kinda like you once,” he said thoughtfully, then shook his head. “Well, I mean, you’re a lot prettier than Mrs. Allen, but she was big on reading, too.” 
 
    Kate blushed. “Oh? I’m prettier than Mrs. Allen, huh?” 
 
    Chris averted his gaze for a moment when he realized what he said, then he looked back at Kate with his signature intensity, staring at her like he was seeing her for the first time. “Yeah. You are,” he said, his smile returning. “A whole lot.” 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment, both processing what Chris had just said and wracking their brains trying to figure out what he meant by that. Kate broke the silence first. 
 
    “Well…thank you. I’m going to head to bed and read for a bit now, so…good night.” 
 
    “’Night,” Chris replied.  
 
    As Kate crawled into her bed and Chris collapsed on the couch, both smacked their foreheads with the heel of their hand and shared a thought: Idiot! 
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    Rodney stared up at the stained popcorn ceiling of the tiny motel room. He couldn’t afford anything in the city, even a dirty little claptrap room like this, so he settled for New Jersey. He thought again of the review, something his mind couldn’t stop turning over and worrying at like a chew toy. Rodney couldn’t believe Katherine Burt had decimated his manuscript like that. He had published work before, of course he wasn’t so naïve as to think that his very first foray into novel writing would make him a literary star. All his other works had received quiet acclaim, nothing remarkably profitable or noteworthy, but positive reactions from the few who read them. Days by the Pond had been Rodney baring his truest self to the world, and Katherine Burt, the revered, the feared, Katherine Burt had ripped him to shreds.  
 
    Rodney remembered a time when Katherine’s column hadn’t been as needlessly cruel, as terribly vicious, as it was now. Katherine had always been known as a tough but fair critic, enacting her role as a top authority on popular literature with dignity and integrity. He’d seen the swing of the column to a snarkier, harder-to-please place, but never had he seen a column in which she so mercilessly buried a story. And it was Rodney’s work she buried.  
 
    Had Katherine ever lost something dear to her? He doubted it. Women like Katherine Burt—people like Katherine Burt—were winners, not losers. Well, she would lose something soon enough. Rodney was going to make sure of that. Katherine Burt, Queen of that Mean Scene, was damn sure going to lose something because of all this.  
 
    Rodney just had to find her, first. 
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    The next morning, Kate woke and ambled her way to the kitchen, bleary-eyed. She was not surprised to see Chris already sitting at the kitchen island, knowing that part of Chris taking his job seriously was waking up before Kate, although she herself was an early riser.  
 
    “’Morning,” Kate yawned, pouring herself a cup of coffee and rubbing her eyes. She’d been up late the night before, tossing and turning. Life had become so strangely disorganized lately that Kate hadn’t realized the Fourth of July was coming up fast—in fact, it was the next day. She had been so close to forgetting the day as a whole that she had almost made it right to the fifth without feeling the pain of grief over another holiday without Aiden. And then, just when she had been ready to put down her phone and head to bed, the date had caught her eye. 
 
    “Kate, I’ve got some bad news,” Chris said seriously. 
 
    Kate glanced at him, and realized he had been sitting there waiting for her. There was no orange juice or grapefruit in front of him for breakfast, no newspaper spread out before him, not even any candy scattered on the counter. He had been sitting there, waiting for her to come out so he could talk to her.  
 
    Her heartbeat sped up, and she felt clammy. Oh God, was there another flaming bag outside? She wondered in panic. “What, Chris? You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    Chris didn’t tell her not to be nervous. “My buddy from Arkansas called me back. Rodney Wash hasn’t been home all week. His mother said he’s come to New York to-” Chris sighed. “To talk to someone about a book review.” 
 
    Kate’s jaw dropped, and she scoffed in disbelief. “What?” Considering this information, Kate supposed it was strange that she was surprised. After all, she had been operating under the assumption that someone was out to get her. The rat bag hadn’t lit itself on fire and crawled to her doorstep, and the death threat hadn’t written itself. Someone was behind these things. And yet, the knowledge of that someone being Rodney Wash, a man who had written the most disturbingly vivid, nightmarish stories of random violence and torture, was so much worse than a hypothetical someone. 
 
    Chris stood and approached her. “Kate, the important thing to remember is that we can’t be sure that Wash is behind these things,” he said, as if he could read her mind. Planting himself in front of her and forcing her to meet his eyes, he spoke clearly. “Do you understand that?” 
 
    Kate laughed humorlessly. “Uh, okay, Chris. So I have two people after me?” 
 
    Chris didn’t smile. “Yeah. Let’s hope, after reading Wash’s stuff.” He shuddered. “I should be charging O’Bannon hazard pay, because he’s probably going to make me watch while he eats you.” 
 
    Shocked, Kate stared for a moment before bursting into helpless laughter. Chris maintaining his sense of humor during what was otherwise not-great news would be infuriating if she wasn’t so confident in his abilities. He’s a great bodyguard, Kate decided. He’s just cocky enough that you know he’s good at his job. He makes me feel…well, safe. 
 
    “Don’t worry, boss lady. If he gets close enough, I’ll sort this out with him myself before we slap him with a stalking charge. Really, if he does approach you, I’ll shut him down before you even see him, and then I’ll be out of your hair for good.” 
 
    Still chuckling, Kate began toasting a bagel. “I can’t believe you made me laugh after that, when I woke up in an already crappy mood.” 
 
    “Why crappy?” Chris asked, plucking an orange from the fruit bowl on the counter. “Didn’t sleep so good?” 
 
    Kate shook her head. “No, it’s just…I thought I was going to get past the Fourth of July without thinking of Aiden, and…” she shrugged. “I didn’t. That would have been my sign that I’m going in the right direction, and really moving on, you know? I guess I’m not doing as well as I thought.” 
 
    Chris raised an eyebrow. “Fourth of July isn’t exactly known for being such a romantic holiday,” he noted. 
 
    “It was for us. Fourth of July in New York, there isn’t really a lot to do here, is there? It’s not like when I was a kid and my family would go to the cottage on the lake, and light off fireworks and have a barbecue. I really enjoyed those days. When Aiden and I moved to the city, we made plans to go meet my parents out at the cottage for the Fourth, but we ran out of money on that big city living and had to stay here. I was a little sad about it, and Aiden wanted to cheer me up.” She smiled at the memory. “So he went out and picked me a huge bouquet of wildflowers. He said he did, anyway, but I know he just begged some street vendors for their loose castoffs. Either way, it was beautiful. Better than any fireworks. So every year, he would get me my big, colorful bouquet. And then, two years ago, on July fourth, he proposed to me.”  
 
    Chris’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry, Kate.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s okay, though. One day it won’t bother me anymore, and I just won’t acknowledge the day.” 
 
    Chris shook his head vehemently. “That’s not the way to do it. You don’t start a new life hiding from the hurt of the old one. You have to face it to move on, Kate. And then, when you’re ready to start living again, you’ve gotta actually live. Just because the Fourth of July was a big day in your old life doesn’t mean you can’t take it with you and make it a part of your new one, too. You wanna start fresh, you have to start fresh. Not with holes all over where things used to be.” He paused, thinking. “Am I making sense?” 
 
    Kate shrugged. “Hell if I know. I haven’t had my coffee yet.” 
 
    But she found herself thinking throughout the day of what Chris had said, or had been trying to say. It made sense, didn’t it? Moving on didn’t need to mean leaving Aiden behind; it just meant that his memory would have to fit into her life instead of the other way around. 
 
    “I want to go somewhere,” Kate told Chris after he had returned from a routine building check. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, agreeably. “Where?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, here I am,” Kate finished relating the tale of the morning in the warm, quiet stillness of the cemetery. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.” 
 
    She stared at the small polished stone bearing Aiden’s name. For over a year she had been struck paralyzed by fear thinking of that very moment, standing where Aiden was buried. And now that she was actually there, she was surprised to find it wasn’t so bad. It was peaceful, in fact. Holly had been right when she assured Kate that Aiden’s final resting place was a lovely spot, when not overrun with mourners and a fresh wound in the earth waiting to swallow the casket. 
 
    Kate looked around, taking in the expansive view of lush green grass dotted by memorial markers, and exhaled deeply. Chris waited for her a respectful distance away, keeping watch. It wasn’t necessary; the military end of the cemetery was the busy side this weekend, and that was on the far north side. Aiden was buried on the south. 
 
    When he had died, several active duty members, friends of Aiden’s who had worked with him over the years for his documentation of the war overseas, had lobbied for Aiden to be buried on the north side, but Kate had declined. Aiden never failed to make it clear to everyone that he was a civilian, and his business in the war zones was strictly to bring the grim reality of combat home, where it couldn’t be forgotten.  
 
    “I wish you had never taken that assignment,” Kate said softly. “And you were still here with me.” She blinked against the sudden sting of tears, but they began to fall anyway. “I wish I had made you stay.” 
 
    She had wanted to, in fact. Before Aiden had gone on what would be his final assignment, Kate had considered asking him not to go. She had wanted him to register for their wedding shower with her, but felt guilty about wanting her brave fiancé to put off his important work to engage in such a trivial activity. And so she had said nothing, kissed him good-bye, and let him fly off to get killed by a mortar attack in some country she’d never seen. The guilt of having said nothing was a large part of the pain Kate still felt. 
 
    “I think I’ve been a worse person since you’ve been gone,” Kate paused. “I know I have, actually. I don’t know how to be me without you, Aid. I don’t know what kind of person I am, and I’m scared it’s not a good one. But…but I’m going to try to be better. I’m going to try to be a whole person, and not just a half that’s missing the best part. I’m going to get comfortable with you being gone. 
 
    “I’ll always love you,” she added. “And I’m never going to forget you, never. I know I’ll always feel you in everything I do, I just…need to start doing something.” 
 
    Bending down, she pressed her fingers to her lips, and touched the headstone. She could almost see Aiden’s smile. Kate felt as though a small weight, maybe a barbell of guilt, had lifted off her soul. 
 
    Coming to the cemetery had always felt to Kate like an impossible hurdle, and now it was a peaceful reality, and she had no doubt that was an important part of the healing process. Even so, she knew she had unfinished business with her tragic past, and wasn’t completely ready to let go of all of her life with Aiden, despite what she had said. What Kate wanted, more than anything, was some sort of sign from Aiden that it was okay for her to move on. She needed to know that it was all right, and she hadn’t felt anything like that while standing at his grave. Still, Kate thought. At least now I know I can come visit him and it’s not the end of the world. 
 
    “How did it go?” Chris asked, pulling the Tootsie pop from his mouth as she joined him near the entrance. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Good.” Kate smiled. “Better, anyway. Happy I finally made it here.” She took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the sun-dappled day. “It feels so good to be out of the apartment. Can we stay out for a bit?” 
 
    Chris considered Kate’s request. He knew, technically, being outside of the apartment for too long wasn’t the wisest choice, given what they knew about Wash allegedly coming to New York. He had given Kate that information because he didn’t think it fair to withhold relevant information from his clients, and also because he wanted Kate to take the matter seriously and not let her guard down. Truthfully, though, Chris didn’t believe Kate was in any real danger. 
 
    When he had first read Days by the Pond, Chris was concerned that the clearly disturbed mind behind the words would escalate the situation to a dangerous level. The more he thought about it, though, the less likely it seemed. His private belief was that Wash, a man with no criminal history, had been so embarrassed by Kate’s review that he told his mother he was coming to New York to set the record straight, all bluster and bravado, but Wash was really hiding out somewhere close to home, licking his wounds in private. The death threat was probably just a heat of the moment, ill thought out temper tantrum from some local writer. And the flaming bag? Well, that could have been anyone. Wash certainly hadn’t appeared to take credit for it, and for all they knew it could have been meant for one of Kate’s neighbors and ended up outside her door by mistake. It was a possibility, however slim. 
 
    Chris didn’t want to minimize the potential risks involved with Kate’s particular situation, but he also trusted his gut, and his gut said that Kate was safe. He wasn’t going to tell her that and potentially cause her to behave carelessly, but he also wasn’t going to keep her a prisoner in her apartment. 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” he asked. “Yoga?” 
 
    Kate threw her head back and laughed. Chris watched her, smiling. She was a beautiful woman, but when she laughed, she became gorgeous. Every so often in Chris’s life, he had come across a person who possessed a laugh that was better than any joke, a laugh so musical and genuine that it made him want to make them laugh all the more. Kate had a laugh like that, and it made Chris want to plunge his hands into her hair, to feel her body vibrate with the joy she unleashed in her laugh. “Yeah, maybe. You want to go to yoga with me?” 
 
    The thought of watching Kate stretching and bending in Spandex didn’t sound bad at all. “Sure,” he grinned. “Can we try that aerial yoga? With the swooshing around and the silk ropes and stuff?” 
 
    Kate imagined Chris’s muscular arms bulging as he hung suspended in mid-air by silk ropes. She gave an involuntary shiver and blushed. “How about we start with lunch? Something light, just in case we do decide to lose our minds and try out extreme yoga?” 
 
    “Good idea. Steak is light, right?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kate elected to take Chris to the same bistro she and Holly had met at for lunch, the one where Holly had accidentally assaulted the waiter. Chris had been resistant to sitting on the patio, but acquiesced when Kate agreed to sit in the far corner, in the shade and with her back to the wall.  
 
    “This is a cool little place,” Chris said once they had put in their drink orders.  
 
    “Yes, I like it,” Kate agreed. “It’s a little out of the way-” 
 
    “Which is a good thing, right now,” Chris interjected. 
 
    “I suppose it is. But either way, it’s a nice spot and the food is good. I think this neighborhood is really up and coming. Just a couple weeks ago it was so different.” 
 
    Chris stared at her. “You were just here recently? You didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “Well, yes. I met with Holly, she picked it out. Why does that matter?” 
 
    Chris groaned. “Kate, really? We shouldn’t be here. Not somewhere you’ve been in the past month.” 
 
    “I don’t think it makes a difference. It was before-”  
 
    An explosive bang cracked through the air like a whip, cutting off Kate’s thought. She barely had time to register the sound before Chris had lunged across the table, knocking it aside and using his weight to force her to the ground. 
 
    Shocked and confused, Kate allowed herself to be thrown down and covered by Chris’s body, feeling the cold, rough cement pressing into her back under his firm bulk. She looked up at his face, almost expecting to see a smile, as if the whole thing were some joke she just didn’t get yet. But Chris’s eyes were wide, scanning the scene beyond the patio. His face was calm but his jaw was clenched, and he didn’t get respond when she whispered his name in fright. 
 
    “Get inside,” he said, eyes still fixed in front of him. “Go.” He helped her to her feet and hurried her inside, keeping his body close to hers. Kate was vaguely aware of the sound of screaming over the pounding in her ears. Suddenly, Kate realized what had happened. 
 
    “Chris, was that a gunshot?” she asked in alarm. “Chris? Chris!” 
 
    He didn’t answer her, continuing to rush her through the restaurant. He paused at the hostess stand. “Call the police,” he instructed. “There was an attempted carjacking outside. Shots fired. Just do it!” His tone left no room for argument, and the hostess nodded in stunned silence and picked up the phone, looking confused and scared. Kate wanted to reassure her, but Chris continued to hurry Kate to the back exit, feeling her shake under his touch. 
 
    Chris focused on remaining calm. It was a random carjacking; it had nothing to do with them. He knew this, but he couldn’t help the cold fear washing over his body, freezing his veins. His private security services were mostly procured by celebrities who thought too highly of themselves, and his duties rarely amounted to more than manhandling a few overeager paparazzi. This was the first time since his service in the Marines that he had heard gunfire so close. Well, that’s not true now, is it? He thought to himself. There was one more time after you got out that you heard it much, much closer. But he couldn’t risk revisiting that memory. 
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    “It was just a coincidence,” Chris said in a low voice. When they had gotten back to Kate’s apartment, she had been nearly hysterical. Chris had wanted to do a building check first thing, but Kate’s incessant trembling had rendered him unable to leave her side. They sat together on the couch, in silence, until Chris spoke. “I know it was scary, and I’m sorry I threw you down like that. I just reacted. I couldn’t not react.” 
 
    “I know,” Kate said tonelessly. “It’s okay. You were just doing your job. I just…what if…?” Her voice cracked on the last word and her lower lip trembled. She hugged herself tightly and choked out a sob. Until this afternoon she had thought of her particular situation as being somehow removed from herself. Intellectually, she was aware of the danger she could be facing, but realistically she hadn’t believed it to be something she would ever have to confront. The afternoon’s events had left her shaken, to say the last. 
 
    Chris didn’t hesitate, and pulled her tightly to his chest. He let Kate break down in tears against him, shoulders heaving, and held her, one hand stroking her hair and the other planted firmly on her back. He didn’t say a word while they sat together, but deep inside he was in awe that she had held it together so well for so long. Kate was a strong woman, who had gone through a lot all on her own. Chris didn’t have to wonder if this was the first time she had allowed herself to lean on someone else, to break down in the presence of another. He knew. The sobs wracking her body weren’t entirely from nerves or the emotional shock of the day wearing on her; they were coming from a much deeper place, where they had been buried for a long time. 
 
    “You just do that all the time?” Kate asked finally, once she had composed herself. She didn’t pull away from Chris’s chest, so he couldn’t see her face when she spoke. 
 
    “Do what?” Chris asked huskily, still idly running his fingers through her hair, meaning to give comfort but taking it, too. 
 
    “Jump on top of people who are being shot at?” 
 
    “You weren’t being shot at, Kate.” 
 
    “You didn’t know that, though,” Kate finally pulled back to look at him, and Chris felt a pang of disappointment at the loss of her pleasant warmth. 
 
    “That’s my job,” he said simply. 
 
    Kate shook her head, amazed. “You could die at any time, protecting someone else. How do you do it?” 
 
    Chris considered her question. “I don’t know, I guess I never really thought about it. I suppose I always thought that the people around me had something to live for, and I needed to make sure they could.” His throat tightened as the words conjured an image of Jackson in his mind.  
 
    “And you don’t have anything to live for?” Kate said in disbelief. “That’s crazy. I don’t have anything more to live for than you do.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” Chris replied harshly. “You’re…just don’t talk like that, okay? It doesn’t matter anyway; nothing is going to happen to you while I’m around.” 
 
    “Because O’Bannon is paying you to risk your safety for mine.” 
 
    Chris leaned toward Kate, his forehead nearly touching hers. He picked up both her hands and held them in his. “Because I refuse to let anything bad to happen to you,” he responded quietly. Kate held her breath, her mouth dry. Chris was so close to her she could see the tiny flecks of gold scattered in his green eyes. They stared at each other, each afraid to move and lose the moment, when suddenly Kate’s door buzzer went off. 
 
    They both flinched. “I, um, better get the door,” Kate muttered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Chris agreed, then he jumped up. “No! I mean, I should, you know, do the bodyguard thing, so…” 
 
    Awkwardly, he made his way over to the intercom, and cleared his throat. “Yeah?” he said into the box. 
 
    “Chris, it’s Holly,” the tinny voice floated up through the speaker. “I forgot the code word you gave me, so let’s just say it’s ‘spaghetti,’ and I’m saying ‘spaghetti.’” 
 
    Kate grinned. As frustrating as it was to have the most intense moment she had shared with a man in over a year ruined so abruptly, Holly would be a welcome sight. 
 
    “Well, how do I know you really did forget the code word, and you’re not just trying to signal that you’re in danger?” Chris leaned against the wall, ready to debate. 
 
    “Oh, snap,” Holly’s voice responded. “I didn’t even think of that. Well, what’s the code word for ‘no, seriously, everything is cool, please let me in?’” 
 
    “It was ‘lasagna,’ and you were supposed to use it in a sentence that made sense. Like, ‘hey, it’s Holly, and I’m here for the lasagna dinner.’” 
 
    “Damn it, I knew it was something delicious. Okay, lasagna. I promise to remember the lasagna from now on, lasagna. Can I lasagna come up?” 
 
    “When you say it that many times in a row, it starts to sound not real, doesn’t it?” Chris mused. 
 
    Kate walked over to the intercom and buzzed Holly in. She gave Chris a stern look. “The intercom is not a toy,” she said primly. 
 
    “It works really well as one,” Chris marveled. 
 
    Holly burst through the door a moment later, carrying takeout bags. “I brought food,” she announced.  
 
    “Italian?” Chris asked, peeking in a bag. 
 
    “Chinese,” Holly responded. “Real New Yorkers bring offerings of Chinese takeout because it’s the only thing they can afford in this lavish city.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kate took the bags from Holly and gave her a hug. “What are you doing here? And bearing gifts of food?” 
 
    Holly squeezed Kate tightly, prolonging the hug and forcing a surprised gust of air from Kate’s lungs. “What do you think I’m doing here, crazy? Michael called me and told me what happened today! I had to come check on you!” 
 
    “Michael?” Kate’s mind when momentarily blank, then it struck her. “Michael? The waiter you beat up?” 
 
    Without releasing her friend from her python-like embrace, Holly sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t describe it that way. It’s not like he went to the hospital or anything. And, I remind you yet again, he didn’t even drop the tray. So let’s keep some perspective, okay?” 
 
    Squirming free from Holly, Kate furrowed her brow. “How did Michael know what happened, anyway? I didn’t even see him there.” 
 
    “Well Carrie, the hostess, she remembered you from that time we were there, ‘cause of the whole nickels thing,” Holly explained. “So obviously she told Michael the story since we’ve been seeing each other, and he told me.” 
 
    Kate looked at Chris, eyebrows raised. “Small world,” she mumbled. What does that mean for Wash? Kate wondered. If news can travel that fast in a city as big as New York, what are the odds of Wash not finding me? Judging from the expression on Chris’s face, he was thinking similar thoughts. 
 
    “Let’s eat,” Chris forced a smile onto his face and began pulling out paper boxes of food. “What’s the Italian-iest Chinese food? Probably something with noodles?” 
 
    Kate began setting out plates. “What’s your obsession with Italian food?” She asked, opening up a pair of chopsticks. “Are you having a major craving or something?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Chris agreed, sniffing a package of egg rolls suspiciously. “I’m craving something made with love and fresh ingredients, not…whatever the hell this is. Holly, where did you get this stuff?” 
 
    “It’s this little place in Chinatown,” Holly said vaguely. “Looks like a little garage kind of place, but they also make food.” 
 
    Kate dropped her unopened container of fried rice. “They also make food?” she asked incredulously. “Is this place more of a garage, or more of a restaurant? Actually, never mind.” She began putting all the containers back in their bags. “Holly, we’re going to get sick if we eat this stuff.” 
 
    Holly began to protest, then reconsidered. “Yeah, probably,” she admitted. “But they had a really good deal on the day old seafood, and it’s like…what even is one day, really?” 
 
    Kate gagged quietly. Chris took a much less polite approach. “A day is pretty significant when you’re talking about fish coming out of a garage!” He exclaimed in disgust. “That’s just unsettling. Holly,” he pointed at her. “Don’t do that again. Kate,” he turned to his charge. “Do you have a pasta maker?” 
 
    Kate groaned. “Yes, but I don’t know how to use it,” she warned. “There’s some frozen pizza in the freezer, let’s just make that.” 
 
    Chris put his hands to his face and sighed. “Kate,” he began, his voice muffled. “You are your own person, and I respect that. But my God, woman.” He lowered his hands and looked at her sternly. “I have been here for over a week now, and you’ve eaten nothing but salads, frozen pizza, and that can of Chef Boyardee that you ate cold. Yeah, I saw that,” he insisted when Kate began to protest. “It was disgusting so I pretended I didn’t, but I saw. Now, it’s my job to protect you, but if you don’t start eating some real food you’re probably going to contract some sort of stomach infection, and I’m not going to get a recommendation from O’Bannon. So you ladies go sit in the den and try to make less revolting decisions in your life, and I’m going to cook us all dinner.” 
 
    Holly and Kate stared at each other for a moment before bursting into peals of laughter. 
 
    “You’re going to make us dinner?” Kate asked. “Talk about bad eating habits! You’ve eaten nothing but candy since I’ve met you!” Turning to Holly, she explained, “His duffel is packed with mostly candy and maybe two changes of clothes, I swear. He has some fruit at breakfast, a granola bar at dinner, and the rest of the day he’s snacking on sugar.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Chris shrugged, unperturbed. “Man can exist on sugar alone for a shockingly long time. But after a while, man needs to eat some freaking garlic bread and meatballs, so if you please, ladies?” He gestured to the living room, and the women reluctantly left, giggling on the way to the couch. 
 
    Kate and Holly sat and talked while Chris busied himself in the kitchen. He brought the women glasses of red wine, and Kate began to suspect that her bodyguard might actually have been serious about possessing significant culinary skills. 
 
    A bottle of wine later, when Holly and Kate were nearly drooling at the tempting smells wafting from the kitchen, Chris finally presented each woman with a heaping plate of his homemade spaghetti and meatballs. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Holly closed her eyes after taking a bite and moaned. “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to my mouth.” 
 
    Kate nodded. “That’s an unpleasant way of saying it, but you’re so right. Chris, this is amazing! Where did you learn to cook like this?” 
 
    Chris was balancing his own plate of pasta under a platter of garlic bread, and carried another bottle of wine in his other hand. He handed Kate the wine and set down the bread tray on the coffee table before responding. “I don’t really know, I just kinda got into it.” He shrugged. “You know how there’s always a special dish that your mom makes, and no one can ever make it quite as good as she does?” Kate and Holly nodded; Kate thinking immediately of Helena Burt’s cheesy potatoes with bacon bits, and Holly reminiscing about her mother’s chicken noodle soup.  
 
    “Well, I obviously never had a dish like that,” Chris continued, twirling a bite of spaghetti around his fork. “So I just started making my own meals up. I used an iron to make a toasted sandwich at one foster home I was in; boy, did that lady whoop my ass when she found the crusted cheese on her iron.” He smiled at the memory while Kate and Holly exchanged uncomfortable looks. “It was my way of creating my own sense of comfort, I guess. And when I left for the military, I was used to making a meal out of next to nothing, so the guys I was stationed with started bringing me supplies like Kit-Kat bars and Ramen noodles and whatever else they’d get in their packages from home, to see what I could make with them.” 
 
    “But Chris, this is insanely good food,” Kate gestured to her now empty plate. “I mean, I’ve eaten in some pretty amazing New York restaurants, and your pasta crushes theirs!” She picked up the fresh wine bottle and refilled her glass. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s totally true. I’ve eaten out of some of the best dumpsters in the city,” Holly took the wine bottle from Kate, topping off her own glass. She hiccupped into her hand. “’Scuse me. Anyway, your food is bonkers, Chris. So, so good. I can’t believe you gained that kind of” she waved her hand vaguely “kitchen witchery from throwing things together in the desert.” 
 
    Chris reached across to Holly and snagged the bottle from her, taking a long pull straight from the neck. “Actually, I worked on a line for the first two years after I got back from Iraq,” he admitted sheepishly. “One of my buddies opened a place in SoHo, and I learned a lot in his kitchen.” 
 
    “Why’d you quit?” Kate asked, spilling a bit of wine out of her glass with an unsteady hand. She was getting a little tipsy, and didn’t notice the long pause before Chris answered, or the gruff tone of his voice when he spoke. 
 
    “I started to feel tied down.” Chris took another drink from the bottle. He looked like he was getting a little toasted, too, now that Kate thought about it. And Holly, the tiny lightweight that she had been since her first sip of hard cider when she was fourteen, was already swaying in her seat. “I wasn’t ready for a normal job and a normal life, I guess. I still needed some danger in my life.” 
 
    Kate smiled ruefully. “Like the danger that comes with protecting a mean librarian,” she teased. 
 
    Chris laughed, choking a bit on his wine. “Well, to be honest,” he sputtered. “This job has been a little more eventful than my last few. It’s kinda like an action movie, you know? Protect the beautiful, brilliant book critic from a deranged psychopath…” he trailed off, noticing the way Kate was looking at him. “What?” 
 
    “You think I’m beautiful and brilliant?” Kate blushed and looked away. God, I sound like a teenage girl! She chastised herself. Now he probably thinks I’m a drunken idiot. 
 
    But when she met Chris’s eyes again, he was looking at her seriously. “Of course I do, Kate. It’s just one of those undeniable truths. You’re stubborn and you frustrate the hell out of me sometimes, but that’s a big part of what makes you beautiful.” 
 
    The two stared at each other from their seats, an awkward silence spinning out until Kate couldn’t stand it any longer. She was about to say goodnight when Holly slurred, “I gotta fall asleep now, guys.” 
 
    Surprised, as if they had forgotten Holly was there at all, Kate and Chris looked at her. Kate stood up, grabbing her friend’s arm. “Okay, you’re right. Let’s head to bed, Holl.” 
 
    “No,” Holly drew the word out petulantly. “I wanna sleep on the couch. Prob’ly need a puke bucket, please. Jus’ in caysh.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kate stumbled to the kitchen and pawed through the cabinets, looking for an appropriate vomit receptacle. She settled on a seldom used pot and brought it back to Holly, who had already fallen into a deep sleep on the couch. Kate placed the pot on the floor near Holly’s head. “Night, Holl. Please don’t puke all over yourself,” she whispered tenderly. When she straightened up, she saw Chris standing, awkwardly glancing at the couch.  
 
    “Oh…” Kate looked around, realizing that Holly had just claimed the space Chris had been sleeping in since he had taken the job.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Chris assured her hastily, knowing immediately what she was thinking. “Really, it’s not a problem. She needs it more, anyway. I’ll crash on the chair.” He gestured to the tasteful but small armchair behind him. 
 
    “No, no,” Kate hesitated for a moment. “It doesn’t recline or even have a footrest. You’ll be aching all day tomorrow.” She cleared her throat. “Why don’t you just…I mean, you can sleep in my room,” she said softly. “If you want.” 
 
    Chris paused. He knew it was a terrible idea; he was supposed to be a professional and Kate was, technically, his client. But where else am I supposed to sleep? he asked himself. Knowing it was a weak justification, Chris opened his mouth to politely refuse. Instead, he heard himself say: “Okay.” 
 
    Kate’s heart was pounding in her chest as she led the way to her bedroom, overly aware of Chris following closely behind her. What am I doing? the voice in her head was screaming at her, confusing her. It seemed to be both horrified at what she was thinking of doing, and furious at her for being so nervous about it. 
 
    They entered her bedroom timidly, as if both were afraid of the dark. Kate turned to face Chris, who hadn’t shut the door behind him. He stood, slightly turned, almost as though he was about to back out of the room.  
 
    “I don’t-” he began. That was as far as he got. Kate stepped forward purposefully into his arms, and gently put her lips on his. That was it. Kate knew she was at least slightly inebriated (and probably a little more than that), and that magnified her attraction to Chris into a roaring beast she wasn’t sure she could control, yet the first physical contact she initiated was a simple, sweet kiss. Kate could taste the wine on his lips like a stain, with a hint of sweetness underneath. Candy. She smiled slightly at the soft fullness of his lips. Chris’s hands found their way into her hair, and he kissed her back, pulling her close. 
 
    Without breaking contact, Kate grabbed Chris by the front of his shirt, propelling them backwards towards her bed. She wrapped her arms around his neck, parting her lips to deepen the intimacy of their embrace. They fell onto the plush comforter, becoming more entwined by the second. 
 
    “Kate,” Chris whispered, pulling back. “We can’t.” 
 
    Kate blinked, struggling to see his face with only the pollution of the city’s lights streaming through her room’s curtains. “I want this, Chris,” she responded softly, caressing the back of his neck. 
 
    Chris gently pulled her hands off and kissed each palm, holding her hands in his. “God, I hope so. But you’ve been drinking a lot tonight. I’m happy to behave unprofessionally for you, believe me, but not unless I know for sure it’s what you want. Okay?” 
 
    Kate didn’t respond, instead laying back on her pillows and reaching up to pull Chris next to her. He wrapped an arm around her, and Kate settled in to a comfortable spot on his chest.  
 
    “Think Holly will be okay out there?” Kate whispered into the dark. 
 
    “Yes. Want me to go check on her?” Chris whispered back. 
 
    “No. Stay here with me.” Kate ran a finger down the arm that wasn’t around her, and Chris shivered. As they both drifted towards sleep, Chris found himself wishing silently that Kate wouldn’t wake up to regret finding him in her bed. 
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    “Chris?” A gentle nudge and Kate’s quiet voice were all it took to pull Chris from his doze instantly. Years of being forced to sleep in potentially hostile environments had conditioned him to wake quickly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He turned to look at Kate’s face, veiled faintly by the soft pink light of dawn. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing’s the matter,” Kate answered him. She rolled over and propped herself up on her elbows. “I’m awake. I’m all sobered up. And I still want this.” 
 
    Chris didn’t need to hear it twice. In a flash, he had rolled on top of her and was kissing her with urgency, making her body react and her pulse race.  
 
    After that, time seemed to stop. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun was shining brightly when Kate slipped out of the bedroom. After enthusiastic and intense lovemaking, Chris had fallen into a light sleep, his lithe body tangled in Kate’s white sheets. Moving slowly to keep the creaking of the hinges to a minimum, Kate eased open her closet door and grabbed the robe hanging on the inside. Before she closed it again, she caught a glimpse of the garment bag in the back. She had moved it yet again, this time from the hallway closet back to the bedroom. 
 
    The panic Kate had felt when Chris had seen it compelled her to hide it away, someplace perhaps more trafficked but still less exposed to anyone but her. Upon seeing the stark whiteness of the bag, she smiled softly. Aiden would be happy to know she was really moving on with her life. She thought she might finally be ready to take her last look at the dress, and give it to someone who could put it to good use. The dress deserved a happy ending, after all. 
 
    Kate crept out of the room and into the kitchen. Glancing into the living room, she saw that Holly had left already. Although she had drunk more than any of them, Holly was young and able to bounce back from a hangover quickly. Kate found her pot on the kitchen island, spotless inside except for a small note. 
 
    Kate- 
 
    Didn’t puke, b/c I’m a rock star. Hope your night went well. You better not be beating yourself up over whatever did or didn’t happen. It’s not a crime to be happy.  
 
    Love, 
 
    Holly 
 
    P.S. Chris is a hottie, hope you hit that 
 
    Kate laughed into her cupped hands, stifling the sound. She put the pot away and then stood in the middle of the kitchen, thinking. 
 
    It’s a beautiful day, Kate thought. A beautiful day to really, truly start over.  
 
    She began opening cupboards, piling ingredients and utensils on the counter. She smiled to herself, thinking of how different this Independence Day was compared to her last. A moment later, she was stunned to find herself humming. 
 
    *** 
 
    Chris woke to Kate standing at the side of the bed holding a breakfast tray.  
 
    “Morning,” she greeted him. “O’Bannon gets today for free since I was up first, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Chris smirked. “I don’t think I can legally charge for anything that happened this morning, anyway. How long have you been standing there watching me sleep? Kind of a troubling sight to wake up to, by the way.” 
 
    “Long enough,” she responded. “You’re lucky you woke up when you did, or you might have been in trouble.” 
 
    “Is that so? What were you going to do,” Chris propped himself up and peered at the tray. “Beat me to death with a pancake?” 
 
    Kate laughed and slid the tray onto the bed before plopping herself next to Chris. “Since you made dinner, I thought I’d make breakfast,” she announced. “It’s just Bisquick, though. I’m not a chef, like some people.” 
 
    Chris pulled her to him, and kissed her. “I’ll take pancakes any way they come. Even plain,” he grinned and picked up a pancake, taking a bite. His eyes widened in amazement. “What is happening in my mouth?” He peered at the piece of pancake in his hand. “Are those Pop Rocks?” 
 
    Kate clapped her hands and threw back her head, laughing. “Yes! I’m calling them Firecracker Pancakes,” she said proudly. “You like?” 
 
    “I love,” Chris took another bite. “You didn’t leave to get the Pop Rocks, did you?” His brow furrowed with worry. 
 
    “No.” Kate rolled her eyes. “You have tons of them in your bag. Seriously, I’ve never seen a grown man with so much candy.” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “You never know when you’re going to wish you had a Snickers bar handy,” he advised. “Man, this is really good.” He tore off a chunk of pancake and held it out to Kate. “Bite?” 
 
    Kate allowed him to feed her. “Mm, that is good, even without syrup.” She gave Chris a sidelong glance. “You know what we could do with that syrup instead?” 
 
    Chris grinned. “You aren’t worried about getting your sheets all dirty?” 
 
    “Of course I am.” Kate responded archly. “That’s why I think we should bring it in the shower.” 
 
    Chris didn’t need to be asked twice. 
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    New York was…complicated. Trying to find his way around on public transit had done nothing to improve Rodney’s mood since arriving in Katherine’s city. He looked down at his shaking hands, and the bulky package clutched in them. Getting Katherine’s personal information wasn’t going to be easy, but at least he knew the address of the newspaper she worked for. He supposed if he called there was a possibility of being transferred to her office and afforded the opportunity to speak with her, but what good would a conversation over the phone do?  
 
    I need to talk to her, Rodney thought. I need to see her face when I tell her who I am and why I came all this way. And, of course, Rodney couldn’t deliver his special package to Katherine over the phone. No, sir. That was one exchange that was definitely going to have to take place in person.  
 
    Sighing heavily, Rodney glanced around the subway car, amazed at how everyone on the train was collectively ignoring each other, everyone lost in his or her own thoughts, none of them paying any attention to their fellow riders and…whatever they might be holding. Rodney found the anonymity oddly comforting, and he was glad he had visited New York once in his life, though he understood it was likely to be the last trip of his life. 
 
    That thought caused his mind to wander on the topic of what would come after his confrontation with Katherine Burt. After, he mused. I guess I know what will happen after, don’t I? It’s all over, then.  
 
    As the train approached his station, Rodney shook his head. This was all Katherine Burt’s fault. He would make sure she knew that. 
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    “I can’t believe you agreed to a double date!” Holly squealed. She clapped her hands in delight and danced around Kate’s bedroom before collapsing backwards onto the bed. “This is going to be so fun!” 
 
    Kate smiled into the mirror, putting on the finishing touches of her makeup. She had never been one to wear much, but occasionally she liked to add a little lip shine to her standard mascara and eyeliner. “It’s weird how nervous I am,” she confessed. “I feel like a teenager.” 
 
    “Well, how long has it been since you went out on a first date?” Holly asked. “I’ll give you a hint: you have basically never been on a first date.” She sat up. “Oh, my God. Kate, you’ve never been on a first date! Your first date is going to be a double date with me and Michael, and he’s not actually that interesting of a person!” 
 
    “Michael and me,” Kate corrected in a mild tone. “I have too been on a first date. Aiden took me snowboarding when I turned sixteen and my mom finally let me date, remember?” 
 
    Holly rolled her eyes. “Uh, yeah. I do remember, because I was in the backseat for that trip. So, not really a date-date. And besides, by that time you and Aiden had been all lovey-dovey, kissy-face for at least a year. You guys grew up together and just sorta…” Holly smashed her hands together “stuck to each other. But there was never really a first date, where you get to know each other and stuff.” 
 
    Kate considered this. “So does this count as a first date then, or not?” 
 
    Holly thought about it. “It shouldn’t. Because two extra people will be there, and you already slept with Chris.” She gasped, her eyes widening in faux shock. “Whore!” 
 
    Kate laughed, then furrowed her brow. “Should I not have?” She asked. “I mean…do people not do that? Did you sleep with Michael right away?” 
 
    “Puh-lease.” Holly laid back down on the bed. “As if anyone could resist that hunk of steel wrapped in man meat you call a bodyguard. You should have done it the very first day. And no, I still haven’t slept with Michael.” 
 
    “Really? Why not?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get the wrong idea. It’s not because I’m protecting my honor or anything,” Holly laughed dryly. “He’s just very…well, you’ll see. It’s hard to explain, I guess.” 
 
    Kate turned to face Holly. “How do I look?” She asked seriously. 
 
    Holly sat up and studied Kate for a moment before her face broke into a wide smile. “You look happy,” she declared. “And happy looks beautiful on you.” 
 
    Kate grinned, and smoothed out her skirt. She was wearing one of her old favorites she had nearly forgotten about: a sky blue dress that tied at the waist. It was a little big on her, since she had lost some weight during the last year. Grief was a hell of an appetite suppressant, as Kate had discovered. It was strange to see herself wearing anything other than black or gray, and Kate kept turning and examining herself in the mirror. She almost didn’t recognize herself. 
 
    Chris and Michael were waiting in the living room while the women got ready. Chris leapt to his feet as soon as he saw Kate, which she attributed to the deeply instilled sense of decorum from his military background. In truth, Chris was such a ball of nervous energy that he could barely keep himself still.  
 
    Calm down, he kept scolding himself. You’re acting like a dumb kid. You’ve been living in the same apartment as this woman for two weeks, and you’re acting like you’re meeting your long lost love. Chill out!  
 
    When Kate walked in, his heart nearly leapt out of his chest, and he jumped to his feet in an instinctive effort to contain himself. She looked beautiful, and Chris felt a giddy lightness in his chest at the thought of Kate putting her hair up in that attractive side swept style or glossing her lips just for him. Kate was not the kind of woman to go out of her way to please just anyone. “Kate,” he grinned, hoping it didn’t look as goony as it felt. “You look lovely.” 
 
    Dummy! He groaned internally. This isn’t even a date! You’re just having takeout right here and watching a movie. Please! Be! Cool! 
 
    But Kate seemed to appreciate his sincere compliment. She smiled openly, and it lit up her whole face. “Thank you,” she said, pleased that her feeble efforts with a pitiful makeup collection had made an impact.  
 
    Holly grabbed the arm of the man sitting next to Chris, and hauled him to his feet. “This is Michael,” she announced. “Michael, this is my best friend in the world, Kate.”  
 
    Michael was a tall man with hair so blonde it was nearly white. He had worn it in a small ponytail at the café, but tonight it hung loose, and Kate saw it was just as curly as Holly’s. Kate shook his hand, then Chris caught her eye. Turning his back slightly to Michael and Holly, he mouthed something to her. She frowned and shook her head slightly—what? Chris widened his eyes and mouthed his message again, but Kate couldn’t make out what he was saying. She was concentrating so deeply on figuring out what Chris was trying to convey that she missed what Michael had said out loud to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what was that?” she asked apologetically. “I didn’t quite catch-” 
 
    “I was saying your apartment is amazing,” Michael overrode her. “You’ve got a great view and some awesome antique furniture in here. Very cool stuff, very hip right now. But you probably know that, right? Chicks are always so obsessed with that stuff.” He laughed, and Kate suddenly got the gist of what Chris had been trying to convey. Douchebag. 
 
    “Thank you, I guess. It’s actually not antique, though, I have to admit. I bought it all online, it’s basically one step above the assemble-it-yourself stuff.” 
 
    Michael continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “My Aunt Karen has an antique store upstate, and her place looks a lot like this. I guess the big thing with antiques now is to refurbish it, though, right? Make it all look new again rather than embracing the scuffs and marks?” 
 
    Kate glanced at Holly. “Um, yeah, I guess so? Like I said, this stuff isn’t actually antique and I’m not really sure what’s trendy with older stuff. I really just bought the first thing that appealed to me.” 
 
    “Once my band takes off, I plan on buying an apartment in this neighborhood, too.” Michael remarked, peeking out the window. “Not this building, though. It smells kinda old, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I haven’t noticed anything,” Holly said tersely. “Smells fine to me.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s all the old furniture,” Michael gestured. “Musty. This building wouldn’t be too bad for a starter home, though. Do you rent or own?” He asked Kate. 
 
    “I rent,” Kate said, slightly offended at Michael’s assessment of her apartment. “I assume I’ll buy later in my life.” 
 
    “Right. It’d be kind of a waste for a single woman to buy, huh? Oh, wow,” Michael bent down and examined the coffee table, pulling the front drawer out and pushing it back in a few times. “This is a really beautiful piece. And it’s in pristine condition, too. That’s surprising for antiques, you know? You don’t usually see stuff in such great shape. How old is this?” 
 
    “I guess maybe…three years old?” Bewildered, Kate turned to Chris. “Am I going crazy?” she whispered to him. 
 
    Chris leaned forward and replied in a low voice, although not low enough that Michael couldn’t hear. “Nope. This guy is weird as hell. I think he just likes to listen to his own voice; I don’t think he’s really hearing what anyone else says.” 
 
    Holly overheard this and gave a slight nod. “Yeah,” she confirmed. “That’s what I couldn’t really explain. Nailed it.” 
 
    Michael popped back up. “If I didn’t have a horde of roommates, I would love to invest in some quality furniture. Because it is an investment. You could probably sell everything in this room for triple what you paid for it in another three to five years. Hell, maybe you could get more.” His eyes widened earnestly. “If you decide to sell, let me know. I’ll get you in touch with my aunt and you guys can do some business together. I’d only take, like, a five percent commission, which is practically nothing. You’ll still be coming out on top, trust me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Chris clapped his hands and smiled tightly. “Let’s order that food, huh? Right now. Because I have a feeling they can’t possibly get here fast enough.” 
 
    Kate stifled a laugh. “Can you call it in?” she asked Chris. She looked at Holly and jerked her head towards the kitchen. “Holly and I will get everyone drinks.” 
 
    Before they had crossed the threshold, Holly was apologizing. “I know, I know. He’s insufferable, right? I knew that,” she sighed. “But I didn’t want to admit it. Part of me was hoping you guys would meet him and tell me I was just being too hard on him.” 
 
    “You are not being too hard on him,” Kate informed her, pulling a chilled bottle of wine out of the refrigerator. “I can’t believe he ever got a second date. What do you see in this guy? He’s such a bro.” 
 
    “Not past the blonde curls, I guess.” Holly groaned, grabbing the first glass of wine Kate poured and downing it. “He seemed so different at the café, didn’t he? Like the strong, silent type. But as soon as he takes off that apron, it’s like a switch flips and the words just pour out of him, and more times than not, they’re stupid.” She motioned to Kate for a refill. “It sucks, too, because during one Jabber Fest he told me that his mom owns a coffee shop in Vermont. I really wanted to meet her and, I don’t know,” Holly lowered her gaze and picked an imaginary piece of lint off the counter “pick her brain, or something.” 
 
    Kate put her hand on Holly’s shoulder. “Oh, honey,” she said gently. “You can’t possibly stay with him long enough to meet his mother. And do you really want to meet the loins that birthed this guy?” 
 
    “Not when you put it like that,” Holly mumbled. She raised her eyes to meet Kate’s and smiled mischievously. “If we get drunk, his rambling is actually kind of funny.” 
 
    “No way. Last time I got drunk…” Kate blushed. 
 
    “Last time you got drunk you banged your bodyguard. I puked on my shoes walking home,” Holly grumbled. “Who was the real loser there?” 
 
    The women laughed and returned to the living room, finding Chris held captive by Michael’s monologue on craft beers.  
 
    “Honestly, IPAs are the new wine,” he announced, gesturing so wildly that he nearly knocked the glass Kate offered him out of her hand. “Pretty soon you’ll be going to restaurants and asking the sommelier what beer to pair with your meal. Grapes are out and hops are in, man, I’m telling you. My stepsister Laura owns a brewery in Michigan, and she’s making insane money right now. Insane. That’s where I would invest, honestly. A brewery.” 
 
    “Seems like you’ve got a lot of plans for investing,” Chris remarked, his tone icy. Clearly, the shine had worn off Michael for Chris. 
 
    Michael scoffed. “Oh, yeah. You’ve gotta plan for your future, man. Honestly. What about you, man? You make enough as private security to invest?” 
 
    Chris rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “I do okay,” he replied shortly. 
 
    “Man, you gotta start thinking about your retirement someday. You can’t do this forever, huh? You ever think about investing in a brewery? You know, once the muscles start to sag?” He winked at Chris. 
 
    Holly winced, and Kate jumped in to smooth the conversation’s course. “Chris used to work in a restaurant,” she offered. “That’s…like a food brewery.” 
 
    Holly snickered, and Chris chuckled. Michael nodded as if it were a perfectly normal thing to say. “Very cool. How long have you two been together?” he asked, and actually paused long enough for an answer.  
 
    Kate began to stammer, unsure how to answer such a question. Does he not know that Chris is my security? she wondered. “Uh…” she shot a pleading look at Holly, but Chris answered smoothly, surprising her. 
 
    “Almost six years now, right, babe?” he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. 
 
    “Oh. Well,” she said, playing along. “More like eight, if you count the years you were locked up.” 
 
    “Can’t count those, though, because I can’t be sure you waited for me.” Chris answered smoothly, leaning forward and slapping Michael’s knee conspiratorially. “Know what I mean? Chicks, man. Can’t trust ‘em to be loyal to their man when you’re in the joint.” 
 
    “Totally, totally.” Michael nodded and sipped his wine. “Relationships are so crazy, honestly. That’s why, when you meet a good girl, you’ve gotta lock her down.” He dropped a lazy wink at Holly. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she muttered into her wine glass, taking another healthy swig. 
 
    Chris looked thoughtfully at Kate. “Honestly, that’s the smartest thing I’ve heard all night,” he said. 
 
    The rest of the night moved forward at an agonizingly slow pace. Michael continued to talk between every mouthful of food, and throughout the entirety of the movie. The rest of the group eventually stopped responding to his statements, and it didn’t seem to bother Michael in the slightest. Before they left, Holly gave Kate a hug and whispered in her ear, “If he takes a breath, I’m going to jump in and break up with him.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” Kate whispered back. 
 
    “Then I’ll just never call him again without explanation. Whatever.” 
 
    Shutting the door behind her, Kate turned to face Chris. “I don’t have a lot of experience to base my assessment on,” she said sheepishly. “But that was a pretty bad first date, huh?” 
 
    Chris hid his face in his hands and screamed into them, eyes wide and peeking over his fingertips. “What was wrong with that guy?” he asked. “Hell, what’s wrong with me for allowing that weirdo to stay in your house for that long? I could have called him a security threat and kicked his ass out.” 
 
    Kate giggled. “Next time.” 
 
    Chris shook his head and approached her, slipping his arms around her waist. “No way. Next time, we’re not inviting that dude over. Or anyone.” Kate laughed, leaning into Chris’s embrace. “Just us, no friends. That way I can get to know you without some douchebag interrupting with his opinion every twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Twenty?” Kate asked, nuzzling Chris’s neck and inhaling his scent of soap and sweat. “That’s being a bit generous.” 
 
    Chris traced Kate’s lips with the pad of his thumb, trailing off her bottom lip to her chin, and tilted her head up to look at him. He bent down and kissed her softly, deeply, sending shivers down her body all the way to her toes. “I’m serious, Kate,” he said quietly. “I want to take you out, somewhere nice, on a real date. I want to get to know you.” 
 
    “Just say when,” Kate said breathlessly. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of dressing up and going out with Chris, flirting in the cab on the way to a dimly lit restaurant, waiting for a kiss goodnight at the door. “We could start now, and work backwards,” she suggested, pulling him towards the bedroom. 
 
    “I can’t protect you if I’m sleeping with you,” he protested halfheartedly. Chris wanted to follow her into the bedroom, more than anything, but the illusion of professionalism demanded that he make an argument against it. 
 
    “You can protect me even better!” Kate countered. “I’ll let you sleep on the side closest to the door.” 
 
    And that settled that. 
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    As she settled back into her pillow, Kate wondered how she had gone so long without sex. Perhaps the grief of losing Aiden had killed her sex drive, and she hadn’t even realized how much she had missed it until Chris arrived in her bed to reawaken her libido. She was exhausted and content in a way she had been sorely missing, but she couldn’t quiet the voice in the back of her head that was insisting she was dishonoring Aiden’s memory by sleeping with another man in what had been Aiden’s bed. Kate forced the thought out of her mind, shaking her head. She looked over at Chris and mustered a smile. 
 
    “What?” he asked, smiling back. 
 
    “Nothing,” she lied. “Just happy.” Not a big lie. She was happy, in a way. 
 
    “I’m glad. Happy even though we’re doing this backwards?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kate propped herself up on an elbow. “So now we’re at the ‘getting to know each other’ stage. Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    Chris laughed and propped himself up, facing her. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Hmm…what’s your favorite book?” 
 
    “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Pride and Prejudice.” 
 
    “Interesting choice,” Chris mused. “‘Angry people are not always wise.’ That’s from Pride and Prejudice, right?” 
 
    “Do you really think I’m that angry?” 
 
    “No.” Chris smiled. “Not that angry, and you are very wise. What’s your favorite food?” 
 
    Kate thought about it. “Cake. I could eat cake all day, every day.” 
 
    “I have literally not seen you eat cake once since I’ve known you,” Chris pointed out. 
 
    “Well, it’s a special occasion food,” Kate explained. “You can’t just eat cake willy-nilly, there has to be a reason for its consumption. Maybe that’s why I like it. Because cake is usually served during happy times. What’s your favorite food? Wait, let me guess: candy.” 
 
    “Close. Chicken parmesan.” 
 
    “How is chicken parmesan close to candy? They’re absolutely dissimilar.” 
 
    “They’re both extremely tasty,” Chris said loftily. 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes. “Seriously, what’s with the candy? You hoard it like a six year old.” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “I just like candy. It’s cheap and plentiful, why shouldn’t I hoard it?” He smiled at Kate’s disappointed look. “Sorry, pretty lady. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, and sometimes candy is just too good to refuse.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I have another question: why did you leave the Marines? Or is that just another que sera, sera kind of thing?” 
 
    Chris avoided her gaze. “Yeah. I guess,” he said lightly. Kate looked at him. 
 
    “Oh, is that something I should not have asked? I’m sorry. I should have realized that could be a painful thing to talk about.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Chris forced a smile and patted her shoulder in an awkward caress. “Really. I just needed a change of scenery, I guess. Can’t do the same thing forever.” He leaned over and kissed her nose. “Let’s get some sleep. I’m beat, how about you?” 
 
    Kate snuggled up next to him and quickly fell asleep. Chris, however, lay awake, staring at the ceiling through the soft illumination of the city lights. He struggled not to turn over or get too restless, as he didn’t want to wake Kate. 
 
    Gently, he peeled her arm off of his chest and eased himself out of the bed. He went to the couch, where his things still waited for him, and collapsed onto it. Moving on up in the world, he thought. From couch to the lady of the house’s bed. He stared into the dark, intentionally keeping his mind blank. He knew once he started thinking, his thoughts were going to stray to a place he wasn’t sure he was ready to visit. It was a battle he lost. 
 
    Chris hadn’t dated much since he returned from the Marines. Sure, he’d had a one night stand here and there, and a few times he’d had a couple dates with the same girl, but it was always very casual, and no one had ever been under the illusion that it meant anything. As a result, Chris hadn’t been posed many questions about his past that couldn’t be glibly brushed off. But Kate truly cared about the answer, and it was harder to keep secrets from someone like that. 
 
    Chris pulled his bag over to the side of the couch and rummaged around by feel, locating and pulling out a Twix bar. He had told Kate that his affinity for candy was based in nothing, and that had been true. But it’s definitely not the whole story, now, is it? Chris thought, his thoughts turning the chocolate taste on his tongue bitter. 
 
    Chris had always been partial to sweets, but running from threatening figures throughout his childhood and training during his teenage years had kept it from showing on his body. It became such an ingrained part of his personality, he never gave a thought to any other possible side effects. When Chris had been deployed, he found himself, to his horrified amusement, going through sugar withdrawals. The headaches and irritability became so severe he worried he might actually get discharged prematurely—and then he met Jackson. 
 
    “Looks like you could use this a little more’n I could right now,” the Southern drawl accompanied a cellophane package hitting Chris in the head softly. He had been slumped over a table, head resting on his arms. His first instinct was to beat the hell out of whoever had just thrown something at him. He looked up with rage in his eyes and started to rise when he saw the chocolate cookie sitting next to him.  
 
    “The hell is this?” he muttered, picking up the package and turning it over in his hands. 
 
    “You ain’t never seen a moon pie before?” the soldier standing across the table folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Take a bite and tell me it ain’t the best thing ever hit you in the head.” 
 
    That had been Chris’s introduction to the man who would become more like family than anyone else he’d ever met. Jackson, much like Chris, was a fiend for sugar, but his taste for it had come from a more sinister background. 
 
    Raised in a nice Southern Baptist family, Jackson had grown up itching for a taste of freedom. It came along when he was fifteen, in the form of a pretty girl with a heroin habit. Teenage love bloomed hard and fast, and Jackson had been a full blown junkie before his seventeenth birthday. Luckily for him, he managed to avoid collecting any felonies during that period of his life. Unluckily for him, his girlfriend fell pregnant, and the young couple found themselves homeless with a baby on the way. 
 
    Jackson had stepped up in a big way. He cleaned up, joined the military, and married Darla when their son was two years old. He proudly told Chris, “I ain’t touched a drop of dope since that stick turned pink. I c’n beat the cravin’ off with sugar, that’s the only way you’d ever know I was a junkie.” 
 
    “Chris?” 
 
    Kate’s voice jolted Chris from the memories. His eyes shot open and he gasped, startled. Kate was kneeling next to the couch, her face inches from his in the dark. 
 
    “Jeez!” Chris reached out and touched her cheek. “Hey. How long have you been there?” 
 
    He could feel Kate smile under his fingers. “Long enough. Listen, I think I may have overstepped earlier, and I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    Chris smiled back, and patted the spot next to him. “Come here.” She sat, waiting. “You don’t owe me any apologies, I owe you one.” Chris sighed. “You’re really brave, you know that?” 
 
    “Me?” Kate sounded dubious. 
 
    “Yeah, you are. You told me about Aiden right from the get-go. It was hard for you, and it hurt you, but you could talk about it. I just…I’m not that brave.” Chris reached for Kate’s hand, finding it and entwining his fingers with hers. 
 
    “Chris, you don’t have to-” 
 
    “I want to,” he said softly. He took a deep breath. “I’ve only ever had one real, true friend in this world. His name was Jackson. We were stationed together overseas, and he was like a brother to me. We got discharged together when our time was up, and we were going to take a stab at running a restaurant together. I liked to cook and he liked to eat,” Chris smiled at the memory. “He had a real knack for business. It was his place in SoHo, where I worked.” Chris swallowed hard. “First time I’d ever lived in New York. I didn’t think I was up for it, but Jackson, he wasn’t afraid of anything. His wife, Darla, she…she had a lot of problems. She was using drugs, hard drugs, and no one knew. Jackson suspected it, but he didn’t know for sure. He thought she was still clean. I think he was just hoping she was, anyway. No one knew for sure she wasn’t, not until she nodded off driving home one night and wrecked the car.” 
 
    Kate waited in the silence, listening to Chris’s heavy breathing. When he spoke again, his voice was thick.  
 
    “It was bad. Really bad. She drove off an embankment and the car was all smashed up. Tyler, their son, he was in the backseat.” Chris paused again. “They both died.” 
 
    Kate’s breath caught in her throat. “Oh, Chris.” She squeezed his hand, overcome with the depth of grief she knew he must have felt. She knew it all too well. 
 
    Drawing in a shuddering breath, Chris continued. “Jackson blamed himself. Anyone would, even when it wasn’t their fault. I blame myself for not seeing what he was planning on doing that night, and I know it wasn’t my fault. I was at his front door when I heard the gun go off. I knew even before I busted it down what I’d find inside.” 
 
    They sat together in silence, hands clasped, the two of them reflecting on the tragedies in their lives that had led them to that moment. The silence spread out around them like a soft blanket, and they relaxed into it. Neither had anything left to hide, having laid out their darkest truths for the other. They sat in the dark with their souls freshly bared, and eventually fell asleep. 
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    Kate woke first, finding herself draped on top of Chris. “Oof,” she groaned, stretching the kinks out of her shoulders.  
 
    Chris’s eyes, as always, popped open at the first sound. “Good morning,” he smiled and stretched as slowly as syrup being poured from the bottle.  
 
    Ooh, syrup, Kate thought. “Morning,” she greeted. “We should go get some breakfast. Waffles sound phenomenal right now.” 
 
    Chris sat up, stifling a yawn. “Or,” he countered, “we could stay in this morning and I’ll make you some waffles from scratch. My way of apologizing for behaving like a kid last night.” 
 
    “Chris, you don’t have anything to apologize for.” Kate leaned in and kissed his cheek. She never would have believed that she could fall as fast and as hard for someone as she had for Chris, but the reality was undeniable. “Believe me, I know how grief can turn you upside down.” 
 
    “Well, then we’ll call it my way of thanking you for the firecracker pancakes the other morning,” he compromised. “Then we can just spend all morning eating waffles and being naked.” 
 
    They kissed, and Kate’s heart soared. She had forgotten how good being happy felt. She had missed it, even if this particular happiness was tainted slightly by the looming sense of somehow betraying Aiden. “You’re on,” she grinned.  
 
    Chris stood and pulled off his shirt. As always, Kate found herself marveling at his perfectly sculpted abs. For all the junk he scarfed down, Chris was built like a male model. Occasionally Kate felt a little self-conscious when she was naked around Chris. Not that she wasn’t an attractive woman, and generally quite confident in herself, but Chris’s body was, as Holly would say, next level. 
 
    No matter how shy Kate felt, though, she couldn’t deny that Chris looked at her as though she were a goddess of femininity. It turned her on to know that he so clearly desired her, and she couldn’t help but give a little shimmy as she pulled her own shirt over her head, knowing he was watching her. 
 
    They both stood, staring at each other in their underwear. Kate laughed. “You first? Or me?” 
 
    Chris shook his head. “Kate, you know so little about hygienic kitchen practices,” he sighed. “You can’t cook in the full buff.” 
 
    “But topless is okay?” 
 
    “It isn’t great for splatter, but if I skip the bacon it should be fine,” he answered. He kept his tone airy, but a heavy doubt was anchored in his chest. He shouldn’t have told Kate about Jackson. What was the point of that? Far beyond sleeping with the woman he was being paid to protect, baring his torrid secrets to her was a new level of unprofessionalism. 
 
    Having sex was one thing; a fun way to kill the time while they were stuck in her apartment together, until he was relieved of his assignment. But Kate was still a woman in mourning, and she didn’t need the hired help weeping on her shoulder. She certainly didn’t need anyone falling in love with her before she was ready to move on. And despite what she said out loud, Chris knew she hadn’t. 
 
    He pushed the thought from his mind headed to the kitchen, pulling out the necessities for waffles: a whisk, a bowl, the waffle iron itself. Kate sat on a stool and watched him with great interest. 
 
    “You’re making me feel like a piece of meat, lady,” Chris flexed and posed. “Enjoying the view?” 
 
    “Don’t get a big head, buddy. It’s not because you’re half-naked. I would look at any man who was cooking for me with lust in my eyes.” She was enjoying the view, though. Besides the aesthetic pleasure of the muscles rippling on his back and chest, Chris glided around the kitchen like a nearly naked figure skater, cracking eggs with one hand while he whisked with the other. 
 
    When they had been at the café, Kate had thought that Chris was a natural protector. He reacted quickly, almost without thinking, to cover her when they had heard the gunshots. But now, seeing him in the kitchen—in just those sexy briefs, no less, she thought—she realized Chris was most at home in the kitchen. It was like watching a fish swim, and Kate wondered why Chris wouldn’t continue working in as a chef in a different restaurant after his friend died. 
 
    Soon, the smell of freshly cooked waffles was drifting through the apartment, and Kate’s mouth was watering. When Chris set a heaping platter down on the counter in front of her, she could hardly contain herself. 
 
    “Patience,” Chris said sternly, playfully smacking her hand away. He produced a bowl of strawberries and a bowl of whipped cream, setting them in a neat row next to the waffles. “Ta-da! Breakfast is served.” 
 
    Kate cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t we need plates, Bobby Flay?” 
 
    “Bobby Flay?” Chris clutched his chest. “You wound me.” 
 
    “It’s the only famous chef I could think of. Emeril?” 
 
    “Just…stop. And no, we don’t need plates.” Chris grinned wickedly. “If we’re going to be filthy heathens, we might as well go big or go home.” 
 
    Kate stood, and they faced each other, each with their thumbs in the bands of the only remaining clothing they had. 
 
    “On three?” Kate asked.  
 
    “Okay,” Chris agreed. “Three!” In a flash, his briefs were gone, and he stood proudly in front of Kate, hands on his hips. “Hey. Eyes up here, lady.” 
 
    Not to be outdone, Kate shook herself out of her bikini cut panties and lifted her chin in defiance. “Same goes to you, mister.”  
 
    Chris drank in her form with his eyes. Underneath her professional daily attire, she was hiding a sexy little figure. That’s what I like about her, Chris realized, the thought dawning on him as his eyes traveled from Kate’s toes to her navel before slowly returning to her blushing face. She hides the best parts of herself. She’s a haughty, brusque, kinda cold woman on the outside, but once you get to know her… Chris finished his thought aloud. “You’re fun to be around, you know that?” 
 
    Kate shrugged, and sat primly on the stool. “I always suspected. Now, are we going to partake in this delicious mess? Breakfast is supposed to be the most important meal of the day, you know.” 
 
    Chris pulled out the stool next to her, but didn’t sit. “Oh! I almost forgot!” He hurried to the apartment door, and Kate watched his exit with unmasked interest, appreciating the way his well-built butt flexed as he moved. “The cherry on top,” Chris called from the doorway. “Not literally, of course, because you don’t have any cherries in the house.” Reappearing in the kitchen, he dropped his sexy ass onto the stool and tossed the daily newspaper onto the counter.  
 
    “Ah, yes, the newspaper. An essential element of a balanced breakfast,” Kate noted. “Or do I get to roll it up and spank you?” 
 
    Chris pulled the paper back. “Okay, so I’ll just be in charge of handling the paper,” he feigned a grimace. “It’s for doing the crossword together, so just calm down.” 
 
    Kate was genuinely touched. “Naked waffles and the crossword puzzle?” she clapped a hand to her chest. “You definitely know the way to a girl’s heart.” 
 
    “See?” Chris said, picking up a strawberry and swirling it in whipped cream. “You are capable of giving out kind reviews!” He popped the fruit into Kate’s mouth and followed it with a kiss. 
 
    They spent a sweet, sticky morning together, and neither could remember a day starting off as beautifully as that one did. Kate admired how Chris filled in the crossword puzzle confidently with pen, and Chris found himself smiling at the way Kate curled her toes when she bit into a strawberry. When he picked her up to carry her to the bedroom, she wrapped her legs around his waist and kissed him so deeply, he thought his heart might stop. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured, on her back, nearly delirious with ecstasy. “Yes, yes, yes.” 
 
    She had never been so vocal during lovemaking, but her heart in that moment was so full of joy that she couldn’t remain silent. Chris was yes, her with Chris was yes, her new life was yes. Kate wasn’t going to run from happiness any longer. 
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    “Those waffles were amazing.” 
 
    Chris smiled crookedly and opened one eye, peering at Kate. “The waffles, really? That’s what you’re going to compliment me on right now?” 
 
    “Everything was wonderful,” Kate allowed with a smile. “But I don’t think you could do that other thing for a living.” 
 
    Chris turned on his side, facing her. “What do you mean?” He ran a finger along her arm, tracing the curves of her body. 
 
    “I mean you’re a phenomenal cook, Chris. I really think you could have a successful career as a chef. I know the guy who does restaurant reviews at the paper, I’m sure he could set up some meetings with the right people-” 
 
    Chris drew his hand back abruptly. “I have a job. A successful career, actually,” he reminded her. “I’m kinda doing it right now, remember?” 
 
    Kate shrugged. “Well, yes, but you can’t be a bodyguard forever, right? It’s so dangerous, and unpredictable.” 
 
    “Yup. I like dangerous unpredictability.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kate thought for a moment. “But…this job could take you anywhere, couldn’t it? To L.A. or out of the country, even. What would that mean for us?” 
 
    Chris avoided her gaze. “You think it wouldn’t work if we weren’t in the same zip code? That’s not very reassuring. What, you’d forget about me if I wasn’t around to take you out every night?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying at all. But you can’t really think it would work if we were in different zip codes.” Kate stiffened. “I would be worrying about you all the time. You get paid to take bullets that are meant for other people, for God’s sake. How do you see that going for us?” 
 
    Chris scoffed and stared at the ceiling. “How do you see it going if I stay, Kate? Because I don’t feel great about giving up my job to stay in New York with you until you get sick of me, or decide I’m a rebound. I’m not going to change my life completely for a…” Chris hesitated, and finished his sentence in the worst way possible. “For a fling.” 
 
    Kate drew the sheet closely around herself. “That’s fair,” she said stiffly. “But I’m not willing to spend an unknown amount of time worrying about someone I care for, someone who is gone all that time by their own choice.” She softened, remembering the guilt she had felt over not telling Aiden she wanted him to stay with her. She took a deep breath and chose to be honest. “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “I could argue that you knew what you were getting into with me.” Chris could hear the words coming out all wrong, but seemed helpless to stop himself from picking a fight. “Are you just making this an issue so you have a reason to call it off?” 
 
    “No!” Kate’s mouth dropped open. “How could you think that?” Her stomach lurched. She had done it, she had told Chris what she felt and what she wanted, and he had thrown it back in her face like it meant nothing to him. Kate’s jaw clenched, and she felt herself pulling away from Chris. 
 
    Chris wanted to stop arguing with Kate, wanted to apologize, but the words poured out of him, unchecked. She only wants you close by so you can be her stepping stone from Aiden to acceptance, a voice inside him whispered. She wants you to uproot your life to fix hers. He clenched his jaw, matching Kate’s stony disposition. 
 
    “It seems more likely than you actually believing you can control everything. You don’t get to make decisions about my life for me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t! I-I just…” Kate took a breath and tried to calm herself down, struggling not to get emotional. “Okay, we’re clearly too heated to discuss this right now. I didn’t realize thinking you would get a real job was demanding so much of you.” As soon as the words left her mouth, Kate knew she had ruined any chance of deescalating the situation. She pursed her lips against an apology, refusing to concede to a man who clearly was looking for a reason to end whatever they had together. 
 
    They laid there silently, each thinking about what the other had said. Finally, Chris spoke. “Maybe this was a bad idea.” 
 
    “Obviously it was a bad idea,” Kate muttered, wrapping the sheet around herself and standing up to get dressed. “We started sleeping together when you were being paid to protect me, and now there’s no way for us to get any space. This whole thing was doomed from the start.” 
 
    Chris nodded. “You’re right. It won’t happen again, Ms. Burt.” He stood and left, shutting the door firmly behind him. 
 
    Kate stared at her reflection in the full length mirror, unmoving. What the hell just happened? She wondered. She touched her cheek, as if to confirm she wasn’t dreaming. We were eating waffles, it was a great morning, and then…how did we end up here? 
 
    She uttered a short, humorless laugh. So this is what dating looks like these days? She thought bitterly. I’ll pass. 
 
    In the living room, Chris had collapsed on the couch, arm over his eyes. What the hell are you doing? He berated himself. You can’t deny you were looking for any excuse to start a fight once she brought up staying in New York. He sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands. It was true, but why did she have to bring that up in the first place? What had been the point of that? He was just a rebound for her, after all, and why in the hell would she expect him to give up his life as it was? For someone who probably wouldn’t want anything to do with him once the exciting, dangerous aspect of their relationship was gone, nonetheless? 
 
    You’re making excuses because you’re afraid, the voice in his head whispered, taunting him. Chris very purposefully ignored it. 
 
    She could do her job from anywhere, but I don’t see her offering to give up her fancy job and travel with me, he thought. And that’s because she knows it won’t last. She wants me until I’m no fun anymore, and then she’ll move on. Like every collector foster mom I ever had; loves you until the shiny wears off, and then sends you on back. 
 
    You’re being unfair, the voice argued back. You know that’s not true. 
 
    But Chris couldn’t take that risk.  
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    Kate’s bedroom was spacious by most New Yorkers’ standards, but after pacing the room for over an hour, Kate felt like she was going to go insane. She hadn’t left the room after her humiliating confrontation with Chris the previous morning, and she was bored and growing hungry. 
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered to herself, crossing and uncrossing her legs as she sat on the edge of the bed, fidgeting. “Oh, shit. Okay, fine. I’m going. I’m just gonna go. It’s my apartment.” 
 
    Strutting far too casually out the door, she kept her eyes straight ahead of her, fixed on the refrigerator. She didn’t want to look like she was looking for Chris, or wondering where he was, or even thinking about him at all. Kate fixed herself a pot of coffee, and nibbled idly at a granola bar. Eventually she couldn’t stop herself from glancing around the apartment from her corner of the kitchen, but she didn’t see Chris. Of course, her view to the living room was obstructed, but still… 
 
    As if her thoughts had summoned him, he appeared in the doorway. Kate jumped, her eagerness to look unconcerned frazzling her nerves. 
 
    “Good morning,” he greeted her, politely but distantly. 
 
    “Good morning,” she returned, in what she hoped was an equally frosty voice. 
 
    Chris got himself a glass of water and downed it before turning to leave. Kate opened her mouth before she knew she planned to speak. “I’m going to the office today.” 
 
    Chris stopped and considered this. “Are you sure?” he asked, eyebrows raised. “All I can do is tell you that it’s not advisable, but ultimately it’s up to you.” 
 
    Kate folded her arms. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m not going to sit around anymore, just waiting for something to go wrong. And I’m going a little stir crazy, you know? I mean, obviously. Because,” she gestured vaguely between them. 
 
    Chris nodded. “Yeah,” he nodded. “Listen, Kate…” he hesitated. “What time do you want to leave?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kate insisted on them taking a cab to her office, and Chris readily agreed. It was easy to revert back to his detached bodyguard persona and avoid dealing with talking about anything personal. They sat silently in the back of the cab, and the driver looked back in his rearview mirror more than once, thinking to himself that he would need to turn on the heater in the middle of summer to deal with the chill coming from his backseat. About a block from Kate’s apartment, traffic came to a standstill.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Kate demanded, straining to see out the windshield. 
 
    “Uh, looks like a jam,” the cabbie said indifferently, and shrugged. 
 
    “Well, obviously,” Kate rolled her eyes. “But why? How long is this going to take?” 
 
    “Sorry, lady. Left my crystal ball at home.” 
 
    Kate sighed and leaned back in the seat. She tapped her foot anxiously against the door. “Maybe we should just walk,” she muttered. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    Chris didn’t look away from his window. “It happens. It’s New York, right? This is why no one drives here.” 
 
    Kate snorted. “Obviously people drive here, or this wouldn’t be an issue. It’s ridiculous logic, saying no one drives because too many people drive. That doesn’t make any sense, it’s just something people say.” 
 
    Chris turned to look at her. “I wouldn’t drive if I lived here. You don’t drive. Holly doesn’t drive. You know anybody who drives?” 
 
    Kate flushed with anger. “That doesn’t mean nobody drives! Look out there, there’s millions of people living in this city and I can’t possibly know all of them. And using yourself as an example is asinine when you’ve made it very clear that you wouldn’t ever deign to live in New York anyway, and I doubt the reason is the traffic.” 
 
    “I think my reasons were significantly better than traffic,” Chris’s voice grew louder. “You deemed them stupid, though, so I guess they must be stupid.” 
 
    “I never said your reasons were stupid. I listened to them, acknowledged them, and then voiced my own feelings on the subject.” 
 
    Chris snorted. “Wow. You sound like a robot, you know that?” 
 
    Kate whipped around to face him, eyes flashing. “That’s not what you said yesterday, when you were eating whipped cream out of my belly button!” 
 
    The silence stretched out in the cab. Chris gaped at Kate. Finally, the cabbie spoke up in a timid voice. “So…maybe you just want to walk?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kate muttered, shoving open her door. Chris followed her. Geez, she can really speed in heels, he thought, impressed despite himself. 
 
    “Kate!” he hurried to catch up with her. “I know I’m not your favorite person in the world right now, but I am still supposed to be your security, so if you could try not to run away from me, that’d be great.” 
 
    “I’m not! You’re just walking too slowly.” Kate made no attempt to change her pace, and Chris groaned in frustration. Without warning, his arm shot out and he grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “Kate!” 
 
    Kate spun around, eyes wide. “What-” She saw Chris smirking at her, and her eyes narrowed. “Very funny. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because you’re still under my protection, and you shouldn’t be trying to run from me, no matter how pissed you are,” Chris replied. 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes and continued towards her office, marching with purpose. As soon as she was behind her desk, doing what she was good at, she would feel better. More in control.  
 
    The elevator ride up to her floor seemed excruciatingly long. Kate made a concerted effort to look straight ahead, determined to maintain a silent dignity. Chris, on the other hand, had no such ambition. 
 
    “Wow,” he remarked after three consecutive floor stops. “This is literally taking as long as possible, huh? Pretty awkward in here. The tension is palpable.” 
 
    Kate ignored him. As soon as the doors parted at the thirty-third floor, she darted off, fists clenched.  
 
    He is such an asshole, she thought bitterly. Obviously whatever happened between us meant nothing to him. God, maybe that’s why I felt so guilty about it; because I knew he wasn’t serious. She slammed her things down on her desk and buried her face in her hands. She felt like such an idiot.  
 
    A knock on her door jolted her out of her dark thoughts. 
 
    “Ms. Burt?” A timid voice asked. 
 
    Kate looked up. Cynthia’s head was peeking through the open door. Kate groaned. She had forgotten Cynthia existed, and what a world that had been. 
 
    “Oh, good, I’m glad you waited for a response to the knock before you let yourself in,” Kate rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Huh?” Behind her glasses, Cynthia’s eyes swam with confusion. 
 
    “Nothing. What do you want, Cynthia?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” Cynthia’s mouth gaped, and the blank look on her face pushed something inside Kate to the breaking point. 
 
    “Are you kidding me, Cynthia? You forgot? I can’t deal with you any longer, I’m sorry. I just can’t,” Kate exhaled noisily and slapped her palms down on her desk. “You’re fired. Okay? You’re fired. Go. Get out. Now, please.” 
 
    Cynthia stared. “I’m…fired?” Her brow furrowed, and Kate saw hate flashing in her enormous eyes. There was no shock, or sadness, and Kate recoiled at the strangeness of the response. She wouldn’t be surprised if Cynthia had been purposefully being a poor assistant to her, waiting for this exact outcome. 
 
    Kate nearly shook her fists at the heavens. “Yes!” she cried. “My God, Cynthia! No person could reasonably be expected to put up with an assistant like you for this long!” 
 
    Chris, drawn by the shouting, appeared next to Cynthia. “Hey, hey,” he scanned the room quickly. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Cynthia sniffled, turning her already tear-stained face up to his. “Ms. Burt fired me,” she sobbed, snot dripping from her nose. Despite her theatrics, Kate couldn’t help but feel that Cynthia’s performance rang false. It was as though the woman had been hoping to be fired. “Because I d-didn’t give her Mr. O’Bannon’s m-m-message quickly enough.” 
 
    Chris looked quizzically from one woman to the next. “Wait…what?”  
 
    “What message from O’Bannon?” Kate leaned forward. “What did he want?” 
 
    Cynthia twirled to face Kate, a runner of snot dangling from her nose. “It’s not my job to tell you that anymore!” she shrieked, eyes screwed shut. “So just…just…figure it out for yourself!” With that, Cynthia turned on her heel and stomped out of the office, bawling. 
 
    Chris looked at Kate, eyes wide. “Um, what the hell was that all about?” 
 
    Kate shrugged, picking up her phone and dialing Jack’s office. “Who knows? She didn’t even give me the message.” 
 
    “No, I’m talking more about you firing the receptionist. What’s up with that?” Chris clarified.  
 
    “She wasn’t the receptionist, she was my assistant,” Kate said matter-of-factly. “And I can fire my assistant whenever I want. Ugh,” she groaned in frustration. “His voicemail is full. I’m just going down there, I need to talk to him anyway.” She stood and smoothed her skirt before brushing past Chris, who followed her. 
 
    “Don’t you think you were a little hard on your assistant there, Ms. Burt?” Chris asked. “I mean, don’t you think you might be taking out your anger at a certain bodyguard who works for you on someone else who works for you?” 
 
    Kate stopped briefly in front of Jack’s office door and looked pointedly at Chris. “No,” she answered, then stepped inside.  
 
    “Jack,” Kate began, before Chris could continue arguing with her. “Cynthia, whom I’ve fired, by the way, said she had a message for me from you, but she had a breakdown before she could deliver it. Also, there’s a certain matter I’d like to disc-” 
 
    “Eh,” Jack waved his hand at her and grunted, uninterested. “She always seemed like a wackadoo to me. Not surprised you fired her. But come on in, siddown. Chris, you too.” He gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. Kate glanced at Chris warily, and they both sunk into the seats. 
 
    “So, Kate.” Jack clapped his hands together and smiled broadly. “Good news. Legal has decided that it’s safe for you to live your life freely again.” 
 
    Kate frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, they feel—and I’m sure you’ll agree—that the paper has done everything necessary to ensure your safety, and we can, without fear of liability, at this point end our agreement with Mr. Taylor here.” 
 
    Chris understood what O’Bannon was saying before Kate did. “Jack, with all due respect, I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” he cautioned. 
 
    “Oh!” Kate glanced from her boss to her bodyguard and back again. “You’re saying I don’t need to be protected anymore?” 
 
    “That’s right!” Jack beamed. “What a relief, huh?” 
 
    Kate smiled and relaxed in her seat. “Oh God, that’s great! So, what, did they find Wash?” 
 
    Jack hesitated. “Well…” 
 
    “Nope,” Chris said, not taking his eyes off Jack. “They just think they won’t be sued if he gets to you.” 
 
    “What? Jack, what the hell?” 
 
    “Now, that’s just a depressing way to look at this news,” Jack held his hands up in mock surrender. “If it’s good enough for the suits, it’s good enough for us, eh? Now, Kate, was there something else you needed to talk to me about? Mr. Taylor,” he looked at Chris. “I would like you to note the time, nine oh five a.m., and I trust we can consider our contract with you terminated at this moment, yes? Your firm has been notified, and I imagine you’ll be hearing from them shortly about a job with Barbara Walters or something. Ok? Good. Kate,” he nodded at her. 
 
    “Um,” she cleared her throat. “Well, I guess I don’t have anything to say, then, actually.” She glanced at Chris, who was shaking his head, then dropped her eyes to her lap and rose. 
 
    “Kate, don’t listen to this guy,” Chris said firmly. “They’re just looking to penny pinch, they aren’t concerned with your safety. Wash is still MIA, and we have reason to believe he came to New York. Fight them on this, Kate. You need protection.” 
 
    Kate met his gaze. “What do you care?” she asked simply. “I know how much this assignment must have bored you, but you’re manufacturing danger where there is none.” Without waiting for a response, she turned and left. 
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    Rodney drummed his fingers on the dirty linoleum counter of the diner. He had waited three days, and Katherine Burt had not gone to her office. It made sense, of course. Why would someone as prolific as Katherine Burt go to an office every day when she could work from home? Defeated and running lower on money every day, Rodney had almost accepted that he might not get his showdown with the woman who had ruined him, after all. 
 
    In a final, last-ditch attempt to carry out his plan, Rodney decided to call her office. Now he waited, phone to his ear, as the line buzzed.  
 
    “On Point News, how can I direct your call?” a chipper voice sang in his ear. 
 
    “I need Katherine Burt’s extension,” Rodney idly slid a loose dime, one of his last, around the counter. 
 
    “One moment, sir, and I’ll connect you,” the line went silent for a moment before a jazzy pop tune from the 90s began honking from the earpiece. 
 
    Rodney rehearsed what he would say on the slim chance he got connected right to Katherine’s voicemail, but before he could plan too far ahead, a thick voice sniffed and asked, “Hello?” 
 
    Damn, got lucky, Rodney thought. “Hello. I’m looking for contact information for Katherine Burt. I was hoping to get a private meeting with her, you see, and-” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not supposed to...” the voice went silent for a moment, and Rodney pulled the phone back from his ear to make sure the call hadn’t been disconnected. “Well, actually,” the voice nearly purred, “I have her address right here. Would that work?” 
 
    Rodney was so surprised at how easily he had gotten what he needed that he almost missed the address when the mysterious voice recited it to him. Scrambling for an errant pen, he scribbled it down on his hand. “Excellent. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, my pleasure!” The woman on the other end of the line cackled and hung up.  
 
    Rodney stared at the phone with distaste. Although it worked out well for his purposes, Rodney thought someone like Katherine Burt shouldn’t be letting her assistant broadcast her personal information all over the place. 
 
    Someone might come after her. 
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    Kate spent the rest of the day slogging through manuscripts and returning e-mails. She had seen Chris leave, and had seen him watch her through the glass door of her office as he stood waiting for the elevator. He didn’t come in to say goodbye, though, and Kate tried to convince herself that the knot in her stomach was relief, not hurt. 
 
    Around noon, Holly knocked on Kate’s door.  
 
    “Hey,” Kate greeted in surprise. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Holly held up a takeout bag. “Chinese?” 
 
    Kate appraised the bag warily. “From a garage?” 
 
    “Nope!” Holly dropped the bag onto Kate’s desk. “A Laundromat!” 
 
    “Oh, Holly…” Kate sighed and glanced into a paper carton. The rice looked okay. “Eh. What the hell.” 
 
    As they ate, Kate occasionally glanced at Holly, waiting for her to inquire about Chris. Finally, she couldn’t take it any longer. “Well?” 
 
    Holly looked up, abandoning her efforts to skewer her food with the chopsticks. “Huh?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask where Chris is?” 
 
    “Oh, I know where Chris is. He’s gone.” 
 
    Kate blinked. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “He called me, told me what O’Bannon did. He wanted me to get you to come to your senses.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re here to do?” Kate asked, peeling an eggroll in half. 
 
    “No way,” Holly scoffed. “I told him I can’t make up your mind for you. You’re a smart woman, and you’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself. If you think you don’t need any security or whatever, then you’re probably right.” 
 
    “Oh. Thank you,” Kate toyed with a soy sauce packet. “Did he tell you…anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Holly replied, straining to balance rice on her utensils. “He only told me what he thought might be my business. Anything else, like, for instance, why he’s leaving if you guys were becoming an item, you’ll talk about when you’re ready. Right?” 
 
    Kate smiled. “Right,” she said quietly. “Thanks, Holl.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t even mention it. This whole thing only cost, like, three bucks.” 
 
    Kate recoiled, then shrugged, eyeballing her eggroll. “That’s a good deal. This is actually pretty good.” 
 
    Holly being there calmed Kate. For all her quirks, Kate’s friend was a steady presence, always a breath of fresh air and optimistic perspective. Kate had always believed that the one reason she didn’t go completely out of her mind with grief after Aiden died was Holly’s unwavering support. She knew she could tell Holly anything, and that simple act of telling would start her on the pathway to making whatever “it” was right again. She wanted to tell Holly about the fight she had with Chris, but instead she found herself confessing something else. 
 
    “I fired my assistant,” she mumbled her words in embarrassment, but Holly had sharp ears. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Cynthia?” Holly considered it for a moment. “Huh.” She continued digging into her takeout box. 
 
    “I feel bad. I was pretty mean to her. She was hired after Aiden died and…I guess she just hasn’t seen me at my best. I think I’ve been hard on her.” 
 
    Holly shook her head, still concentrating on her food. “Nah. I’ve met that nutcase. She’s a terrible assistant. And there’s just something…I don’t know, weird about her. You made the right call.” 
 
    Kate smiled halfheartedly. “I hope so. Maybe I’ll call her next week and try to make nice.” 
 
    “It warms my heart to hear the Queen of Mean talk about turning over a new leaf, but honestly, Kate, I think this is one instance where you really shouldn’t reach out. That chick was crazy,” Holly declared.  
 
    “I’ll sleep on it, then,” Kate nodded and dug into the rest of her fried rice. It really wasn’t bad at all, for Laundromat food. 
 
    The rest of Kate’s day was notably brighter after lunch with Holly. Kate found a new manuscript that seemed tailor made for her tastes, and she found herself so deeply entrenched in the story, it was after eight o’clock when she came up for air. 
 
    She packed up her things and began heading towards the elevator when she noticed Jack pacing in his office.  
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever seen him outside of the office at all, she thought wonderingly. He’s never not here. 
 
    Turning abruptly, she hurried down the hall and rapped on Jack’s door before popping her head in. “Jack?” 
 
    “Heya, Kate,” Jack smiled broadly at her, but Kate noticed the bags under his eyes, and the way his shoulders slumped. “How’s it goin’? You heading out for the night?” Jack’s brow furrowed, and he cocked his head. “Hey, if you need a ride home, I can call you a car service. A lot safer and more comfy than a cab, eh?” 
 
    His words touched Kate. Jack wasn’t a cheapskate or a jerk, he was a devoted newspaper editor in a time when print news was a sinking ship. Ending the contract with Chris had been a business decision, the right business decision, but it had undoubtedly weighed on Jack’s conscience. He cared about her, and didn’t want to see her get hurt. 
 
    “No, Jack,” she smiled warmly, reassuring him. “I’m fine. It’s such a beautiful night out, anyway. I just wanted to thank you for hiring Chr…Mr. Taylor on my behalf. It was very sweet.” 
 
    O’Bannon’s smile reached his eyes this time. “You’re welcome, dear. I’m awfully sorry we couldn’t keep him on, ya know.” 
 
    Kate shook her head gently. “Don’t worry about it, really. I’m fine, I promise.” 
 
    They wished each other a goodnight, and Kate turned for the elevator. Who knew O’Bannon was such a softie underneath? She smiled to herself. 
 
    The elevator was empty as Kate rode down to the lobby, and the faint Muzak playing over the speakers echoed in the metal chamber. The floor jolted under Kate’s feet when she reached her level, and she stumbled coming out of the doors.  
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered, looking down at her shoes. Her go-to shoes for work conveyed power and confidence, and Kate wore them nearly every day. Somehow, she had missed how rundown they had become. The heel of her right shoe had snapped completely off, and it was clearly unwearable. With a heavy sigh, Kate removed her shoes and tossed them in the garbage bin next to the revolving doors.  
 
    She stood there, weighing her options. Take Jack up on the offer of a car service? No, then he might think she was afraid to walk home and feel even worse about letting Chris go. A cab? Ugh, Kate shuddered. Not with bare feet, no way.  
 
    “Walking home it is,” Kate groaned to herself. At least it’s not a terribly long walk. And it is a nice night out. 
 
    Kate pushed through the doors and breathed in the evening air. The pavement was cool and rough under her feet, and walking along barefoot was strangely calming. Kate felt grounded, connected to the city’s vibrations in a unique way. A warm breeze ruffled her hair, and Kate sighed with contentment. It had been a rough day, hell, a rough month, but tonight she felt renewed. Things could only improve from here, right? 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Kate didn’t notice the heavy footsteps approaching her from behind. She remained blissfully unaware that anyone was following her at all, reaching for her, until the rough hand clamped down on her arm and spun her around.  
 
    Kate shrieked with fright and instinctively struck at her attacker, adrenaline overtaking her body as fight or flight kicked in and her body firmly decided on ‘fight.’ She felt a surge of triumph as her assailant dropped to his knees, going from towering over her to crumpled on the ground, clutching his nose with his hands.  
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    “Oh my God, Chris, I’m so sorry!” Kate cried, arm still reared back for another strike. “Why would you grab me like that?” 
 
    Chris groaned in pain, eyes squinting at her. “I thought it would be funny,” he said, voice muffled. “And it was…just not in the way I was expecting. Are you going to hit me again?” He nodded gently towards her raised fist. 
 
    “Maybe,” Kate took a deep breath and shuddered. “Wow, talk about an adrenaline rush. Whoo! You scared the hell out of me, but I really dropped you, didn’t I?” She gently pried Chris’s hands away from his face. “Let me see. Is it bad?” 
 
    Chris let her examine his bleeding nose, staring at her with wary surprise. “You punched me in the face,” he explained slowly, as if to a child. “It’s probably not good.” 
 
    “You grabbed me,” Kate replied flippantly. “I don’t know what you expected to happen. I don’t think it’s broken, just probably a little sore.” 
 
    “Probably?” Chris groaned.  
 
    “Don’t be such a baby,” Kate helped him to his feet. “What are you even doing out here?” She looked around, realizing where they were and what time it was. “Have you been out here all day?” 
 
    “Pfft. No,” Chris scoffed. “I went a block up and got a street taco a few hours ago. I didn’t know you’d take so long, though, or I would have grabbed two. And if I’d have known that you were going to attack me, I probably would have gotten a cold soda for my nose. Or an ice pack.” 
 
    Kate ushered him to a bench on the sidewalk, and they sat. “Start over. Why are you here?” 
 
    Chris looked at her, and Kate’s heart skipped a beat. With a bruise starting to form around his eye and blood trickling from his nose, he still had the most intense stare she had ever encountered. “I wanted to apologize for acting the way I did. I shouldn’t have turned on you like that, and I feel badly about it.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Kate touched his hand gently. “But you didn’t have to wait outside my office for eleven hours to tell me that, you know. You could have e-mailed. Texted. Whatever.” 
 
    Chris laughed and winced at the pain, touching his nose gingerly. “Yeah, well, there’s more. I’m supposed to take a job in Seattle next week, but until then, I want to stay here. Make sure you’re safe.” Embarrassed, he shrugged and looked away. “As a friend, you know? I’m just not going to abandon you because O’Bannon is too cheap to make sure you’re taken care of.” 
 
    Kate raised her eyebrows. “You don’t think I can take care of myself?” 
 
    “I know you can. The nose knows,” he added, pointing at his still trickling nose. “But hey, I thought maybe…I don’t want to leave with us on bad terms, Kate. So I thought maybe if you’d let me crash on your couch until I leave for Seattle, I can pay you back by keeping an eye out for this Wash guy. It’s a win-win for both of us. What do you say?” 
 
    “I think you’re a good friend,” Kate smiled. “And it sounds good to me. What kind of job do you have waiting in Seattle?” 
 
    “Some trust fund kid, fresh out of college and trying to make himself look more important than he is with a bodyguard.” Chris shook his head. “It’s going to be a rough one. Boring, I mean. I’ll end up being a prop in his Instagram posts instead of actually protecting him. I don’t even know what he’s afraid of. He’s twenty-two and his net worth isn’t quite worth kidnapping him.” 
 
    “You don’t sound that excited about it.” 
 
    “I’m not. It’s a job, though. Hopefully he gets tired of playing Whitney Houston quickly and I can move onto something with more meat.” He rolled his eyes and turned to Kate. “What about you, how was your day?” 
 
    As they walked back to Kate’s apartment, they talked. Kate described the new novel she was reviewing, and to her delight Chris was familiar with the author. They discussed literary themes and tropes, drawn closely together, as dusk settled into the city around them.  
 
    “Whoa,” Chris said suddenly, stopping short. His mouth drew into a thin line, and he put an arm out to stop Kate. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the words died on Kate’s lips as she followed his gaze. A fire truck and what looked like a half dozen cop cars surrounded her building, lights flashing against the deepening blue of the evening. “Chris.” 
 
    Chris looked at her, and she saw fear in his eyes. It made her heart jolt. If he’s scared, I should probably be scared, too, she thought. They hurried their pace, each privately listing possible scenarios that would include so many official vehicles. When they reached the sidewalk, Kate jogged to Matty, her next door neighbor and the first familiar face she saw, while Chris spoke to a cop. Matty was smoking a cigarette near a cop car, looking around with a bored amusement, eyes twinkling behind his thick black frames. 
 
    “Hey, Burt,” Matty greeted her. He called everyone by their last names, it was just one of the law student’s many quirks. “You missed the drama, girl.” 
 
    Kate took his proffered hug quickly and smiled absently. “What drama? What’s going on?” 
 
    Matty took another drag of his cigarette and shrugged, blowing a cloud of smoke out of the side of his mouth. “I mean, I don’t know exactly what happened. Either some genius pulled the fire alarm, or some psycho left his burners on and almost destroyed the whole damn building. Either way,” he gave Kate a sly sidelong look “now the whole joint is crawling with hot firefighters.” 
 
    Kate gasped, hand on her chest. “There was a fire?” 
 
    “Probably. Like I said, I don’t know for sure. I was getting my meditation on when this all went down. One minute I’m nearly achieving nirvana, the next I’m shielding myself from the sprinklers.” 
 
    Chris joined Kate and Matty. “Fire chief said it looks like it might have been a prank gone wrong, but not arson.” He squeezed Kate’s shoulder. “Officer Podeco is here, so they’re fully aware of your situation.” 
 
    Matty leaned forward, curiosity wafting off him more densely than the cigarette smoke. “What’s your situation? And who is this?”  
 
    Kate stammered, unsure how to answer either question. Chris swooped in to save her. Assuming a stern expression and straightening his shoulders, he responded, “I’m Chris Taylor, Ms. Burt’s private security. Someone left a flaming bag on her doorstep a few nights back after she received some credible threats at the paper. There’s some real sickos out there, you know?” 
 
    Matty was fascinated. “Ew, a flaming bag? How 90s,” he squealed. “Why didn’t I know about this, Burt? You could’ve, like, given me a heads up. Maybe I could help,” he offered. “I’m not a lawyer yet, but my dad is. And he knows, like, a bunch of them.” 
 
    Kate shook her head helplessly. “I should have told you, I’m sorry. Everything was just so crazy, you know-” 
 
    “I’m surprised the sprinklers didn’t go off then, too,” Matty brushed his hair away from his face dramatically, tossing his head. “All my stuff is probably ruined,” he lamented. “I have, like, a million cashmere sweaters that are all gross and soggy now. Did you know we have sprinklers in our closets?” 
 
    Kate did a double take. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think it’s to, like, discourage people from growing weed in there or something with those shitty grow lights.” Matty shrugged and crushed his cigarette beneath his heel. “Freaking weird, right? As if anyone who needed to sell weed could afford to live here.” He chuckled. 
 
    Kate barely heard him. She turned and hurried through the door, which was propped open. She ignored the elevator, already marked by caution tape, and raced up the stairs. Under her bare feet, the floor squelched with every step she took. Water slickened the surface, and Kate nearly fell more than once. 
 
    “Kate!” She heard Chris behind her, calling her name. She didn’t stop, holding onto the railing and pulling herself up as much as running. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and each beat felt like a hollow knock coming from inside her ribcage. After rushing up what seemed like fifty floors, Kate slowed, her breaths ragged and her side aching. She bent over on the landing two floors below hers, gasping and shaking.  
 
    “Kate!” Chris caught up with her, eyes full of concern. “What’s wrong?” He brushed her cheek with his thumb. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but there wasn’t really anything irreplaceable in your apartment, was there? You didn’t have any pictures up or anything. I mean, it’s just stuff. And I’m sure it’s fine. Okay?” 
 
    Kate opened her mouth to speak, then reconsidered. How can I tell him my first concern was for a wedding dress? How sad would that be? She bit her lip before forcing a smile, replying through her panting, “No, you’re right. I don’t know why I panicked. I guess I just wanted to get up here and see the damage to the place.” 
 
    Chris nodded sympathetically. He put a hand on her back and helped her up the last couple flights, glancing at her often to make sure she was calming down. When they reached her door, Kate took a breath and paused with her key turned, braced for the worst. The sight of her apartment exactly as it had been that morning confused her momentarily, and she listened closely, waiting to hear the dripping of water that never came. She turned to Chris, who looked puzzled. 
 
    “If I’m being honest, I was lying when I said it would be fine. I didn’t expect this. It looks like your sprinklers didn’t even turn on,” he walked over to the coffee table in the living room and ran a hand over its surface. “Bone dry,” he murmured, showing Kate his palm. 
 
    “Why?” Kate leaned against a wall, arms crossed, trying desperately to appear as though she wasn’t itching to run to her closet and examine the dress for damage. For it to have lived a half-life in her closet before she could donate it and give it a new beginning would be a terrible thing. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I think we should tell the cops about it.” He started towards the door when Officer Podeco walked in.  
 
    “Well, I guess since you raced in here without waiting for the go-ahead, you already know,” she said in a scolding tone that made Kate feel guilty. 
 
    “Why isn’t there any water damage?” Chris cut right to the chase. “It’s like her sprinklers didn’t even turn on.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Podeco said simply. Her eyes traveled up Chris’s body, and she gave a slight nod of appreciation. “Mm. Nope, Ms. Burt’s water was shut off, all of it. Even the emergency water main, obviously, and that’s a completely separate system. I don’t suppose you did that yourself, Ms. Burt?” 
 
    Kate shook her head, the cold realization of what Podeco was saying settling in. “No, I didn’t,” she said quietly.  
 
    “That’s what I figured.” Podeco nodded. “So, given what we know about your stalker situation, we’ll have two uniforms parked out front all night, keeping an eye on the place. We’ve got this Wash guy’s picture circulating. Keep in mind, though, that this could be some sort of very strange coincidence. It’s unlikely that the fire was an actual attempt at arson, and if it was, it was very poorly planned.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what exactly started the fire?” Kate asked. 
 
    Podeco shook her head. “Unfortunately, no, not while this fire is still under investigation. But rest assured, ma’am, we’ll have officers right on the street for the night. And, luckily for you, since you’re on the top floor, the water damage to the rest of the building won’t really affect you too much.” She gave Chris and Kate a brisk nod, and walked out. 
 
    Chris wrapped his arms around Kate. “Well, we’ve got the NYPD looking out for you, so that’s something. And I’m going to be right here all night, too, okay? Not in your bed,” he clarified, seeing the hesitation in Kate’s face. “No more of this running before we walk stuff. I’ll be out here, just keeping an eye out. You get some sleep. And tomorrow,” Chris swallowed, gathering up his nerve. “I’d love to take you out somewhere to get your mind off all this. Maybe one of those fancy food breweries I’ve heard about.” Kate laughed. “What do you say?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. That would be great, Chris,” Kate smiled. Chris held out his arms, and Kate leaned into his embrace, sighing. She closed her eyes and for a moment thought of nothing except the warm, safe feeling of Chris holding her in his strong arms. 
 
    They said goodnight, and Kate, exhausted from the multiple adrenaline rushes that evening, was looking forward to bed. Despite what had been an undoubtedly rough day, she felt good. Her heart was light, and she felt optimistic. She and Chris could be friends, if nothing else, and that wasn’t bad at all. She enjoyed his company, and if there was a chance of them being something more than friends, maybe they would find out tomorrow. Either way, Kate thought, I feel good. I have a lot to feel good about: my apartment was spared any damage, work is going well, and I knocked a grown man to his knees all by myself today. I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t a huge confidence booster. 
 
    Kate stretched, yawning, and her good feeling dissipated when she caught her reflection in the full length mirror on her closet door. She remembered her panic over the state of her old wedding dress, panic that she now realized was unfounded, and not just because the sprinklers hadn’t turned on. I don’t need it anymore, she realized. Kate closed the bedroom door softly behind her, and straightened her shoulders.  
 
    Tonight is the night, she thought firmly. I have to. I’m ready. She took a deep breath and opened the closet, reaching past the rows of clothes on hangers to grab the crisp white garment bag. It was heavy, and she used both hands to ease it out, laying it reverently on her bed. Unzipping the bag slowly, Kate grimaced, her stomach clenched in worried anticipation. And then…there it was, right in front of her. The pretty white dress she had only ever tried on, and never properly worn. 
 
    Kate paused, waiting for the sharp pangs of sadness or guilt to stab at her, but they never came. The dress was just a dress. A beautiful dress, sure, but it wasn’t the beautiful marriage she had expected with Aiden, and it wasn’t the beautiful life she had shared with him up until the day he died. It was just a dress, and Kate shook her head in wonder that she had clung to it with such blind devotion for so long, afraid of what might happen to her if she looked directly at it. 
 
    She ran a hand gently over the delicate lace and was pleasantly surprised when even touching it didn’t trigger a tsunami of emotions. “Aid, I think I might finally be moving on,” she whispered, still disbelieving. Boldly, she scooped up the dress and held it in the air, still expecting sadness to overwhelm her at any moment. Instead, a small square of paper fluttered out from the dress and to the floor. Kate laid the gown on the bed and bent down to pick up the paper, stopping short and her breath catching in her throat when she saw what it was. 
 
    It was her. Kate, in her wedding dress, smiling. “My bride face,” Kate recalled, stunned. Aiden had put the picture in with her dress, so she would find it on their wedding day. She picked up the picture with trembling hands, a tear spilling down her cheek. Her last, seemingly insurmountable, hurdle of facing her wedding dress had been overcome, and she had gotten the sign she needed. The picture felt to Kate like a gift from Aiden, a final goodbye. Turning it over, she saw an inscription in Aiden’s bold writing: To Kate- happy first day of the rest of your life! Love, Aiden 
 
    Kate kissed the message gently. “Thank you, Aid,” she whispered as the grief she had carried for too long fell away from her, like ashes off a phoenix. She took a deep breath and let herself fall onto the bed, asleep almost before her head hit the pillow. 
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    Chris whistled as he scrambled the eggs, Kate’s kitchen alive with the sounds of popping grease and clattering utensils. Chris caught toast on a plate as it popped up and flipped a pancake in the pan. He felt at home in any kitchen, and thought again about Kate’s suggestion that he try to find work in a New York restaurant. He popped a handful of M&Ms into his mouth, thinking, to be honest, it doesn’t sound bad at all.  
 
    He imagined coming home to someone like Kate every night. Someone who could argue with as much passion and ferocity as she loved. Someone with a giving enough heart to start a book club for kids, and enough brutal honesty to actually endanger her own life. He looked around the kitchen, envisioning it. Meals together at the kitchen island. Racing each other in the crossword puzzle in the morning. Teasing each other during book club meetings with the girls, maybe having their own one day to read to… 
 
    Hey. No more running before you walk, remember? Chris shook his head, smiling to himself. Let’s start with a date tonight, and then you can start daydreaming about your boring married life. Deep down, though, Chris didn’t think a life with Kate sounded boring at all. He didn’t think someone like Kate was capable of being boring; she fascinated him with her stubbornness, her generous spirit, the loving soul she was careful to protect after experiencing so much pain. Chris thought their stories had left them with similar scars, and the pain each felt recognized it in the other as a kindred spirit. They fit together, if they were willing to let go of their past hurts and move forward. 
 
    Chris carefully arranged two place settings on the island, wishing he had a fresh flower for a small centerpiece. He frowned, then inspiration struck. He rifled through Kate’s bookshelf, knowing he would find what he was looking for. Flowers for Algernon found itself resting between the two plates. She’ll get that, Chris thought confidently. She’ll love that.  
 
    As he walked to the bedroom, Chris felt a fluttering in his stomach and rolled his eyes. He was actually nervous about telling Kate how he felt about her. He wasn’t lying when he said the job in Seattle was a cake walk, and maybe finishing up one more boring assignment would be what finally put to rest his affinity for playing bodyguard. It would last a month, maybe two, and then he could come back to New York, to Kate. He was nervous, but also excited. 
 
    Chris thought he might be ready to start calling someplace home, and he couldn’t think of a better place than with Kate. He had tried to live in New York once, and gotten chased away by tragedy. Maybe a fresh start would help him heal, and even face Jackson’s memory with peace. Chris straightened his shirt and knocked on Kate’s door. “Kate?” No response. “Kate? You awake?” 
 
    He checked his watch. Almost ten o’clock, and Kate never slept this late. She must have been really beat from all the drama yesterday, Chris thought sympathetically. Still, she was going to be annoyed with herself for sleeping so long. Chris eased open the door and crept in, reaching out an arm to gently wake her when he noticed the dress. For a moment he simply stared in confusion, wondering why Kate had fallen asleep holding a nightgown. An exceptionally fancy nightgown. An icy wave of realization washed over Chris, and the butterflies in his stomach dropped dead. It wasn’t a nightgown; Kate had fallen asleep clutching her wedding dress. 
 
    Quietly, Chris backed out of the room, closing the door behind him. If that wasn’t a clear sign that Kate wasn’t over Aiden, then what was? He scoffed and ran a hand over his face, sighing. Chris collapsed onto the couch, feeling crushed. What the hell is wrong with me? He thought bitterly. She’s clearly still dealing with her past, and here I am trying to bulldoze my way into her future. Ashamed of himself, Chris sat in silence on the couch, berating himself for being so presumptuous, when his phone rang. 
 
    “Chris Taylor,” he practically barked into his phone.  
 
    “Taylor. Need you in Seattle ASAP.” The gruff voice of his supervisor barked right back at him. “Change in situation. Looks like the kid really does have some enemies. House was broken into yesterday, kid hid in the wine cellar all night. Should be a pretty intense job, just the kind of thing you love. Tickets are waiting for you at JFK. Head out.” Without waiting for a response, the call was ended. 
 
    Chris looked at his phone. That’s exactly what I need right now, he thought. Something to keep me busy. Seattle, here I come. He quickly packed up his bag and headed for the door, hesitating before leaving. His eyes flicked from Kate’s bedroom to the front door, and he felt a nagging voice inside urging him not to just leave. Sighing, he scribbled a note on the kitchen counter and stuck it to the refrigerator. There. He wasn’t abandoning her, he was allowing her to heal on her own time…no matter how much it hurt him to do so. 
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    Kate awoke with a jolt to the sound of her apartment door shutting. Stretching, she glanced at her clock and nearly fell out of the bed. “That can’t be right,” she muttered blearily. “How did I sleep so late?” Sitting up, she smiled as she watched tiny dust particles dancing in the sunbeams. It was a beautiful day, and Kate was excited to live it. Waking up without a hole in her heart felt foreign in a wonderful way, like the first time Kate had tried authentic Vietnamese food, or mastered a few French phrases. She felt awake.  
 
    Rolling out of bed, Kate picked up the dress and put it neatly back in the garment bag. “You’re going to make some woman very happy,” she said, and patted it fondly. It’s getting donated today, no doubt about that, she thought with satisfaction. She threw on a change of clothes, having fallen asleep still wearing her outfit from the day before, and plodded down the hallway in search of Chris and coffee, in that order. 
 
    She got to the kitchen and stopped, puzzled. Breakfast was ready, from the smell and the look of the place. Why didn’t he wake me? She wondered. A book was standing on the island between two plates, and Kate picked it up. Flowers for Algernon…because that’s where a flower would go, Kate laughed aloud, delighted by the sound of her own happiness echoing in the room.  
 
    “Chris?” she called, checking the living room. “You didn’t have to make breakfast, but I’m not going to complain. The book was a nice touch! Very cute. Chris? Chris…?” 
 
    Confused, Kate searched the apartment. He wasn’t there. Maybe he’s out getting juice or something? She grabbed her phone out of her coat pocket and groaned in frustration. Dead. She was always forgetting to plug it in. The charger was in the kitchen, next to the refrigerator. Once her phone was connected, she looked up and saw the note Chris had left. 
 
    Kate- Seattle job started early. Didn’t want to wake you up. Enjoy breakfast, and next time I’m in town we will definitely get together for lunch. Take care of yourself. -Chris 
 
    Frowning, Kate surveyed the scene in the kitchen before turning back and reading the note again. ‘Take care of yourself? She thought, bewildered. And lunch next time he’s in town? That’s quite the cool down from making date plans last night.  Kate looked around again, scanning the room for clues. Maybe he had gotten more information about the job in Seattle and decided it couldn’t wait? Did he think twice about wanting to start something with her? How could a man have gotten scared off so easily between making breakfast and her waking up? 
 
    Kate shook her head. The whole situation was so odd, it was hard for her to feel any particular way about it. I feel…numb? It occurred to Kate that this would be the first test of her commitment to her new life, of her ability to cope with a distressing situation without falling apart, and she intended to pass it. If she was going to be hurt, she was going to deal with it with a little grace. Her appetite gone, Kate silently cleaned up the kitchen, throwing away the eggs, toast, and bacon Chris had cooked so perfectly. She scrubbed the kitchen island, the stovetop, and the refrigerator. As she always did when she was upset or hurt, Kate threw herself into work.  
 
    “Fine,” she muttered to herself, at last standing up and surveying her now sparkling kitchen. “You don’t want to be here? Fine. I didn’t ask you to be here, anyway.” Kate grabbed her keys off the counter and slipped on her shoes. She was hungry, starving even, but her stubborn streak was glad she hadn’t eaten Chris’s betrayal breakfast. Besides, she thought loftily, I’m in the mood for a doughnut, anyway. 
 
    Kate stepped out of the building into blinding sunlight. Squinting, she shielded her eyes from the harsh glare of the sun and checked up and down the street for the cop car Officer Podeco had told her would be posted outside, but saw nothing. Well, it’s the NYPD, she thought, shrugging her shoulders. I’m sure they have more pressing matters to deal with. Rather than frighten her, the thought made her feel more secure in her safety. If the police thought there was a real threat to her life, they would surely stick around.  
 
    Kate slipped on the sunglasses she had in her bag, and began walking confidently east. One finger was hooked through the hanger in the garment bag slung over her shoulder. She checked the address written on a small scrap of paper just once, and soon she was standing in front of the small brick building with a handwritten sign reading Something Old, Something New. 
 
    Kate opened the door and a bell twinkled merrily. Rows of wedding dresses glittered and glowed in the soft sunlight, and several groups of women were milling around the racks, holding up gowns and chattering happily. Some of the women were wearing bandanas, and some looked gaunt, but all were smiling. 
 
    “Can I help you?” A woman with long gray hair in a hanging braid approached Kate, her smile making her eyes crinkle at the corners.  
 
    Kate returned the smile. “Yes, actually. I have a wedding dress I wanted to drop off.” She held out the garment bag, anticipating a pang of guilt or reluctance, but nothing came.  
 
    The gray haired woman took the bag and motioned for Kate to follow her to the counter. Unzipping the bag, she examined the dress and let out a low whistle. “Oh, my. This is in excellent condition!” She turned it over, marveling. “And it’s designer. It’s very generous of you to donate a dress like this. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I’m Kate Burt.” 
 
    The woman stuck out her hand, and Kate shook it. “I’m Nadia Turke. I run this shop, and I’m just so pleased you brought this dress in when you did! I’m leaving to speak for a breast cancer symposium this weekend in Las Vegas, and I would have been disappointed not to thank you in person for such a lovely contribution. How did you hear about us, Kate?” 
 
    Kate shrugged. “I really just Googled wedding dress donation sites.” She looked around. “I’m embarrassed to say I didn’t search out any specific mission for a donation center, but I wanted it to go towards something good.” 
 
    Nadia smiled warmly. “Oh, don’t be embarrassed. We appreciate your donation! Something Old is a nonprofit for women battling cancer, whether the diagnosis is for them or their partners. Takes a little of the financial burden out of wedding planning, on top of kicking cancer’s ass.” 
 
    Kate’s eyes widened. “That’s fantastic,” she replied, awed. “Do you run this place?” 
 
    “Myself and a team. My wife and I started Something Old after her double mastectomy six years ago. I had mine in ’97. We got married ourselves in 2015, the second it was legalized. We had two years of wedded bliss before she passed.” Nadia gestured to a framed picture behind her. Nadia and another woman stood in wedding dresses, toasting with champagne flutes. The other woman was bald, with a pearl headpiece crowning her. She looked impossibly thin and impossibly happy. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kate said softly. “She looks like she was a lovely person.” 
 
    Nadia didn’t lose her smile. “She was,” she agreed. “And don’t be sorry. The way I see it, any moment of happiness we get in this life is one more moment than the world owes us.” Turning her eyes down to Kate’s dress, she added softly, “You know about that, I’m sure.” 
 
    A small lump caught in Kate’s throat, and she nodded. “I do,” she agreed. The two women looked at each other, raising their eyebrows at her choice of phrase amongst a sea of wedding dresses, and they laughed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, the dress is gone now,” Kate sat cross legged by Aiden’s grave, sipping a coffee. “I hope it will make some woman very happy. Nadia thought it would, that’s for sure. You would have liked her, Aid. She had a great smile. Then I got a jelly donut and coffee from Little Sweetie’s, and now here I am.” She took another sip and looked around at the serene setting. “I still can’t figure out what happened with Chris, though. The only conclusion I can reach is that he was brought into my life to help me find the woman I used to be. Not the Queen of Mean, but just…Kate. Someone who knows how to joke around and enjoy life. Someone who can trust, and knows that letting love into your life is a risk well worth taking. Maybe you brought him into my life, who knows?” 
 
    Kate put her lips to her fingers and touched Aiden’s headstone. “If you did, thank you. Even if he was a lesson and not a soul mate.” She stood and brushed the grass off her pants. “See you later, Aid.” 
 
    She strolled home, carrying the brown Little Sweetie’s bag. When she came across a garbage can she tossed her empty coffee cup in, and reached into the bag for her donut. “Ugh!” she exclaimed, her fingers coming out sticky with red jelly. Must have smashed it at some point, she thought. A smear of filling stained the bag, and Kate grimaced in disgust. Looks like- Her eyes widened and she gasped. It looked like blood. Almost indistinguishable from blood, actually, especially if the bag itself were on fire and it was one a.m. 
 
    Kate dropped the bag in the nearest trash can and walked briskly from it, wiping her hands on her skirt. Her mind reeled. If it was a Little Sweetie’s bag with a jelly donut in it…what does that mean? That Wash has been following me closely enough to know that it’s my favorite bakery? That he wanted to send a message but not a super serious one? What on earth does violently toasting a donut say? 
 
    She hurried home, feeling confused and a little relieved. Wash wasn’t the psycho she assumed he was if he hadn’t actually set fire to a dead animal on her doorstep. Of course, it didn’t mean that he was a particularly stable individual for setting a fire at all, but it was undeniably better than being a pyromaniac and a sadist. 
 
    Approaching her door, Kate realized that in the mayhem of everything happening yesterday, someone had broken the front door of the building. There was no need to be buzzed in any longer; the door didn’t latch and instead just popped open. That’s…not ideal, Kate thought. She hesitated before taking a look at the brightly sunlit street buzzing with activity. Come on. Now we know Wash isn’t completely unhinged, he hasn’t made any appearances or further threats so far, and the chances are good he actually just went home. You can’t live your life afraid, Kate. She nodded, reassured. 
 
    Once inside her apartment, Kate plopped down on the couch with a book. It felt like it had been a long day already, and it was just barely past noon. Opening the cover, she felt herself relaxing, with the immersion into a different world comparable to lowering herself into a warm bath. By the end of the first chapter, Kate was so deeply engrossed in the story that she didn’t hear the knock at her door the first time. After the second round of soft thuds coming from her door, she stood, eyes still glued to the page. 
 
    Acting without thinking, she walked absently over to the door and opened it without checking the peephole, only lowering the book once her guest was standing in front of her. When she saw him, she gasped. 
 
    A man she had only seen in photographs stood in her doorway, holding a brown paper bag. Rodney Wash was younger than he looked in the grainy pictures she had seen, no older than thirty. He had the dark, brooding face of an artist. Unlike when Chris had grabbed her from behind, Kate found no fight response. No flight, either. She seemed frozen in place, unable to move. The situation was unfolding in what seemed simultaneous agonizingly slow motion, and a hyper real speediness.  
 
    “Katherine Burt?” Rodney asked, unsmiling. He stepped forward, and Kate instinctively stepped backwards, afraid. “I have something for you.” He reached into the nondescript package he carried with him, and Kate finally found her voice. She screamed. 
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    Kate grabbed the small lamp on the end table near the door, brandishing it like a weapon. “Stay back!” she yelled, anger overcoming her initial dumbfounded response to seeing her stalker in person. “I’m not afraid to use this thing! I broke a man’s nose yesterday, and I liked him!” 
 
    Rodney blinked, alarmed by Katherine Burt’s reaction. “I’m so sorry to bother you at home, Ms. Burt. I shouldn’t have come here, that was unconscionable,” he apologized, backing away and raising his hands in surrender. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” He kept his arms raised, a manuscript clutched in one hand. “I know it’s presumptuous to even ask, but can I just leave this” he nodded his head at the papers “here for you, if you wanted to read it?” 
 
    Kate was flummoxed by the lack of aggression from a man who had supposedly set a fire on her doorstep and sent her death threats. This wasn’t at all how she had expected Rodney Wash to behave if they ever had a face-to-face meeting, and his apologetic tone and polite demeanor were throwing her off. Her heart rate slowed a bit, but she kept the lamp raised. “What is it?” she demanded.  
 
    Rodney eyed her as cautiously as she eyed him. “It’s a copy of Days by the Pond,” he explained hesitantly. “I was hoping for some specific feedback of where I went wrong. I read, uh,” he cleared his throat. “I read your review, but it was so generalized, I’m not sure exactly where I lost you.”  
 
    Kate narrowed her eyes. “Seriously? There was no plot, no theme, and no narrative. There was literally no point to that piece of filth except to shock and disgust, and it got so monotonous in its attempts to do that, it even failed in that aspect.” She shuddered, thinking about it. 
 
    Rodney shrugged. “That’s what I just don’t understand. The point wasn’t to ‘shock and disgust’ at all.” He sighed. “I don’t know how I got so far off the mark. I really didn’t intend to write anything disturbing.” 
 
    Kate’s heart softened at the crestfallen expression on Rodney’s face. “Slide it over,” she allowed, knowing she was being stupid, but unable to help herself. Wash did so, and Kate bent to pick it up with one hand, the other still holding the lamp, never taking her eyes off him. She opened at random, close to the beginning. “Okay, so here…” she trailed off, brow furrowing in confusion. She glanced up at Rodney, and back down at the words. “What is this?” 
 
    Rodney returned her puzzled look. “It’s my book. It’s Days by the Pond.” 
 
    “No…” Kate flipped through the pages, shaking her head. “This isn’t what I read. This is…” she paused to take in a few excerpts, paragraphs, and then a full page. She let out a low laugh. “This is good.” 
 
    Rodney stared at her. “But your review said it was ‘unreadable garbage,’” he pointed out.  
 
    Kate looked up at him. “This is an entirely different manuscript than the one I received. How is that possible?” Her eyes widened, and she clapped a hand to her forehead. “Penton House!” she groaned. “Oh my God.” 
 
    Rodney still looked confused. “My publisher?” he asked. “What does this have to do with them?” 
 
    “Maybe everything,” Kate sighed. “Why don’t you come in for some coffee and we can discuss this, Mr. Wash?” She yanked the lamp’s cord out of the outlet and wrapped it around the base, allowing for more freedom of movement. “But I’m holding onto this, so don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    “Um,” Rodney glanced around the empty hallway. “No offense, Ms. Burt, but I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. You’re making me a little nervous, to be perfectly honest with you.” 
 
    Kate nearly dropped the lamp. “I’m making you nervous? You’re the one who sent me death threats, and a flaming jelly donut! And maybe even started a fire in the building yesterday!” She scowled, hand tightening on the lamp. Rodney gaped at her incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t know how to respond to that,” he said, backing away and sending darting glances over his shoulder to the stairs, afraid to take his eyes off the fuming woman in front of him. “I didn’t send any death threats, Ms. Burt. And I don’t know what a jelly donut has to do with anything, quite frankly, and you sound crazy.” 
 
    “Wait.” Kate dropped her arms to her sides and took a deep breath. “You didn’t send me a death threat? You weren’t stalking me?” 
 
    “No!” Rodney looked shocked. “Well…I mean, I did call your office to try to get ahold of you, and some woman just gave me your home address. I didn’t ask for it, though!” 
 
    Someone just gave you my address? Who the hell would do that?” It hit Kate. “Cynthia. God, I definitely made the right choice firing her.” 
 
    Rodney continued inching towards the stairs. “I’ll just go,” he offered. “I’m sorry again, Ms. Burt. I only came here so you could help me fix my book, and maybe give it another review.” 
 
    “Mr. Wash, I think there’s been a big misunderstanding here,” Kate set the lamp back on the table and sighed. “Please, come in. I’d love to talk to you about your novel, and about your possible recourse with your publisher. Please,” she added when Wash still hesitated.  
 
    “Okay,” he said finally, lowering his hands. “Thank you.” Kate ushered him inside and began preparing a pot of tea while Wash sat at the kitchen island. She began with the history of Penton House, and how Edgar Penton had gradually turned a respected publisher into a poorly run den of ineptitude. As they talked, Kate was struck by how thoughtful Rodney had turned out to be. He was a quiet man, who weighed his words before he spoke, listened carefully, and replied earnestly.  
 
    While she began perusing the actual copy of Days by the Pond, she was delighted to find true talent in its words. Still, a small voice in the back of her head nagged her: Who sent those threats, if not Rodney? 
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    Chris shifted again in his seat in the airport terminal, waiting for his gate to be called. His flight to Seattle had already been delayed, and he was getting restless. Standing, he stretched his arms and heard his back pop in tremendously satisfying way.  
 
    I need coffee, he thought to himself, rolling his head and stifling a yawn. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, he walked aimlessly around the airport, keeping an eye out for a coffee cart. Sniffing the air, he caught the unmistakable aroma of ground beans, and followed his nose. Before he saw the java stand, he heard a familiar voice. “Chris! Hey, Chef Chris!” 
 
    Spinning around, he saw Holly waving at him from behind the counter. Praise God, she was working at an airport coffee shop! He waved back and strode over, smiling. 
 
    “Hey, Bargain Shopper Holly. I didn’t know you worked in the airport,” he surveyed the shop, nodding. “You’re the angel I need right now. Can I get a mocha, extra whipped cream on top of some extra whipped cream?” 
 
    “I can do that, for a New York sized fee.” Holly began pouring milk and preparing a cup. “What are you doing here, anyway? Heading out for good, onto the next gig?” 
 
    “Yeah, got an assignment across the country. Seattle.” 
 
    Holly began steaming the milk, raising her voice to be heard over the angry roar. “You aren’t worried you’re making a huge mistake? Like a ‘regret it for the rest of your life’ kind of mistake?” 
 
    Chris smiled wryly, shaking his head. “Well, I wasn’t, until you brought it up. Thanks.” 
 
    Holly nodded, pouring the milk into Chris’s cup. “You’re at the airport, ready to go. I feel like this isn’t the time to pussyfoot around the subject.” 
 
    Chris sighed. “Look, I have very…” he hesitated. “Very strong feelings for Kate. But she’s not over Aiden, and I don’t want to interrupt her, you know, her grieving process, or whatever.” 
 
    “Very reasonable. Practical. It would be hard to find fault in that logic if it were the truth.” Holly shrugged. “But it isn’t.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Oh.” Holly shook the whipped cream can vigorously before haphazardly spraying a flurry onto Chris’s drink. She clipped a lid on top and slid it across the counter. “That’ll be eighteen fifty, sir.” 
 
    Chris nearly spat out the sip he had taken. “Eighteen?” 
 
    Holly smirked, crossing her arms. “Eight fifty for the drink, ten for the tip jar. Call it a dumbass tax.” 
 
    Chris pulled out his wallet, shaking his head. “I definitely won’t miss the prices in New York,” he joked lamely, trying to draw a smile from Holly. But the normally affable, cheery woman simply stared at him. 
 
    “For your sake, I really hope you don’t. I hope you don’t miss anything about New York. I hope you get to Seattle and realize everything you want out of life wasn’t here at all. And I hope choosing to leave because you’re afraid of being hurt doesn’t keep you up at night.” Holly scoffed. “I guess I didn’t realize your bodyguard duties extending to protecting yourself first and foremost.” She watched Chris walk away, her eyes boring holes into the back of his head. He waved one last time, then found a seat out of her view. 
 
    Chris sat, back to the enormous window overlooking the tarmac, and sipped his drink. Holly’s words played on repeat in his mind, no matter how hard he tried to forget them. She can throw all the tired clichés she wants at me, he thought, but she’s wrong, and it won’t change my mind. He repeated the thought over and over, trying to convince himself of its certainty.  
 
    “Scared of flying?” A warm voice jolted Chris from his brooding. He turned to the friendly-looking woman sitting next to him, her long gray hair lying loosely over her shoulders. She pointed to his jiggling leg. “You seem nervous.” 
 
    Chris hadn’t realized he was fidgeting so much, and grinned abashedly. “Sorry about that, ma’am,” he offered. “I was just lost in my thoughts. Not scared of flying, though.” 
 
    “Me either.” The woman beamed at him, her smile reminding him of a TV grandmother’s warm disposition. “Not anymore, at least.” 
 
    Chris couldn’t help but return her smile. “Oh, yeah? How’d you get over your fear?” he asked, delighted at a conversation that turned his thoughts away from his confrontation with Holly. 
 
    “Well, I used to be afraid of the plane going down, like everyone is, you know,” the woman explained, hugging her beat up piece of luggage to her chest. “It would be the worst thing in the world, wouldn’t it? To have your life cut short, leaving the people you love behind?” Chris didn’t respond, and the woman continued. “After my wife died, I developed much more of a ‘what will be, will be’ attitude towards flying. And towards life in general, I suppose,” she laughed.  
 
    “So you’re just not afraid of dying at all anymore?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, I wouldn’t say that,” she reached forward and patted his hand. “Everyone is afraid of dying, my handsome friend. But I don’t mind the idea so much anymore, that’s true. I think if you aren’t afraid of dying, you’re really just more afraid of living. But if you’ve had the privilege and pleasure of living a full and happy life, you aren’t as resistant to the idea of paying the bill when it comes due.” 
 
    Chris forced a smile. “That’s a lovely way of looking at it, ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” the woman waved a hand at him. “Call me Nadia.” 
 
    “Nadia, I’m Chris. And it’s been a pleasure talking with you.” Chris shook Nadia’s hand and stood. “Looks like it’s time for me to get going, though.” Overhead, a disembodied voice on the P.A. system was calling for Chris’s gate to board. “You have a safe flight, Nadia.” 
 
    She bowed her head to him, as though blessing him. “Same to you, Chris.” 
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    Rodney couldn’t quite believe he was sitting in Katherine Burt’s kitchen, talking shop with her. It was literally a dream come true for him, and twice already he had pinched himself surreptitiously under the kitchen island. Truthfully, his meeting with Kate—she had even asked him to call her Kate!—was going better than he had ever dreamed, because she had declared his debut novel a standout. And now she was making calls on his behalf about holding Penton House accountable for what she called “a grossly negligent handling of their client.” 
 
    Kate waited, phone to her ear. After three rings, her neighbor picked up. “This is Mad Matty, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, Matty. It’s Kate Burt. Listen, I was wondering if your offer of help from yesterday was still on the table.” 
 
    “Oh em gee, the stalker issue?” Matty sounded both thrilled and bored, a combination Kate had only ever heard from him. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    Kate gave him a brief summary of how Penton House had switched out Rodney’s novel with another, and published it under his name and title. “I’m sure it wasn’t intentional on their part, I mean, why would it be?” she explained. “But even so, they-” 
 
    “They seriously affected his reputation and potential income,” Matty interrupted exuberantly. “Wow, that’s really bad. For them, I mean. For Rodney, there’s a big fat justice sandwich coming his way. I definitely know someone who would love to represent him in court. She’s a beast, too.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Kate gave Rodney a thumbs up. “Could you come up here for a minute to talk to him a bit?” 
 
    “Up…to your apartment?” Matty asked, perplexed. “Kate, I’m not even home. Nobody is. Are you?” 
 
    Kate drew back and looked at her phone, frowning. Did I hear him right? She wondered. “Of course I’m home. What do you mean, ‘nobody is’?” 
 
    “Because of the water damage, duh,” Matty gave a dry laugh. “Everyone has to stay somewhere else for, like, a week or something while they clean up the units. I can’t believe you didn’t know that. Are you just slogging through an inch of water up there?” 
 
    “No, there was no damage in my place,” Kate explained. “There was a…malfunction with my pipes or something.” Recalling what Officer Podeco had told her, Kate’s eyes briefly flicked to Rodney again, and she shook her head in confusion.  
 
    “Lucky you,” Matty sang. “Listen, I’m texting you Allison’s info. She’s the badass lawyer your friend wants. Let’s meet for scones or something this week, ‘kay? Your treat, since you lucked out on the dry apartment.” 
 
    “Sounds great. Thanks, Matty.” 
 
    She hung up and turned to Rodney. He waited curiously for a recap of her conversation, as it had been hard to understand whether it went poorly or well from just hearing one side of it. 
 
    “Okay, so good news,” she smiled at him. “Matty definitely thinks you have a case against Penton House, and he’s going to get you in touch with a great lawyer. This might actually be the final nail in Penton’s coffin, and you’ll get your reputation as a writer back. And it will be deserved, let me tell you.” Kate picked up Days by the Pond and looked at it admiringly. “This was a pleasure to read, Rodney. I’m so glad you came to New York and set the record straight.” 
 
    Rodney blushed. “Believe me, it worked out really well for me, too.” He cleared his throat. “But I have to confess, I originally came to tell you that you had lost me as a fan forever. I thought in some way it might…I don’t know, hurt you. I wanted you to feel like you lost something, even if it was something as insignificant as one reader.” 
 
    Kate looked at Rodney seriously. “I don’t think one reader is insignificant at all,” she replied. “You don’t, either. I know as a writer, you find every single reader precious. I do, too. I’m so sorry again for this whole misunderstanding.” 
 
    Rodney shrugged. “I’m really sorry I just showed up here. I can’t imagine how scared you must have been after all the weird stuff you had going on. I just…” he cleared his throat again. “Thank you for not bashing me with that lamp.” 
 
    Kate laughed. “It was a close one,” she admitted. “But gosh, my adrenaline was going so hard, I couldn’t even think! Thank God you weren’t out to get me, because I don’t think I was capable of thinking fast enough to fight back!” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” a familiar voice said behind Kate. She and Rodney whirled around, Rodney uttering a soft gasp.  
 
    “Cynthia?” Kate gaped. 
 
    Her ex-assistant stood in the kitchen doorway, eyes blazing behind her thick glasses. Her mouth was set in a firm line, and to Kate’s horror, she was holding a gun. 
 
    “Isn’t it sad, Ms. Burt?” Cynthia sneered, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You have so many enemies that you couldn’t even begin to guess who sent you those death threats! Working for you was the worst experience of my life, you miserable bitch.” She stepped forward, leveling the gun at Kate. “But it was almost worth it to see the look on your face right now.” 
 
    Kate swallowed, struggling to keep her voice calm. “Cynthia,” she began, speaking softly so as not to startle the gun-wielding maniac. “I know I treated you less than fairly. I’m sorry for that. But this man,” she gestured to Rodney, “has done nothing wrong, so why don’t you just let him go, and we can talk. Okay?” 
 
    Cynthia laughed. “‘This man?’” she mocked. “I know who he is. He’s the disgruntled writer you thought was stalking you. The disgruntled writer everyone thought was stalking you, actually. I didn’t just stumble in while you had company! I waited for him to show up before I made my entrance.” She smiled broadly, the corners of her mouth stretching painfully into her cheeks. “Because when they find you both dead in here, you know what they’re going to assume, don’t you?” 
 
    “Shiiiiit,” Rodney breathed. “It’s going to look like I killed her.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded gleefully. “Yup! Murder-suicide, just like the tortured artist you are. It’ll be an open and shut case, and no one will even look my way.” She looked again at Kate, eyes hard as flint. “I’m not stupid, Ms. Burt, no matter what you think of me. I didn’t start a fire here yesterday; I just made enough smoke to trigger the fire suppression system in every apartment, except yours, of course. Your water was shut off, wasn’t it?” She giggled madly. “I just wanted your neighbors out of the building so no one would interrupt me when I’m ready to put a bullet in you, bitch.” 
 
    Kate wet her lips. “Cynthia, please don’t-” 
 
    “You constantly underestimate me!” Cynthia screamed, head shaking and spit flying from her lips. She balled up the hand not clutching the gun into a fist and beat it against the side of her head, enunciating each word with a strike. “I. Am. Not. Stupid!” 
 
    Kate winced as Cynthia as each blow landed. She’s completely crazy, Kate realized. It was unsettling to think that such a deranged individual had worked for her, so closely every day, and she hadn’t realized it. Maybe that’s why I was so cold to her. Subconsciously, I knew there was something off about her. Kate hoped that was true, anyway. It would make her feel a lot better about the shoddy way she had treated Cynthia.  
 
    Mind racing, Kate realized she was on the verge of panicking. She glanced at Rodney, alarmed at how pale he was. He met her gaze, jaw set. Rodney, no! She shook her head slightly at him. He looked prepared to do something stupid, and she didn’t want him getting hurt. He started to rise out of his seat, eyes fixed on Cynthia.  
 
    “No,” Kate hissed quietly. “Rodney, don’t-” 
 
    “Kate?” A voice called from the entryway. “Kate, you left your door open. Even without a bodyguard, that’s a big security breach.” 
 
    Shit! Chris? What’s he doing here?! 
 
    Cynthia’s head swung wildly from the voice back to Kate and Rodney. Looking pointedly at the gun, she raised a finger to her lips. Shh. She backed up, hiding herself from view near the kitchen door, waiting for the voice to come to them.  
 
    “Kate?” Chris’s voice was getting closer, and Kate’s heart was racing. She’s going to hurt Chris! Her mind screamed. Glancing down, she grabbed the first thing she saw. Flowers for Algernon. Not the heaviest book she owned, but it was hardcover, and that was good enough. Rearing back, she heaved the book at Cynthia, who only saw the soaring tome an instant after it was too late. 
 
    “Agh!” Cynthia croaked, clamping her free hand to her nose in pain. Her eyes flashed with hatred, and she raised the gun again, murderous intent in her sneer. “Bitch!” 
 
    In a flash, Cynthia was on the ground, and Chris was on top of her, a knee driven into her back. He wrestled the gun out of her hand and slid it aside, out of reach. Kate leapt from her seat, scooping it up and pointing it at Cynthia with a calmness that surprised her. Inside, she felt she was bundle of nerves high on buckets of caffeine.  
 
    Chris looked up at her, taken aback by the sight of the gun. “Hey,” he greeted. “Wouldn’t it be great if you put that down?” Glancing behind her, he noticed Wash. “Wait, is that-” 
 
    “Yup,” Kate replied, not taking her eyes off Cynthia, who was squirming helplessly under Chris. “But he’s cool. This is the nutcase,” she gestured toward Cynthia, who shrieked angrily.  
 
    “I told you, I’m not crazy!” She bared her teeth at Kate. 
 
    “The fact that you’re arguing with someone pointing a gun at you says otherwise,” Chris observed. “Kate, for real. Put the gun down and call the police, maybe?” 
 
    “Rodney, would you mind?” Kate asked over her shoulder. “Phone’s on the counter.” 
 
    Rodney scrambled to his feet and began dialing. Chris shook his head. “Not gonna put the gun down, huh?” 
 
    “What if she gets loose?” 
 
    “She’s not going to get loose,” Chris rolled his eyes. “I’ve got her.” 
 
    “Well, just in case. This is backup.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that you have control issues?” 
 
    Kate shrugged, and gave Chris a smile. “It’s been mentioned once or twice.” 
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    Kate joined Chris and Rodney outside of the police station, exhausted. By the time all their statements had been taken and they were free to go, the day had melted into dusk. They both looked as tired as Kate felt. Rodney was staring blankly, and Chris was listlessly taking absentminded bites of a Kit Kat bar. Kate joined them, groaning quietly at the exhaustion she felt deep in her bones after such a surreal day. 
 
    “Well, we’re free to go,” she smiled wanly. “Cynthia was pretty forthcoming with everything, I guess. Apparently she has restraining orders from several former employers. She needs serious help, and hopefully she’ll be getting it.” She sighed and shook her head. “She was hired so soon after Aiden died that I guess I let a background check slip through the cracks. I won’t be making that mistake again.” 
 
    Chris clenched his jaw. “I should have caught it, though. I never even checked out your assistant.” He ducked his head. “I dropped the ball, Kate. And you could have gotten hurt.” 
 
    Kate touched his arm lightly. “You also saved my life, Chris. Are you really forgetting that part?” 
 
    They stood in a group, silently for a moment, each of them thinking of the day they had just experienced. 
 
    “So…big day,” Kate stifled a yawn. “Rodney, where are you staying?” 
 
    Rodney jerked at his name, and rubbed his eyes. “Oh…well, I’m saving the rest of my money for gas going home,” he smiled wryly. “But I’ve seen people sleeping on the subway, so that’s an option, right?”  
 
    “No way,” Kate scolded him. “Let me put you up in a nice hotel. It’s the least I can do, really.” She held up a finger in warning when he started to protest. “I insist. Don’t make a long day longer by arguing.” 
 
    Rodney hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. Thank you. I can’t lie, I’m looking forward to getting out of New York,” he shook his head. “Pretty city, but the cost of living must be insane. One visit almost broke me. I thought I’d never take another trip again in my life.” 
 
    Kate began to reply, but the breath was knocked out of her as a heavy weight flew into her, crushing her in a bear hug. 
 
    “Hey, Holly,” she gasped, giving in and allowing herself to be squeezed. 
 
    “Kate! Oh my God, I was so worried about you!” Holly buried her face in Kate’s armpit. “Chris called me and told me everything. I told you Cynthia was a weirdo!” 
 
    Kate wriggled her way free of Holly and pulled her into a less aggressive hug. “I know,” she smiled. “You were completely right.” 
 
    Holly sniffled, wiping her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she blubbered. Taking a shaky breath, she composed herself. “Is it true you met your stalker?” she asked. 
 
    Rodney peered around Kate and waved. “Is that me? Truly not my intention to become the stalker of this story. Honest mistake.” 
 
    Kate smiled. “Holly, meet Rodney Wash. Rodney, this is my friend Holly Clark. Rodney actually behaved very heroically, and I’m lucky he was there,” she told Holly. “He was about to charge Cynthia, which made me panic and throw the book at her.” 
 
    Rodney blushed. “Good thing you did, because I’m not sure I could have hit another person,” he admitted. “Even if they had a gun on me. Just not my nature.” 
 
    Holly’s eyes shone. “That’s so sweet,” she breathed. “You’re a gentle soul.” 
 
    Kate and Chris exchanged a glance. “Holly, would you mind taking Rodney to The Cirque Hotel?” she asked innocently. “I called in a reservation, but he doesn’t really know his way around the city. And feel free to grab something to eat in the hotel restaurant, too. Just charge it to the room.” She gave Rodney a hug. “We’ll keep in touch about your case against Penton House, okay? And when you’re ready to publish the next novel, call me. I’ll get you in touch with the right people.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rodney said shyly. “For everything. This is…” he smiled. “Well, it’s a life-changer. Thank you, Kate.”  
 
    He and Chris shook hands. “Take care, Wash,” Chris said cheerfully. “I’m glad I didn’t get the opportunity to accidentally take you down.” 
 
    “Me too,” Rodney emphasized. He turned to Holly. 
 
    “Shall we?” she asked, smiling. Chris and Kate watched them stroll away, Holly chattering animatedly and Rodney listening and smiling. Holly looked back over her shoulder once. He’s cute, she mouthed at them. Kate laughed, and turned to Chris. 
 
    “So…thanks for picking up the slack today,” she punched his arm playfully. “I totally had it handled, though.” 
 
    Chris widened his eyes. “Oh, you did? Assault by hardcover was going to beat a gun?” he asked. “Maybe I should have just stayed away, then.” 
 
    “You could have. It would have been fine.” Kate grinned and ducked her head. “But…I’m still glad you were there. Just in case.” She looked at him curiously. “Why did you come back?” 
 
    Chris shrugged, blushing. “I…well, my flight was delayed,” he began. “And I just thought I’d…” he sighed. “Kate, I came back because I couldn’t leave you.” 
 
    Kate whipped her head around, sure she had misheard him. “What?” 
 
    Chris took her hand in his. “Kate,” he cleared his throat. “I want to be here with you. I want to stop running from job to job, hoping they make me feel alive. I want to build a life that makes me feel alive, and I want it—I need it—to include you. If you still need time to grieve, or move on from Aiden, that’s okay. You take all the time you need, because I’ll be right here, waiting. I love you, Kate.” 
 
    “‘Beware of enthusiasm and of love, both are temporary and quick to sway,’” Kate replied. A grin spread across her face. “Should I beware?” 
 
    Chris grinned. “Did you just quote Fear and Loathing at me?” he asked. “What can I say? It’s a good book, but it’s not gospel.” He bent down and kissed Kate, really kissed her. Even with the hint of chocolate still on his breath, she was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted. She kissed him back, and when they broke apart, she entwined her hand in his. 
 
    “Walk me home?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he agreed easily. “Mind if I crash on your couch?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kate leaned against Chris, sighing contentedly. 
 
    Although he would have been happy to sleep on the couch until he found his own apartment, Chris instead found himself spending that night in Kate’s bed. And in the funny way life works out sometimes, he never did get around to finding an apartment of his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    “Nervous?” 
 
    Kate glanced up sharply at the sound of Holly’s voice, and smiled distractedly. 
 
    “A little,” she confessed. “But mostly just excited.” 
 
    Holly smiled and sat down next to her friend. “Well, it would be weird if you weren’t a little nervous. You aren’t gonna back out or anything, are you?” 
 
    “No. I’m already in too deep.” 
 
    The two women sat next to each other in comfortable, contemplative silence for a moment. Then Holly spoke again, her voice thick with emotion. 
 
    “I’m honored to be a part of your wedding, Kate. And even if you aren’t marrying my brother, I hope you know I still consider you to be my sister. I’m so happy for you, and I know Aiden would be, too. You deserve happiness, and I’m glad you finally found it.” 
 
    Kate turned to Holly, smiling radiantly. “Thank you, Holl,” she said, touched. “You mean the world to me, and I can’t thank you enough for being my Maid of Honor. Or, is it Maid of Dishonor?” she asked teasingly, patting Holly’s slightly swollen stomach.  
 
    Holly grinned and ducked her head. “Yeah, yeah. Rodney’s mom never lets us forget that we’re doing this a little out of order, but Rod keeps assuring her that we’re planning to tie the knot once this little guy arrives. Zelda’s great, though, Kate. You’ll love her. She made your cake, you know.” 
 
    Kate looked surprised. “Really? I thought she was nearly blind.” 
 
    Holly shrugged. “What can I say? She’s a whiz with fondant. The cake looks just like a giant Kit-Kat bar, it’s amazing. Zelda says it’s like sculpting, and she doesn’t need her eyes for that. I can tell she loves being back in the bakery. And honestly, I love learning from her. It’s pretty much my dream job.” 
 
    “I know it is.” Kate leaned into Holly. “I want to thank you for staying in New York as long as you did. I know you did it for me.” 
 
    “Pssh. You and the ultra-cheap Chinese food, maybe.” Holly leaned into Kate, the two supporting each other. “But mostly you. And it was my pleasure. But obviously the time had come to let you go. How’s Chris been doing as my stand-in?” 
 
    “Well, considering it’s our wedding day, I think I have to say he’s doing pretty well.” Kate grinned and stood up, spreading her arms to allow Holly an unobstructed view of her outfit. “How do I look?” 
 
    Holly grimaced. “Like you’re about to make a huge mistake. Are you sure you want to go through with this?” 
 
    Kate threw back her head, laughing. “I am! It was my idea, didn’t you know?” 
 
    Holly stood, sighing as she hoisted her heavier new frame up. “Well, then I guess it’s time to go, huh? Sorry I can’t take the leap with you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Sure you are. You probably got pregnant just so you wouldn’t have to do it.” 
 
    “Wrong.” Holly and Kate began walking towards the small plane waiting on the otherwise deserted runway. “I got pregnant so I wouldn’t have to wear one of those ridiculous jumpsuits at your wedding.” 
 
    Kate twirled around, her own jumpsuit crackling slightly with the motion. “It’s not designer, but it’ll do,” she grinned. “Don’t forget to live stream this for the girls, okay? They’re having a viewing party at Abbi’s house.” 
 
    Holly nodded, pulling out her phone. “Yup, got it.” She watched as Kate blew her a kiss and skipped happily towards the plane, where Chris waited in a blindfold and his own jumpsuit. 
 
    “Hey,” Kate greeted her groom. He smiled widely at the sound of her voice, his cheeks nearly pushing the blindfold off his eyes. 
 
    “So you didn’t run away after all,” he laughed, holding his arms out for her. “Lucky me.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Kate agreed. “Ready?” She began to pull herself into the plane, when Chris stopped her. 
 
    “I have to ask you one more time,” he said seriously. “Are you sure this is what you want? No big ceremony, no white dress…? Are you sure this is the wedding you want?” 
 
    Kate leaned forward and gently pulled the blindfold away from Chris’s face. “I’m sure,” she answered, staring into his brilliantly green eyes. “The wedding I want is the one that ends with you and I being married. The day isn’t important. Our marriage, our life together, that’s what matters to me.” 
 
    Chris grinned, blushing a little. “Well, you’re the bride.” He hopped into the plane and helped Kate up, nodding at the pilot when he looked back at them questioningly. The ground crew closed the door, and the engine roared to life. 
 
    “This is what we did all those practice jumps for,” Chris yelled over the noise. “Are you ready for this, Katherine Burt?” 
 
    Kate took his hand and nodded. The plane rose, soaring into the cloudless sky. It was a beautiful day, and Kate was excited to live it. 
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    I had intended the next morning to head into town for some donuts and coffee, and present them as a peace offering for my neighbors before I bitched about the mini sun in their backyard. However, upon waking I realized I hadn’t washed my feet off from the night before, and had dragged grass into the bed. I groaned in frustration, realizing that I would have to wash the duvet again. I, not particularly familiar with what a duvet was or how it worked, had wasted a solid twenty minutes the previous day trying to figure out how to put it all together, and I wasn’t looking forward to a repeat performance. Honestly, I think I only got it done by sheer dumb luck, and I couldn’t be sure it was in the cards again for me. 
 
    I slid off the bed and groaned again, louder, when I saw that I had also gotten the rug dirty. I didn’t have the faintest idea how I would go about cleaning that. Maybe take it in the backyard and hose it off?  
 
    Wandering in the bathroom to wash off my feet, my good mood dissipated like steam on a mirror. At least I’m well rested, I grumbled internally. I have a lot to do today. I need to go grocery shopping… 
 
    I paused, surprised when I couldn’t think of what else was on my to-do list, then it hit me. Nothing. I didn’t need to do anything that I didn’t want to do. I mean, other than grocery shopping, which was bound to be more pleasant since I was only shopping for one person, and there wasn’t a teenager in the house to blow through my weeks’ worth of groceries in one day! I cheered up even more when I realized that the one other chore I actually had for the day was being here to greet Ronnie when she drove up.  
 
    I was so excited to spend a few days with my best friend. I felt like a little girl before her very first sleepover. I had so many grand plans and ideas, things I knew we would probably never get around to, but fun to think about nonetheless. Grinning, I stripped out of my clothes and hopped in the shower, excited to try out my fancy waterfall showerhead. 
 
    I turned the knob and water poured out of the spout. My smile fading, I realized I had no idea how to work the shower. You know how sometimes you visit a friend or relative and their shower might as well be the inside of a spaceship for all you know how to work it? That’s the situation I found myself in. There was no lever, or pulley thing. There wasn’t a switch or a button or anything! Naked, I knelt down and inspected the spout closer.  
 
    Water continued streaming out of it, but I wasn’t making any progress on getting the shower to turn on. I was, however, getting pretty wet and cold. I turned the water off and wrapped a towel around myself, plodding to the table next to my bed where I left my laptop. I opened it up and Googled my particular brand of showerhead. There were plenty of results, which made me feel better. I wasn’t the only idiot who couldn’t figure the damn thing out. 
 
    “What the…” I muttered, scanning the various posts. Returning to my shower, I dropped my towel and got in, ready to go to war. I again turned on the water, and pulled down the super duper secret ring under the faucet. Who’da thunk? I got as far as the beginning of a smug smile before water cascaded out of the showerhead, truly like a waterfall. Like a thundering, dangerous waterfall, actually. The water came out so hard and fast it knocked me down, leaving me gasping and sputtering on the shower floor like a woman lost at sea. 
 
    I raised my arms to block the liquid assault and flopped my slippery body over the edge of the death trap in which I found myself being waterboarded. Shaken, I thought about how close to death in my own home I had just come. Oh, God. Am I going to have to get one of those Life Alert buttons? Has it come to that, already? I’m not even 40 yet! 
 
    I needed to get clean, but I also wanted to live, so I filled up my bathtub and crawled into a nice, warm bath. Ahh, I thought contentedly, leaning my head back and relaxing into the citrus scented bubbles. I could get used to this, though. A bath every morning? Hell yes. The sun came streaming in through the window, bathing me and the whole room in a soft light. My bedroom and bathroom looked out over the lake, which faced east and the sunrise every morning. I thought that one day during the summer I would have to wake up early enough to catch it. 
 
    While I soaked, I thought about my son, and wondered how he was doing so far on his summer with his dad. It had only been twenty-four hours, but I missed Dylan. Even for all his attitudes and teenage angst, he was my little boy and I couldn’t help the motherly feelings of guilt building up in my chest. 
 
    You shouldn’t be enjoying your time away from him so much, the bitchy voice in my head scolded. 
 
    “What, I should be miserable all summer just because he’s not here? He’s safe and well taken care of, and he definitely needs some time with his father,” I argued back aloud. 
 
    Do you ever do that? Talk to the voices in your head? I used to do it a lot, but teenagers have a knack for catching you doing embarrassing stuff and then making you feel like a total asshole for it, so I had cut back quite a bit since Dylan hit his difficult phase. 
 
    That’s a convenient excuse, The Bitch hissed. Are you trying to convince me, or yourself? 
 
    “You,” I answered instantly. “Because you’re just trying to mess with me right now. Dylan is fine, and I’m more than fine, and this summer is going to be good for everyone.” 
 
    The Bitch quieted down after that, and I enjoyed the rest of my bath. It was a little difficult to wash my hair, as it always is in a bath for adults, but I vowed that the next day I would conquer the shower.  
 
    “I am the queen of my domain, after all,” I smiled at myself in the mirror as I towel dried my hair and gave myself a cheeky wink. It was going to be another great day. 
 
    *** 
 
    I went downstairs to make myself a coffee and wait for Ronnie to show up. She was an early riser, insisting that waking early enough to greet the sun was absolutely necessary. I assumed she had been up since well before the butt crack of dawn, and was probably already on the road. 
 
    I paced the house, sipping my morning brew and flipping through the channels before turning the TV off again. I was bored, and restless. I couldn’t think of anything but Ronnie getting there, and I needed to channel that nervous energy into something productive. I looked around idly, trying to think of an activity that would take my mind off the wait. 
 
    A vibrating in my robe pocket jolted me from my thoughts, and I dug my cell phone out, expecting to see Ronnie’s name on the caller ID. Instead, Gary’s home number lit up the screen, and my heart began to race. Oh, God. Dylan ran away. He’s sick, he and Gary got in a fight, Gary can’t handle him- A million worries flew through my mind in the seconds it took me to accept the call. 
 
    “Hello? Gary?” I swallowed, bracing myself for bad news. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” Dylan said back. My heart began to return to a normal tempo. Dylan sounded fine. For a brief moment my mind insisted on projecting an image of him calmly speaking to me on the phone while his father and Sherri-With-An-I were tied up and gagged beside him, but that seemed fairly unlikely. 
 
    “Dylan, hi! How’s it going? How’s your dad’s house?” I took another sip of coffee, glad to speak to my son. Although I knew the odds were slim, my heart still hoped he had called just because he had missed me. 
 
    Instead, I could practically hear the smirk in his voice. “I wouldn’t be calling if everything was great, would I?” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I didn’t let my disappointment show in my voice, and tried to keep my tone light. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Trouble in paradise. Sherri’s gone, and Gary’s all tore up about it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Calling his father by his first name was a habit I kept hoping Dylan would drop sooner rather than later. My personal feelings for Gary aside, it seemed crass and disrespectful. 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re trying to be a loving son and supporting him.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Anyway, Gary made a comment about how maybe this isn’t the best time for me to be here, so he suggested I call you and make arrangements to come stay with you this summer.” 
 
    “What?” I nearly dropped my coffee cup, slamming it so hard onto the countertop that hot liquid sloshed over the side and scalded my hand. I barely felt it. “Dylan, are you serious? Put your father on the phone right now!” 
 
    “Serious as a heart attack, which, by the way, it seems like Gary might be headed right for. He’s put on another few pounds.” Dylan laughed. 
 
    “Uh-uh. Don’t even try to sweet talk me,” I fumed. “Let me talk to your dad.” 
 
    “He’s down at the shop right now.” 
 
    “Dylan,” I began, trying to keep my voice calm. “Your father and I agreed that working for him this summer was the best thing for you. We aren’t doing this to punish you, we’re doing this to help you. I know it’s not how you want to spend your summer-” 
 
    “I’m not making this up!” Dylan protested. “Gary told me to call you!” 
 
    “Well, then you have your dad call me when he gets back,” I instructed. “He and I need to have a discussion.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Dylan hung up. 
 
    I stared at the phone and scoffed. I couldn’t believe that Gary would change the plan on me like that, and I certainly couldn’t believe that he would expect Dylan to be the one to pass along that information without consulting me first. I shook my head. Dylan probably just wanted to scheme his way into an easy summer, and was hoping to play his father and me against each other. 
 
    “Sorry, kiddo. Not today,” I muttered.   
 
    I walked out into my backyard, hoping to find something outside to distract me from the anticipation buzzing in my brain and my frustration with my son. I stood on the porch and breathed in deeply, appreciating how fresh and clean the air tasted on the bay. 
 
    “Hey, neighbor!” A cheery voice called. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the neighbors to my left were also outside. A couple that looked straight out of a teeth whitening commercial waved at me from their outdoor table. They looked to be about in their fifties, and they looked, well…rich. They had fabulous tans and her hair was immaculate for being so damn early in the morning. I suddenly felt very schlumpy. 
 
    I waved back. “Morning!” I called, trying not to let my intimidation show. They waved me over, and I made triple sure my robe was tightly tied before I ventured over, again wetting my bare feet in the grass. As I approached, I saw their table had an impressive spread of pastries and fresh fruits, along with a French press filled with steaming coffee. I gaped. No way could two such fit people eat all that food. 
 
    “Hi,” I smiled and hoped they couldn’t smell my morning breath from where they sat. “I’m Sarah Waters, I just bought the house next door.” 
 
    “So nice to meet you, Sarah,” the woman exclaimed, beaming a brilliant smile at me and offering me an impossibly soft, perfectly manicured hand. “I’m Maxine DeVoit, and this is my husband, Henry.” 
 
    “How do you do?” Henry shook with me next, and gestured to an empty chair. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    I did, and I accepted the Danish they offered me. 
 
    “So, what made you choose Isla Vida for your summer home?” Maxine asked, immediately after I took the first admittedly huge bite of the pastry. She and Henry stared at me while I chewed, and the silence stretched until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I swallowed, my eyes tearing a little as the doughy lump lodged itself in my throat. I gave a small cough, trying to move it. “Um, I’ve always loved Isla Vida. My aunt used to work at the snack shack on the beach, and my parents would bring us here in the summer to visit her. It’s just such a beautiful place, and I’ve always wanted to live here. Childhood dream, you know?” The last bit came out in a wheeze as the last of my air ran out. That Danish was really lodged in there.  
 
    Henry nodded. “Oh, absolutely. We love that snack shack,” he added. 
 
    “Sarah, what does your husband do?” Maxine inquired. 
 
    I held up one finger and thumped myself a good one right in the chest, trying to speed up my upper digestive tract. “I’m actually divorced,” I gave her a smile, to let her know she didn’t need to feel awkward about asking the question.  
 
    “Oh, really? That’s too bad,” Maxine pouted. “We’re always looking for new partners.” 
 
    I froze, smile still in place. “You’re swingers?” 
 
    I have no idea what on God’s green earth possessed me to ask that question. Honestly, it just came out, without any go-ahead from my brain. It was the first thing my mind jumped to, and I just blurted it out. Maxine’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. A heavy silence again stretched out around us, but this one was so much worse than the Danish pause. Maxine stared at me like I had just grown another head. Henry cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ah, no, dear,” he chuckled. “Partners for tennis.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said lamely. “Right. Uh, I don’t play tennis. And you don’t swing, so…”  
 
    They did not respond to my attempt at wit. We stared at each other, each one of us deeply uncomfortable. 
 
    “So,” I ventured, attempting to right the ship. “Do you know who lives in the house on the other side of mine?” 
 
    Maxine seemed to snap out of her shock, and grasped on to the new conversation topic. “Oh, yes. That’s Mr. Porter’s house. He’s not well, poor thing. I heard from his daughter that he isn’t expected to make it through the summer. Terribly sad, he was such a nice man. Eccentric, but nice.” 
 
    Henry nodded. “Shame.” 
 
    “Oh. I was hoping to have a conversation with him about that light in his backyard, but if he isn’t well…” I grimaced, unsure what the etiquette was for approaching a neighborly conflict with a dying man. 
 
    “Oh, no, dear. He isn’t living in La Bella now,” Maxine clarified. “La Bella is the house, you see. Many of the summer houses have names,” she explained to me, as if I were simple. Maybe after the swinger misunderstanding, she didn’t want to leave anything to chance. I nodded, embracing my role as the village idiot of Neverland Lane. 
 
    “Mr. Porter is still in his home down state,” Maxine continued. “But isn’t that light just the most awful thing? It’s very bright from over here, I can’t even imagine how blinding it must be from right next door.” 
 
    I nodded emphatically. “Yeah, it’s really annoying. Do you think Mr. Porter would mind if I disabled it or something?” 
 
    Maxine scoffed and waved a hand. “I don’t think he would approve of that light at all. But he hired a handyman to fix up the house a bit and prepare it for sale. I believe Mr. Porter’s children plan to put it on the market as soon as he passes. I wouldn’t mind Julie and Roger taking over, but you know, they don’t really have the funds.” She said that last part in a faux whisper, as if Julie and Roger were nearby and might overhear her shit talking. 
 
    “So, what, the handyman put up the light?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes he did,” Henry nodded. “He’s staying in that house all summer while he fixes her up, and he’s got some little helper there with him.” Henry’s eyebrows rose when he mentioned the “little helper,” and I understood that he meant “little harlot.” 
 
    Maxine sniffed. “He must be twice her age. It’s obscene.” 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to him about the light,” I offered. 
 
    “I wouldn’t bother, dear,” Maxine waved the idea off. “He’s a crude man, you don’t want to bother with him. And I’m sure you don’t want to get on his bad side.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smiled tightly. “I definitely don’t want to make a bad impression on the neighbors!” 
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