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  Synopsis


  


  Sometimes wrong is extra right.


  


  Mallory Spencer is in charge. As the face of Soho Savvy, the advertising firm she owns with her three best friends, it’s important that she’s poised, polished, and put together. However, as she watches her friends couple up and settle down, she wonders about her own happily ever after. One thing’s for sure. It’s not going to happen with that blue-eyed bartender from Showplace. It’s irritatingly clear they couldn’t be more wrong for each other...or have more chemistry.


  


  Hope Sanders wants nothing more than to keep her head down and craft a better life for herself running everyone’s favorite nightspot. That means ignoring the groupies that flock to the bar to stare at her all night. However, an uptight brunette has snagged Hope’s attention and she knows a challenge when she sees it.


  


  A Soho Loft Romance.


  Praise for Melissa Brayden


  


  Waiting in the Wings


  


  “This was an engaging book with believable characters and story development. It’s always a pleasure to read a book set in a world like theater/film that gets it right…a thoroughly enjoyable read.”—Lez Books


  


  “This is Brayden’s first novel, but we wouldn’t notice if she hadn’t told us. The book is well put together and more complex than most authors’ second or third books. The characters have chemistry; you want them to get together in the end. The book is light, frothy, and fun to read. And the sex is hot without being too explicit—not an easy trick to pull off.”—Liberty Press


  


  “Sexy, funny and all around enjoyable.”—Afterellen.com


  


  


  Heart Block


  


  “Although this book doesn’t beat you over the head with wit, the interactions are almost always humorous, making both characters really quite loveable. Overall a very enjoyable read.”—C-Spot Reviews


  


  “The story is enchanting with conflicts and issues to be overcome that will keep the reader turning the pages. The relationship between Sarah and Emory is achingly beautiful and skillfully portrayed. This second offering by Melissa Brayden is a perfect package of love—and life to be lived to the fullest. So grab a beverage and snuggle up with a comfy throw to read this classic story of overcoming obstacles and finding enduring love.”—Lambda Literary Review


  


  


  How Sweet It Is


  


  “‘Sweet’ is definitely the keyword for this well-written, character-driven lesbian romance novel. It is ultimately a love letter to small town America, and the lesson to remain open to whatever opportunities and happiness comes into your life.” —Bob Lind, Echo Magazine


  


  “Oh boy! The events were perfectly plausible, but the collection and the threading of all the stories, main and sub plots, were just fantastic. I completely and wholeheartedly recommend this book. So touching, so heartwarming and all out beautiful.”—Rainbow Book Reviews


  


  


  Kiss The Girl


  


  “There are romances and there are romances…Melissa Brayden can be relied on to write consistently very sweet, pure romances and delivers again with her newest book Kiss the Girl…There are scenes suffused with the sweetest love, some with great sadness or even anger—a whole gamut of emotions that take readers on a gentle roller coaster with a consistent upbeat tone. And at the heart of this book is a hymn to true friendship and human decency.”—C-spot Reviews
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  This final book in the Soho series feels a bit like the end of an era for me. I’ve laughed and cried with these characters, shared their highs and lows, while experiencing highs and lows of my own. I’ll miss them dearly and hope you, the reader, have enjoyed your time spent with the Savvy gang.


  


  First and foremost, I owe a special shout out of gratitude to my editor and friend Lynda Sandoval for her insight, guidance, and humor along the way. She understood my vision for this story, and that’s everything. It’s so nice to know I have her in my corner and it is my hope that we have many more stories to tell together.


  


  I would also like to acknowledge my super-smart copy editor, Shelley Thrasher, and her eagle eye for detail!


  


  Many thanks, as always, to the benches-deep Bold Strokes team, most notably Len Barot and Sandy Lowe for working with me on my hectic grad school schedule, Cindy for having to deal with my disorganized side, and the BSB cover artists for bringing visual life to the world of the book.


  


  Hugs, kisses, and high fives go to Rachel, Georgia, and Nikki for keeping me laughing, and to the countless authors who share their experiences, advice, and words of wisdom with me when I need it. I’m proud to be a part of this writing community.


  


  At the end of any day, it’s the people closest to you that give you a safe place to fall or prop you up when you need it. For me that’s Alan, and I am forever in awe at how we just click. And many thanks for drinking the “research” cocktails I made in preparation for this book.


  


  My family rocks, and I’m lucky to have them behind me! My mother reads every book I write, and what could mean more?


  


  Lastly, I want to extend a heartfelt thank you to you, my readers. I appreciate so many of you taking time out of your day to let me know I made you smile. In all honesty, the feeling is a hundred percent mutual.


  

  In honor of friendship and chocolate lovers everywhere.



  Prologue


  


  Mallory Spencer had a feeling her entire life was about to change.


  As she sat on the steps outside the business school at NYU, evidence of dusk fell gradually around her. The sun dipped. The sky pinked. The air crisped and the temperature dropped. The outline of the moon loomed faintly overhead as she exhaled, feeling the weight of the thick folder in her hands. Heavy, which was fitting, as it contained the intricate details of her would-be future.


  She’d been sitting on those steps for the better part of two hours, watching coeds crisscross the sidewalk, perhaps heading out for dinner or to the library to get in a last cramming session before finals week. All the while, she battled within her own head, vacillating back and forth between logic and risk.


  Earlier that day, she’d been offered her dream job, everything she’d been working toward. Upon graduation in two weeks, she would be a junior account executive at Jennings and Sons Advertising Agency on the Upper West Side. This should be the happiest day of her life.


  Unless she changed her mind, that is.


  Jennings and Sons was an older, well-established firm with a fantastic reputation and, let’s face it, large amounts of money. She’d completed her third interview with them just that morning. By lunch, they’d ushered her into the conference room and presented her with a lush starting offer, one she knew her parents would endorse. And that was important, as her family had standards to live up to. The Spencer name came with a certain set of expectations, not to be downplayed. But for whatever reason, in a move atypical of Mallory, she had this ever-growing urge to go with her gut for once.


  As a result, the gnawing in her stomach didn’t seem to be going anywhere, and she couldn’t shrug off the recently formed idea that played constantly in the back of her head any longer. Without giving it any more thought, for fear she might lose her nerve, Mallory flipped open her phone and dialed her friend Samantha’s number.


  “Mal?” Sam said upon answering. “Hang on a sec. Just need to…pay for my coffee…so I can live. Thank you. Keep the change,” she heard Sam say distantly. “And I’m done. The coffee champion of the world. What’s up?” she said with an uptick in volume and energy. She’d called Samantha because Sam was the rock in their group of four friends. And it was her voice Mallory needed to hear first, to keep her courage up, to propel her into this giant leap. “Mal? Hey, you still there?”


  Mallory gulped in a breath and tucked a strand of her long brown hair behind one ear. “I’m here. I need to call a Midnight Chocolate. For tonight.”


  A pause. “Whoa. In the midst of exams? This must be important. Yeah?”


  “It is. Will you call Brooklyn and Hunter? Let’s meet at my place.” In addition to Samantha, she knew their other two best friends would be there in a heartbeat. Midnight Chocolate was a practice the four of them had stumbled onto their sophomore year of college when they’d first bonded over a late-night dinner of chocolate waffles in the Village. It had pretty much cemented their four-way friendship forever. Late-night discussion and chocolate were a powerful combination, and the girls relied on the coupling to solve any and all of their major life crises. When someone needed to talk something out, Midnight Chocolate was the way to go. No questions asked.


  “No worries. I’ll call them right now,” Sam said. A pause. “Hey, you okay?”


  Mallory smiled as a series of butterflies flew circles in her stomach. “I definitely might be. And Sam? Come with an open mind tonight, okay?”


  “Will do.”


  As Mallory walked back to her apartment in the Village, darkness hung in full effect all around her. The night felt like it was bursting with possibilities, and she couldn’t help smiling at the proverbial list. She tucked the envelope containing the job offer into her Italian leather attaché, which her father had purchased solely for the interview, and ruminated on what he’d say if she pulled an about-face now. Regardless of what happened, his opinion mattered to her. She looked up to him and treasured their relationship. He was her mentor, friend, and parent all rolled into one. Would he understand if she set out to do something reckless that just might pay off in the end? She shook her head, unable to consider that right now. As she climbed the steps to her apartment, she evicted the recriminations from her mind.


  Her parents had a lot of ideas about what exactly her future should entail. But it just so happened that Mallory had a few of her own.


  


  *


  


  At five minutes after midnight, Mallory sat with Samantha and Hunter on the floor of her small living room, surrounded by chocolate peanut-butter cookies, malted-milk balls, four pre-scooped bowls of vanilla ice cream topped with hot fudge, and an array of awesome candy toppings. She’d opened a bottle of red wine and a bottle of white and had four glasses generously poured.


  The three of them waited.


  For Brooklyn.


  Who they often waited for.


  “I love this wine,” Sam said, examining the glass and turning it in a circle against the light. “I wish I knew more about it. I should become a wine connoisseur if I don’t make it my entire profession. I’m about to graduate with a degree in accounting and thereby probably missing my calling as a world-class sommelier.”


  Mallory held up a hand. “Before you book a ticket to Paris, listen to what I have to say tonight. Well, listen as soon as Brooklyn gets here.”


  And then, like a Tasmanian devil, a blur of wavy blond hair burst into the room and skidded to a stop in plaid pajama pants, a red cami, and hoodie. “Did I make it? Am I on time?” Brooklyn asked, clearly out of breath.


  Sam shook her head. “Not even close, Brooks. But we’ve decided to love you anyway.”


  Brooklyn grinned, ducked under Sam’s outstretched arm, and nestled into a cozy spot on the floor. Brooklyn was a handful, that was for sure, but it was actually part of her charm. Her blue eyes flashed excitement as she turned to Mallory. “So…what’s all this about? I don’t relish studying, by any means, but I’m fully aware that you do. So this must be a major MC you’ve called.” She settled her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands. “Okay, Mal, dish.”


  All eyes were on her, and Mallory knew this was an important moment in her life. She could feel it. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words she’d hoped for weren’t quite there. That’s when her heart rate sped up and her parents’ authoritative voices ping-ponged around in her head. Was this a mistake? Had she lost her firm and level head? Some sort of graduation crisis maybe? She swallowed hard and caught Samantha’s eye. Sam seemed to take in the distress signals.


  “Maybe Mal wants to work up to it,” Sam offered the group.


  Hunter passed Brooklyn a glass of wine. “I’ll stall.”


  “Thanks,” Brooklyn said, accepting. “You were saying?”


  “I’m meeting Elizabeth McMillan at the White Rabbit when we’re done here,” Hunter said. “I thought you’d all enjoy that. I know I do.”


  Brooklyn’s eyes moved from side to side as she attempted to rationalize those words. “Elizabeth McMillan is straight. Doesn’t compute.”


  Hunter simply grinned at her and looked skyward, all laid-back and gorgeous. Genetics really weren’t fair. With those looks and her undeniable charm, Hunter Blair picked up women practically everywhere she went. It was a gift. “Well, until she wasn’t last night.”


  Samantha shook her head, her jaw falling open. “Only you, Hunter. Only you.”


  “I’m a little jealous of you right now,” Brooklyn said in reverence. “Not gonna lie. Elizabeth McMillan is all buttoned up and conservative in my management class. It’s hot.” Brooklyn snagged a bowl of ice cream and dropped a handful of chocolate chips on top, her blue eyes luminous as they focused on Hunter. “Teach me, Obi-Wan.”


  “That’s kind of why we’re here,” Mallory said, jumping in before her nerves could quell her any further. “We all have unique skills.”


  “Like picking up hot girls we all thought were straight?” Brooklyn asked, hooking a thumb at Hunter.


  “Kinda,” Mallory said and then frowned. “But no, not that at all. Hear me out. When the four of us came together for the first time two years ago on that film committee for the LGBT Center, we were unstoppable.”


  “We were.” Sam echoed her, smiling at the memory. “Like it was ordained or something.”


  Brooklyn nodded. “I didn’t know you guys at all, but I did know that we worked together like gangbusters. Like we’d been doing it our whole lives.” She glanced at each of them in appreciation. “I’d never had that kind of chemistry with any other group of people in my entire life.”


  This was her chance. Mallory pushed up onto her knees as energy took hold. “Think about it, you guys. With Brooklyn’s big ideas, my project-management skills, Samantha’s money magic, and Hunter’s killer eye for graphics, we cover all the bases.”


  Hunter inclined her head to the side. “All the bases for what? I don’t think the larger world needs a film committee.”


  “Advertising.” Mallory sat back and let the word resonate. Her friends looked intrigued but definitely not sold.


  “Explain,” Sam said.


  “I think when we graduate, we should start our own firm in the city.” Eyes widened and the room fell uncharacteristically silent. Not exactly what she’d been hoping for. Brooklyn and Samantha exchanged a glance, but damn it, still no one said anything. “Well, not everyone at once,” Mallory said, gazing at the floor as her confidence fluttered.


  Brooklyn spoke first and it was clear she was tentative. “You think we could do that? Honestly?”


  Mallory didn’t hesitate. “I know we could do it. I was at Jennings and Sons today. They’re one of the top firms in New York. Huge in size and money galore, but they had nothing on us in terms of ingenuity. Give me you three and an empty room, and we could change the world of advertising. I know we could.”


  “It’s fun to think about,” Sam said. “But starting a business in Manhattan is expensive. We’d need capital, and no bank is going to approve us for a loan without some kind of hard-core experience. I’m not saying it’s not a kick-ass idea or that I wouldn’t love to work with you guys—”


  “When I graduate, my trust fund reverts to me,” Mallory said, putting it all out there.


  Three pairs of eyes blinked back at her.


  Hunter set down her wineglass and met Mallory’s gaze. “You’d be willing to lay your trust fund on the line for us?”


  Mallory didn’t hesitate. “I would.”


  Brooklyn raised her hand. “And there’s enough in there to—”


  “Purchase a small country,” Mallory filled in.


  Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “I knew your family was wealthy, but I guess I’ve never really heard you mention it before.”


  Mallory shrugged. “It’s a small detail in the scheme of who I am. The important part is that money is about to fall into my hands and I want to do something that matters with it. Invest in a project I happen to believe in wholeheartedly.”


  “And that’s us?” Brooklyn asked, her big blue eyes carrying such reverence for the concept.


  “Then I’m in,” Hunter said.


  Samantha’s head swiveled. “Whoa. Just like that?”


  “Just like that,” Hunter said. “If Mal believes in us, so do I.”


  Sam balked. “But there’s something to be said for thinking things through. What about our future plans? I have two job interviews lined up next week alone, at big-ten accounting firms no less. Yes, this idea is fun to think about. Hell, it’s the most exciting thing anyone has asked me in a while, but we need to examine it from all the angles first. We need a business plan, a—”


  “I’m in too,” Brooklyn said. Mallory smiled at her as her heart soared. That was two of three.


  “Thank you, Brooklyn. We’re going to need your ideas like never before.”


  “Good, because I have a lot of ’em.” She and Brooklyn clinked glasses.


  All eyes were now on Samantha, who blew out a breath. “What if we put all of our eggs in this basket and it turns out to be one great big failure?”


  “Or,” Mallory said, leaning forward, her voice quiet. “What if it’s the best damn basket that ever happened to any of us?”


  “Come on, Sammie Sam,” Brooklyn said, wrapping an arm around Samantha. “Let’s weave New York City baskets together. Try something amazing with us.”


  Hunter tilted her head and regarded Sam. “The world needs cooler baskets.”


  “I knew I shouldn’t have used the basket analogy,” Sam muttered, covering her eyes. “I just don’t know. A business?” But she was smiling and had that faraway look in her eyes. “We’d have to kill ourselves to get it off the ground. Hustle, schmooze, burn the midnight oil like we’ve never done before.”


  “And we would,” Mallory answered in all seriousness, because if she was born to do one thing, it was succeed. And with the war she was about to incite when her parents caught wind of this plan, she had to be ready to prove them wrong. “You can think about it if you want,” Mallory offered.


  But something in Sam’s demeanor seemed to shift. She sat a little taller and met Mallory’s gaze squarely. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s give it a go for a year. See where we’re at.”


  “Yeah?” Mallory asked, the excitement gathering slowly in her chest.


  “Hell, yeah,” Hunter said and jumped to her feet. And they were up and hugging before Mallory even knew what hit her. Relief. That’s the feeling that rushed over her in powerful waves as she pulled Samantha into a celebratory embrace. It had been an idea out of left field, but an idea she fiercely believed in, and within an hour of asking them, all three of her friends were on board as well.


  Suddenly, it seemed like this thing was really going to happen, the four of them chasing their dreams together. And with a clean slate stretched luxuriously in front of them, the future could be anything they wanted it to be. The prospect was daunting and thrilling all at the same time.


  As they settled back into their comfy spots, Mallory took in the faces of her three most treasured friends on the planet and knew there was no one else she’d take such a huge leap with. Feeling like she should say something, she raised a glass. “This is a big decision for us, and as we embark upon this venture together, I want to say that I have faith in our ability, and in each and every one of you. Let’s go places together. To us.”


  And with that, four glasses met in the middle of the circle. Amidst the fluttering in her stomach, Mallory smiled, because this was a moment. They had a lot of work ahead of them, and it would be a little terrifying, but she was ready for that and whatever else the world had in store.


  The future looked bright.


  And she, for one, couldn’t wait.


  Chapter One


  


  Nine years later


  


  Mallory brushed a triumphant strand of hair from her forehead as she crossed Sixty-eighth and Broadway, her own little victory song laying down a beat in her head. Moments before, she’d sealed the deal with an up-and-coming dog-food brand, a hard-to-land account. She’d done her research, nurtured the relationship, and had articulated her presentation exactly the way she’d rehearsed. It had taken weeks of long hours at the office in preparation, but her hard work and her team’s innovation had won them the account over one of the advertising giants in town.


  Her favorite kind of victory.


  Now it was time to celebrate. She texted the news back to the office, and her friends immediately flooded her screen, suggesting celebratory drinks at their favorite bar. Perfect. Because this kind of thing was worth celebrating, as it marked another amazing victory for Savvy.


  As she walked, still on the amazing high, Mallory considered switching from the heels on her feet to the comfy sneakers she kept in her attaché for traversing the streets of Manhattan. But actually, no, the heels felt like part of her mojo in the present moment. She’d leave them on.


  Strut a little.


  Toss her hair when she felt like it, because that was the kind of awesome day it had been. Her feet would deal with the fallout later, as nothing on Earth could topple the feeling she got after landing an account. It could only be described as the best drug around. Euphoria. Pride. Excitement—all wrapped up into one. If another kind of experience that could fill her up this way existed, she’d yet to encounter it.


  Mallory hopped the C train back to Soho, mentally high-fiving every person in her car, and made her way up the sidewalk on Spring Street to the bar. Showplace was their go-to spot to let off a little steam and unwind from the day. They served the best drinks and offered a laid-back vibe. Plus, it was their place, and that made it awesome in its own right.


  She located Brooklyn, Samantha, and Hunter at their standard table to the left of the long wooden bar at the center of the room. Purple lights backlit the bottles of alcohol in a rather grandiose display that Mallory couldn’t help but transfix on every once in a while. Something artistic about it drew her eye. The ceilings were tall, and the industrial rafters offered a gritty vibe reminiscent of old-school Soho that contrasted nicely with the trendier furniture.


  The place was already filling up with locals, mostly lesbians but some not, and it was only just now five o’clock. So much for their best-kept secret. In the past year, Showplace had seemed to double in popularity. It functioned as a bar during the week but transformed into an edgier nightspot on weekends, complete with a DJ and a very active dance floor.


  As Mallory approached the table, her three friends broke out in a round of applause. “I’d sing ‘For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow,’ but no one wants to hear me sing,” Brooklyn said, pulling Mallory into an embrace. “You’re an advertising rock star, you know that?”


  Mallory smiled widely. “Thanks for noticing, and no singing required. Plus, it was a total team effort. They loved your graphics,” she said to Hunter. “As in, gonna-propose-and-have-their-children loved.”


  “Score,” Hunter said, smiling.


  “And the pitch? How’d that go? We need details.” Sam’s green eyes sparkled with excitement.


  “They ate it up,” Mallory told them, then shifted to meet Brooklyn’s gaze. “Your day-in-the-life-of-a-dog idea had the whole room buzzing. They laughed. They applauded. Lives were changed forever. Oh, and they signed the contract.” She pulled it from her attaché and held it up in victory for her friends to see.


  Sam snatched it and studied the fine print. “And they’re going with the recommended budget. Nice score, Ms. Spencer.”


  Mallory grinned proudly. “I thought you’d like that, money ninja that you are. I’m getting the drinks today. We all deserve it. Martinis?”


  “Yes,” chorused three happy faces.


  Mallory approached the bar, and despite the growing crowd vying for attention, she didn’t have to wait long for that blond bartender to approach. The woman, Hope something, had worked there about a year now and had every lesbian in a fifteen-block radius crushing on her. It was pretty obnoxious. Then again, maybe that accounted for all the new business.


  “What can I get for you?” Hope asked.


  “Four cucumber martinis and a side of olives.”


  “Coming up.” Hope smiled that easy smile she always seemed to smile, and Mallory nodded back politely instead. Flirtatious bartenders were so not her thing, regardless of how good-looking they might be. The whole concept was clichéd at best. Hope returned with a tray of four drinks and slid them expertly in Mallory’s direction.


  “Enjoy.” And there was that smile again. Annoying.


  “What do I owe you?” she asked.


  “On the house.”


  This wasn’t the first time either. “I don’t mind paying for the drinks,” Mallory said curtly.


  “And I don’t mind letting the house do that.”


  Mallory raised a questioning eyebrow. “Won’t you get in trouble with your boss?”


  Hope smiled again. “Doubtful. But thank you for looking out for me.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Mallory said sweetly. “But thanks for the drinks.” And with that, she was on her way back to her table.


  “She was sooo flirting with you,” Samantha said, reaching for a martini.


  “So what else is new?” Brooklyn asked. “I think it’s apparent that our friendly bartender has a thing for Little Miss Mallory.”


  Mallory suppressed an eye roll. “She does not. She’s just flirtatious. Bartenders do that sort of thing for tips.”


  “Correction,” Hunter said. “She’s flirtatious with you. Have you seen the throngs of hopeful young lesbians lining the bar, making eyes at her? Nothing. She ignores them all.”


  Mallory shrugged. “Well, I haven’t done anything to encourage that kind of attention.”


  “Except flaunt your ultra hotness in her bar several times a week,” Brooklyn pointed out and sipped her martini. “Someone’s got a crush. And by someone, I mean the woman who makes the best martinis I’ve ever tasted.”


  Samantha sat back in her chair. “I have to say, she’s pretty easy on the eyes, that one.”


  Hunter followed her gaze to the bar and stared back at Samantha. “I’m sitting right here.”


  “Don’t worry. I prefer brunettes,” Sam said, leaning into Hunter and placing a kiss under her jaw. They’d been together for six months now, and while adorable, it was still a dynamic Mallory and Brooklyn were getting used to. Their best friends were now shacking up, and that required a tiny adjustment period.


  Right on cue, Brooklyn met her eyes and smiled in solidarity. But it wasn’t like Brooklyn came without love-life complications of her own. Only a year ago she’d fallen in love with their sworn corporate rival, Jessica Lennox. At that point, things had turned a little tricky. But in the end, Mallory had found that with a little extra added maturity, they could all find a way to make it work. And they had. Brooklyn was enormously happy with Jessica, and Savvy was doing better than ever. A win-win.


  “I bet you could score her number if you were interested,” Brooklyn whispered to Mallory.


  Mallory leaned in and whispered back. “Except I’m not.”


  Brooklyn stared at her like she just couldn’t quite believe that, which only irritated Mallory further. She glanced over her shoulder at the bar only to lock eyes with Hope, who, once again, smiled.


  Damn it.


  


  *


  


  Mallory was the first one into the Savvy office that Friday morning. While the acquisition of the new dog-food client was a major coup, it didn’t mean they could let up. She had a new account on the horizon, an independent chain of movie theaters gaining ground in the Northeast, and as such, she needed to get a jump on the day. With a consultation set up with their CEO the following week, intense preparation would be part of her secret arsenal. Her competitors were spread too thin; therefore, hard work put Savvy ahead of the game.


  She stifled a yawn. Given the early hour, it was lucky her commute was so short—an elevator ride from the fifteenth to the sixth floor, to be specific. One of the benefits of working in an artist’s loft was that zoning laws allowed her to live in the same building in which she worked. Samantha and Hunter, who lived on the eleventh floor, enjoyed the same convenience.


  Mallory slid open the heavy door to the loft and flipped on the lights, surveying the empty office. High industrial ceilings topped an open floor plan populated with four desks, a less-than-comfortable (but gorgeous) sculpted couch, a fully functioning kitchen, and a heavy oak conference-room table for staff meetings. Everything they could possibly need to go to advertising war and win, and over the last nine years, they’d done a pretty awesome job of it. Soho Savvy was gaining momentum in the advertising industry and was now considered one of the go-to firms in New York City. Mallory couldn’t have hoped for more when they’d first agreed to go into business together that night so many years ago, sitting on the floor of her apartment. It had taken a lot of work over a number of years, but their boutique size allowed the agency to provide their clients personalized service, and their innovative campaign ideas had more than one marketing exec raising an interested eyebrow. She and her friends had built the business one client at a time, and there was nothing in life Mallory was more proud of.


  “You headed inside?” Mallory jumped at the sound of Hunter’s voice behind her. “Or would you rather, you know, stare off into space a little while longer? Because we can do that.”


  “Whoa. So did not see you walk up,” Mallory said to Hunter, her hand over her rapidly beating heart. “What are you doing here this early? You’re not an early riser. This is odd.”


  “It’s Hamptons day,” Hunter said. “Since we’re heading out at noon, I thought I should get an early jump on things. I have an ad layout to get to Foster Foods before we close up shop.”


  “Gotcha. Me too. Not the ad, but the jump on things.”


  Hunter grinned at her and Mallory moved into the office. With spring newly upon them, she’d invited her friends to her family’s summer home on the beach in East Hampton. The place would go empty that weekend, and with the warmer temperatures, it would be fun to take advantage of a little fun in the sun, blow off some of the stress from the week.


  “Good morning, everyone,” Sam said, entering the loft behind them. “You’re here early,” she said to Mallory.


  “I didn’t know you were coming in early too,” Hunter said to Sam, who leaned in and placed a kiss on Hunter’s lips. “I’d have waited for you before coming down.”


  “Last-minute decision,” Sam said, moving to her desk and switching on her computer. “I want to price out some of the location stuff for the Serenity shoot so Mal can send it over to them for approval before we leave for,” she put both hands in the air and looked skyward in reverence, “the Hamptons. We’re going to the Hamptons today, you guys!”


  “Someone’s ready for a vacation,” Mallory said grinning. Sam’s happiness was contagious.


  Samantha shook her head, her medium-length auburn hair bouncing. “You have no idea. I plan to eat cheeseburgers and stare at the water and sleep in and maybe do some stretching, which I never get to do in real life. Stretching, you guys. It’s going to be a time. Do you hear me? A time.”


  Hunter passed Mallory a look. “No pressure or anything.”


  “None at all,” Mallory said back in amusement.


  “How is it everyone is here already?” Brooklyn asked from the loft’s door. “I was supposed to have been the early bird today. Why am I never the early bird?”


  “Because you’re Brooklyn, and that’s cosmically impossible,” Mallory offered calmly. “Let me guess. Half day at the office so you wanted to make sure you hit your deadlines before we head out?”


  “It’s like you read my thoughts,” Brooklyn whispered reverently. “Since we’re all here, should I make a Starbucks run? Please say yes.”


  “It would make you queen of the office,” Sam said promptly from behind her computer monitor.


  “Perfect, because I need to be queen of the office.” Brooklyn turned on her heel. “Her Corporate Majesty will be back shortly with java.”


  “Do we have to call her that?” Hunter asked Sam as the door slid closed behind Brooklyn.


  Samantha shrugged. “Just for an hour or so.”


  Hunter nodded and hopped up on the counter with her laptop the way Hunter often did. “I can do this. And after five hours of making this layout my bitch, we hit the road and I stare at the water from Mallory’s fancy beach house.”


  “I love Mal’s fancy beach house,” Sam said dreamily.


  “Then we should hurry up and get there. Five hours and counting.” Mallory stared at her watch, marking the time. “And, go!”


  With that, the Savvy office fell into silence and the team went to work. Mallory lost herself in press clippings and background research on what Big Top Theatres was all about as she sipped the latte Brooklyn had brought her. What she found was that the Big Top brand had garnered attention for being an unapologetic, edgy movie-theater chain that catered to younger audiences, selling alcohol and food, and taking the polite out of all customer-service announcements. Their cell-phone-policy videos were going viral on the Internet and garnering them a ton of buzz.


  They now needed someone to help structure it all.


  Uniquely, they were the type of client that fell outside of Savvy’s typical, more mainstream fare, but Mallory felt like a challenge might do them good. They could be just as hip and edgy as the next guy. More, in fact. She spent the latter part of the morning making some client calls and setting up a few new consultations, before a singsongy alarm sounded across the room.


  Sam stood triumphantly with her phone in her hand. “Happy weekend, everybody! It’s time to road-trip and sing badly to the radio. Race you to the car. I call shotgun as long as Brooklyn’s not driving!”


  


  *


  


  Hope Sanders blinked against the slash of sunlight across her eyes and reached absently in the direction of her bedside table, anything to shut up the incessant beeping of that God-awful alarm clock. After snoozing the sucker, she rolled onto her back and slid farther beneath the covers, luxuriating in the warmth and how peaceful her body felt after a little bit of rest. Still craving more time, she was thereby willing to ignore the fact that it was 12:30 in the afternoon and time to get up. Well, at least ignore it for a little while longer.


  Hope ran a hand through her blond hair, smoothing it from the night’s sleep, and brought it around to rest on one shoulder as she mentally scrolled through the checklist of things she needed to accomplish before opening the bar that night. As it was Friday, she’d start with payroll before meeting the electrician about the blinking lights in the kitchen, then take delivery on her liquor order, and end with a quick staff powwow to talk through the drink specials for the weekend. By that time, it would be time to get Showplace up and open by four p.m., as she was expecting a busy weekend ahead. Hopefully by two a.m. the next morning, she’d be back home in her small Soho apartment, eating dinner and doing it all again for Saturday night.


  It wasn’t a glamorous life, but Showplace was everything to Hope.


  Her dream, in fact.


  She’d purchased the bar from the struggling owner at a steal just over a year and a half ago with a down payment she’d spent years socking away from big tips tending bar on the Lower East Side. It’s amazing the kind of money a dedicated bartender could make in New York City. Men tipped well when you smiled and listened to their stories, tossing in an occasional sympathetic nod. They tipped even better if you left a couple buttons undone, which she wasn’t opposed to doing when the occasion warranted it. Well worth it too, as it put her on the path to where she was now. Showplace was her ticket to a better life for herself, and after all of the slogging and hard work, she wasn’t about to blow it.


  Hope stretched her limbs like a cat and with a deep exhale pushed herself into a sitting position, which was, you know, progress. Her muscles were sore from lifting the bins of glassware she’d hauled to the bar from the kitchen, but it was the kind of ache she loved, a badge of honor that kept her in the midst of the hubbub. She would never be the type of business owner that rode a desk all the time. She preferred to be out there in the mix, working the bar and keeping her eye on the traffic.


  She checked the clock. Time to get moving.


  “Hey, Teddy,” she said as she strolled into Showplace an hour later. It was dark and quiet, a sharp contrast to the way it would spark to life in just a few hours when hundreds of twenty- to thirty-somethings occupied spots at the bar, tables, and dance floor. Mainly lesbians, as that seemed to be the flavor of the place lately, but it was all the same to her. Though she dated women herself, people were people and everyone was welcome at Showplace.


  “Hiya, boss,” Teddy called back. “Liquor arrived early. I signed for it and am updating the inventory.”


  “This is why I keep you around,” she said, sliding onto a stool across the bar from Teddy, who was hard at work stocking the much-needed liquor for that night. The kid was good, she had to admit: the kind of employee you could count on to have your back. A little on the shorter side, but nice-looking with sandy-brown hair, which never hurt in this business. He was close to twenty-five years old and had pretty much come with the bar when she’d purchased it. However, his presence had made the transition an easy one for her. Sure, she’d implemented a number of changes to attract a hipper crowd to the place, but he’d liked the direction she was taking Showplace and had eagerly made it his mission to become her right-hand man.


  She looked around, still very much surprised that it was all hers. In the year and a half since the place had become hers, revenue had nearly tripled, which meant they were doing something right. It still wasn’t easy though, as rent was ridiculous in the city. Some months she barely squeaked by.


  Teddy snatched the schedule from where it hung on a nail behind the bar and consulted the night ahead before handing it to her—part of their opening routine. Three cocktail waitresses and two cooks were scheduled to work. Teddy pointed at the schedule in her hands. “Kendall called in sick again, so we’re down to two wait staff, but I can call in that new hire. What was her name?”


  Hope mentally recalled the somewhat awkward girl she’d hired the week prior. Not the most sophisticated of individuals, but there was something about her that Hope took pity on. Plus, she seemed like a fast learner. “Right. Sophie. Though I’m not sure Friday night is a great first put-in. It gets a little crazy in here.”


  Teddy shrugged. “She has waitressing experience. Just seemed a little timid personality-wise.”


  Hope nodded. “Maybe she’ll find her stride. She seemed like a sweet girl. Give her a call, I guess. Trial by fire it is.” She tapped the bar once and headed to her office at the back of the room. “Oh, and tell Kendall she’s on probation. I don’t care how much the regulars like her. That’s her third call-in this month, and she had five the month prior. It’s convenient that she’s sick every time her girlfriend’s in town.”


  “Will do, boss. Oh, and Hope,” he called.


  “Yeah?” she said, leaning on the doorjamb.


  “Four girls left numbers for you last night.” He held up several small sheets of paper in various states. It wasn’t new. Because she spent most nights mixing drinks behind the bar, she got a lot of attention from customers, most of them women. Flattering? Yes. Good for business? Most definitely. But she wasn’t interested.


  “You can toss ’em,” she told Teddy.


  “You sure?” he asked. “Some of these girls were cute, and you need a social life.”


  “The bar is my social life.”


  He stared at her, dubious. “The short blonde who always bats her eyes at you and then whispers to her friends might be a good one to call. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed her. She sits at the bar and stares at you longingly at least three times a week. It’s starting to get sad.”


  Ah, yes, Leslie. Sweet girl who wore very little. Perhaps she had an aversion to clothes and their purpose in the contemporary world. “I’ve noticed her. I’m just not really feeling it with Leslie, ya know? Let me know when the electrician gets here.”


  Teddy sighed. “Yeah, yeah.”


  Chapter Two


  


  The fire danced in the most mesmerizing way. Mallory stared into it, finding it utterly calming. Something about the way the flames licked back and forth, up and down in a never-ending ballet lulled her somewhere peaceful.


  It was nice out. She didn’t know what time it was, probably close to ten, but it had been a relaxing evening. As she sat with her friends on the beach, she felt the stress of the city sliding off her exponentially. They’d enjoyed some fantastic conversation around the fire after a killer round of cheeseburgers prepared for them by Brooklyn and Samantha, the tag-team duo of BBQ greatness. They’d even worn matching aprons, which was cute and obnoxious in tandem.


  As night had fallen, the temperature had followed suit. Hunter’s dog, Elvis, exhausted from frolicking along the shoreline, snoozed on his side next to the fire. To combat the chill, the five of them had draped themselves with blankets and slipped into hoodies, but the fire put out enough heat to make the night feel comfortable, cozy even.


  Earlier that day, after picking up Brooklyn’s girlfriend, Jessica, and of course, Elvis, they’d made the two-hour drive from the city in a giant SUV Mallory had borrowed from her father, collector of all things automotive. He’d graciously handed her the keys and kissed her on the cheek after one of their traditional lunches the day prior, telling her to enjoy the weekend and take care of the house.


  She wouldn’t let him down on either count.


  Once they arrived in Montauk, they’d quickly unloaded the car, carrying groceries, wine, and beach supplies into Mallory’s family’s beach house.


  “So this place is yours?” Jessica asked as she stood in the entryway and looked upward to the ceiling that towered two-stories tall in the living room. “It’s gorgeous, and I’m not just saying that because it’s a nice thing to say. It truly is.”


  “Thanks,” Mallory said. “But it’s technically a family home, not all mine. My brothers and sisters and I trade weekends. The décor all comes from my mother, however. All custom finishes.”


  “I can tell.” Jessica turned to her in sincerity as her three friends whirled past in a flash of chatter about bathing-suit colors and which BBQ sauce was the most kick-ass. “I just wanted to say thank you for including me this weekend. I’m really happy to be here.”


  “Of course. I’m glad you made it.” Mallory and Jessica had come a long way from their days of hating each other on the corporate battlefield, and Mallory could honestly say that Jessica was a good person, and surprisingly quite likable. Apparently, it was best not to judge a person until you knew them. Lesson learned.


  After everything had been unpacked and deposited in its proper place, Samantha and Brooklyn met in the living room for their traditional game of Rock-Paper-Scissors to determine who got the good room. Well, the second-best room, really, as Mallory’s was the luxurious master with a balcony facing the beach and the Jacuzzi tub to die for.


  “Don’t be a cheater,” Samantha warned Brooklyn. “You’re often a cheater. I know this because I’ve met you.”


  Brooklyn narrowed her gaze at Sam. “Please. What I am is good at this game and you’re terrified. That’s what’s going on here.”


  Jessica seemed to be following the showdown with mild concern. “Brook, why don’t we let Samantha and Hunter have the good room? We’ll be happy wherever.”


  “That’s really not the point,” Brooklyn whispered back.


  “You should listen to your girlfriend,” Samantha said, joining the whispering.


  Hunter glanced over at Jessica and held her hands palms up. “You should know that I couldn’t care less what room I sleep in.”


  Jessica bumped Hunter’s shoulder with her own. “That’s because you’re low maintenance in the most awesome way possible.”


  “Why, thank you,” Hunter answered, smiling.


  “Shhh,” Sam said, reaching back and squeezing Hunter’s hand. “This is important and requires intense focus.”


  “It is,” Brooklyn said, a gleam in her eye.


  Mallory watched her two friends face off while their respective girlfriends surveyed the scene with tepid interest, the stakes a lot lower for them. Round one went to Samantha, who trounced Brooklyn’s scissors with a rock. Brooklyn came back swinging, however, and threw paper over Sam’s rock, scoring a point.


  “Way to change up your strategy, Sammie Sam,” Brooklyn shot sarcastically, clearly in game mode. “A little fixated on that rock, aren’t we? How boring.”


  Samantha met her gaze with a gleam in her eye. “Don’t be jealous. At least I have a strategy.”


  “Shock! Gasp! Horror!” Brooklyn said, her jaw falling open in offense. Finally, in a dramatic tiebreaker, Brooklyn lost when Samantha stayed true to her rock-throwing form and once again smashed Brooklyn’s scissors, sending her falling backward onto the couch in dramatic defeat. Typical Brooklyn.


  “I can’t believe I lost to a rock. This is tragic. I shan’t recover.”


  Jessica glanced down at her girlfriend. “But you’re cute when you’re tragic and say shan’t.”


  “Oh yeah?” Brooklyn pushed herself up on her elbow, moving closer to Jessica’s mouth. “I shan’t help it,” she said, which earned her a chuckle and tender kiss from Jessica.


  Mallory glanced away, as they were clearly entering the land of goo-goo eyes, and she didn’t need to go along for that ride. Instead, she turned to address Samantha to offer good-room congratulations, but stopped short when she saw her slip onto her toes and meet Hunter’s lips with a kiss of her own. Look at that, another happy couple moment. Oh, and check out the fancy pattern in this granite countertop. All swirly and such. Fascinating stuff.


  Hunter and Samantha headed off to the hard-won good room to unpack, and Brooklyn and Jessica remained on the couch lost in the land of new love. Except, you know what? It wasn’t that new anymore and they were still obsessed with each other. Curse them. Bitter, party of one?


  Shaking herself out of it, Mallory headed upstairs to relax in her own room for a bit. After inhaling a little of the glorious seaside air, she spent a little time organizing her space and checking her email to be sure there wasn’t a client in need out there. Alone with her thoughts, she reflected on the new group dynamic. She’d be lying if she said a tug of envy didn’t pull at her heart. Everyone was coupled up now, and though she didn’t begrudge her friends their happiness in the slightest, part of her wondered what that must feel like. To have someone.


  This was the first Hamptons trip they’d taken since Hunter and Samantha had become an item in addition to Brooklyn and Jessica’s well-established thing. Mallory had acclimated to it in their everyday world, but here on vacation, it felt different somehow. Everyone was a twosome and she was the odd one out—which was stupid because these were her best friends on the planet and nothing had truly changed.


  Plus, it wasn’t like she never dated. Hell, she dated. She went on a date, what was it? A year ago? And then there was the flirtation with the woman at the law firm who handled some of their legal paperwork. And when she’d had dinner with Angela from college there’d been some…interplay. Though whatever it had been had fizzled out.


  In fact, they always fizzled out.


  Something to think about maybe…


  Sitting around the fire on the beach now, the stars twinkling brightly overhead, Mallory felt that pang again as she glanced around at Brooklyn and Jessica snuggled together in their chairs and Hunter leaned back against Sam’s legs from her spot in front of the fire. As they talked, Sam occasionally picked up Hunter’s hair and dropped it. It was a simple gesture, but it pricked Mallory a bit.


  “Mal? Did we lose Mallory?” Hunter’s voice pulled her from her thoughts and she glanced around, realizing she’d drifted from the conversation.


  “I’m sorry. What?” Mallory smiled and gave her head a small shake. “Dazed out there for a second. The fire’s a little entrancing.”


  “Just asked if you wanted another marshmallow? Because I happen to excel at marshmallows and fire and all things related to the two,” Hunter said, indicating the almost perfectly roasted marshmallow on the edge of her spear. Mallory refrained from showing her up, as the title of Best Marshmallow Roaster on Planet Earth definitely resided with her.


  “No, thank you. I’m good.”


  Hunter caught her eye and offered a questioning glance that seemed to say where’d you go just then? In the background Jessica and Sam debated whether it was better to start the morning with volleyball or to hold off until the early afternoon when it would be warmer out. That next night they’d have a few friends over for cocktails and kick off the season properly. After all, Mallory loved a good party.


  “You sure about that? The being-okay thing?” Hunter asked, and Mallory understood that her friend was checking in on her.


  “Yes, of course. But I am heading inside for a moment to refresh my drink. Can I get anyone anything?” Mallory asked the group, forcing a bright smile.


  “Maybe a bottle of water?” Brooklyn asked. “I’d love you forever if you brought me a bottle of water.”


  “Then I shall complete this task and be forever loved.” As Mallory turned, she caught sight of Hunter nudging Sam gently with her elbow. Interesting. She didn’t know what she’d started, but she had a feeling she was about to find out.


  As she poured herself half a margarita—never one to overindulge, Samantha appeared in the doorway right on cue, Elvis at her heels. “Drink for you?” Mallory asked, stealing a bottle of water from the door of the fridge for Brooklyn. She poured some extra water into Elvis’s bowl. He licked her ankle in gratitude.


  “Nope. Just thought I’d keep you company.”


  Mallory studied her friend. Her auburn hair was pulled into a loose braid, her face happy, relaxed. Beach Sam was quite possibly her favorite version of Sam. “Super nice of you, but why do I feel like you’ve been sent on a mission?”


  Samantha shrugged. “Just wanted to check in. I know it’s gotta be a little strange for you—”


  “Because you’re all in love now and I’m not? Nah. I’m good. I happen to adore all of you and will happily be your fifth wheel anytime.” She smiled her most breezy smile for emphasis.


  Sam looked skyward. “Well, how could you not? Plus, someday you’re going to even out that number, I bet.”


  “Yeah, don’t count on it. I’m kind of high maintenance if you hadn’t noticed.”


  Sam slid onto one of the oak stools that surrounded the kitchen island. “What? You?!” Mallory had to throw a dishtowel at Sam because it was ordained by God.


  “Trust me. Someone out there can totally handle you and your many complexities.”


  “If that’s true, I’ve yet to meet her. Please let her be sexy.”


  “Only the best for Mallory Spencer.”


  Mallory sighed dreamily. “You get me. You really get me.”


  “But seriously, you’re okay?”


  She met Sam’s gaze. “I’m okay. I won’t lie. I look at you guys and wonder what it’s like. You know, to be young and in love. But it’s not my time yet. I’m mature enough about the whole thing to get that. And not everyone is meant to settle down. I happen to do really well on my own.”


  “That you do.” Sincerity crossed Sam’s features and the mood seemed to shift. “You know I’ve looked up to you from the first moment I met you, right? And I’m still doing that to this day. This moment.”


  It meant a lot, the candor of those words. “Thank you, Sam.”


  “You’re welcome. Excited for tomorrow?”


  Mallory felt a little flutter of anticipation at the mention of the gathering at the beach house the following evening. Nothing major, but a couple dozen or so friends for drinks and hors d’oeuvres. Most of the guests would travel in from the city. Little parties and the details that went into them were her favorite. “Yep. The catering company should arrive at four thirty. They’re bringing everything, so all we have to do is open the doors, sit back, and relax. I told people to arrive anytime after six. That way they’ll be here to see the sunset over the water, which happens to be my most favorite visual in life.”


  “See? You’re kind of a romantic under that very put-together Mallory persona.”


  “Oh, you think so, huh?”


  Samantha nodded. “I know it. And maybe you’ll fall in love at this very party.”


  Mallory stared at her friend. “Doubtful. I made the guest list, remember?”


  “Don’t count your chickens, Spencer. That’s all I’m saying.”


  Mallory followed Sam back to the bonfire and took her seat, joining in the great debate on reality TV and its status as a guilty pleasure. Brooklyn held up a finger.


  “I’m just saying that modern programming pales deeply in comparison to the great shows of the sixties. Give me The Patty Duke Show over American Idol any day.”


  “Thank you!” Sam said in solidarity. “Exactly.”


  Jessica sat a little taller. “That’s all well and good, but I’m still going to watch Yard Crashers every Saturday morning and love it. I refuse to feel guilty about that.”


  Brooklyn stared at her. “You’re a mystery to me, you know that?”


  Jessica leaned over and nuzzled Brooklyn’s cheek. “You love that I keep you guessing.”


  Brooklyn surrendered into a dreamy smile. “I really, really do.”


  Then, out of the corner of her eye, Mallory caught Sam whisper something in Hunter’s ear. There they go again. “I’ll be right back,” Hunter said, and just like that, she headed off in the direction of the house.


  “Do you need something?” Mallory called after her, remembering to play hostess.


  “No way. You guys enjoy. Just something I forgot to take care of.”


  Content that she wasn’t needed, Mallory decided to dive back into the evening and enjoy herself. “S’more me,” she said to Brooklyn, who promptly tossed the marshmallows her way. “Now sit back and take notes, everyone.”


  “I think we’re about to get S’more-schooled,” Sam announced.


  Brooklyn tossed her a look. “You mean S’mooled.”


  Mallory smiled widely. “That you are, grasshoppers. That you are.”


  


  *


  


  Showplace was crazy that Friday night.


  Hope took a deep breath and looked down the bar where approximately ten different customers attempted to catch her eye and place a drink order. Refusing to give in to the ripple of frustration she felt from falling behind, she instead smiled calmly at the next customer, relying on her old skills. Be charming and they’ll forgive anything. “What can I get for you?” she said with a lazy smile.


  “What do you recommend?” the girl asked, bringing the extra added eyelash flutter.


  Hope slid her a card detailing the drink specials. “I make a pretty awesome Old Fashioned.”


  “Sold,” the girl said, a blush dusting her cheeks.


  Hope knew the best way to get out of a backup jam was to give the people what they wanted. Entertainment. So she put on a show as she made the drink, tossing the glass and twisting her wrist as she poured, raising each bottle high as the liquid cascaded down and into the glass with a flourish. When she finished, several of the patrons applauded right on cue. She smiled appreciatively and moved on to the next customer, lazy smile intact. Two hours later, Hope’s shoulders ached and her feet called out for mercy, but she was ahead and looking out over a room full of happy, paying customers.


  And that’s how it’s done, she thought to herself.


  The only fire she’d had to put out was that the new girl, Sophie, had spilled drinks on no fewer than three different customers and apologized about five thousand times.


  “It’s not the end of the world,” Hope told her during a slower moment. “You’ve waited tables before. You probably just need to find your groove.”


  That’s when Sophie had lost it, tears cascading down her face. “I’ve never waited tables before. I lied to get the job.”


  “Oh,” Hope said, not exactly sure what to do with the crying. Not at all her forte.


  “But if you let me keep the job, Miss Sanders, I promise that I will get better. I will practice carrying drinks night and day across my living room if I have to. Please don’t fire me.”


  Hope mulled this plea over. Sophie didn’t exactly fit the typical cocktail-waitress mold. Mousy hair, glasses, and virtually no tray-handling skills. But times were desperate, and Hope needed a warm, dependable body. And then there was something to be said for passion. It’s what had gotten her where she was. She didn’t start mixing amazing drinks overnight. “So you’re saying you’ll work hard to get better.”


  “Beyond hard.”


  “And you’ll always show up when you’re scheduled unless you have a legitimate illness or emergency?”


  “Always,” Sophie said, wiping the tears from her eyes furiously in an attempt to toughen up.


  Hope took a deep breath. “Fine. Tell you what, shadow Becca for the rest of your shift, and Teddy and I will pick up the slack. You’re not scheduled for tomorrow night, but maybe you should come in anyway to see what you can take in from the more established wait staff. Brett’s one of my best waiters, and he’d be great to observe.”


  “Oh my God, thank you,” Sophie said, and launched herself into Hope’s arms.


  “Whoa. Okay. That’s good. That’s enough,” she said and offered up a single obligatory squeeze. “Don’t make me regret this down the line, okay?”


  Sophie released her and grinned like a three-year-old with a new lollipop. She really did seem like a sweet kid. “I won’t,” Sophie said, pointing at Hope and backing away, right into the side of the desk. Ouch. That had to hurt. Not the most graceful, was she? After righting herself and straightening the glasses on her face, Sophie picked up her tray. “Thank you, Miss Sanders, for believing in me.”


  “Call me Hope.”


  “Hope.” Sophie nodded a few times too many and headed off into the bar. Alone, Hope sank into the comfort of her desk chair. God, she needed a day off. Right on cue, her phone buzzed and she glanced down at the readout. Hunter. The two had struck up a pretty awesome friendship once they’d discovered their joint love for the local music scene. Plus, she was just a really chill girl to hang out with.


  “Can you take off tomorrow night?”


  While she technically could, as Teddy was more than capable of filling in, a weekend probably wasn’t the best time to be out. “Doubtful,” she typed back. “Why?”


  “Cocktail party in East Hampton. You need a break. Come play.”


  “Love to. Can’t do it. Work.”


  “Mallory’s party.”


  She stared at the text with no idea why that name caused a tightening in her stomach, yet somehow it did. There was just something about Mallory Spencer. The way she tucked her long dark hair behind her ear when she talked. The way her eyes flashed happiness when one of her friends said something funny. And don’t even get Hope started on the business suits and heels she wore into the bar after work. Hating herself for her weakness, she typed her response. “Fine. Address?”


  The address and reply came rapidly. “Thought so. 832 Lily Pond Lane.”


  She could see Hunter’s smug grin in her head but pushed it aside. Hope wouldn’t classify herself as someone who fell victim to hot girls very often. In fact, she was quite the opposite—calm, cool, and focused on the daily. She took pride in these things, in fact. But maybe a little distraction wasn’t such a horrible thing. So she’d take a day off, stare at the beach for a while, sip a cocktail, and maybe even have a conversation with the alluring Mallory Spencer. There were worse things in the world.


  Chapter Three


  


  The day could not have been more perfect for the party if Mallory had ordered it up herself. The sky was a brilliant blue that would soon be swirling into a mixture of purples and oranges as dusk fell. She shook her head in appreciation at the thought. She could never seem to get enough of those East Hampton sunsets. She’d slipped upstairs to shower and change after an afternoon of beach volleyball with her friends in which her team won every game they played, no matter who her partner happened to be at any given moment. The elite prep school she’d attended in upstate New York happened to have one of the best volleyball teams in the state, and she happened to have been their star player.


  It felt good to win. Damn good.


  Stepping out of the shower, she selected a simple white cocktail dress with three-quarter sleeves for the party. The neckline was a little lower than she usually sported, but they were at the beach after all, and she didn’t mind showing off the tan she’d just snagged. Subtle strappy black heels completed her look, which she could always take off and carry if she ventured off the deck and into the sand. “Well, how do I look?” she asked Elvis, who had followed her to her room. He whined quietly when she scratched his ears, which surely meant he approved. A little bit of fruit-punch lip gloss later and she descended the stairs to the crisscrossing movements of the wait staff readying the space for her guests.


  “Anything I can do, Marcus?” she asked the chef, who was her father’s favorite.


  Marcus kissed her cheek and placed a glass in her hand. “We have it all under control, my darling. Get ready to greet your guests.”


  That she could do.


  One of the many requirements of carrying the Spencer name was knowing how to play hostess, and Mallory happened to rock in that department. Promptly at six, she got to do just that as guests trickled in. Most of them were friends from the city who’d steal any chance to break free of the cement jungle when a Hamptons invitation presented itself. Mallory could identify. The city had a way of swallowing you up if you weren’t careful, as much as she loved it with all her heart.


  She turned to greet her newest arrival. “Bentley!” Mallory said, kissing the cheek of Jessica’s assistant and accepting the bottle of wine he presented in token.


  “This place is killer,” he said, taking in the house. “And meet Jolene.”


  “A pleasure,” she said to the rather serious but gorgeous woman attached to Bentley’s arm. Mallory played nice but reminded herself not to get too attached to Jolene. Bentley was a good-looking guy of about six-two with chiseled features, but his stats also included a revolving door of women. She’d yet to see him with the same girl twice. “Please grab a cocktail and something to eat. I think Brooklyn and Jessica are just outside enjoying the weather.”


  Thirty minutes later and the large deck was full of guests mingling and sipping, some standing and chatting, others lounging on the plush arrangement of outdoor couches. Mallory turned out to the water and her breath caught. Right on schedule the sky had put together a beautiful show for them.


  “You’re right about the sunsets here,” Hunter said. She’d pulled her dark-as-night hair back on one side and outfitted herself in dark denim capris and a light denim halter top that showed off her flawless figure. Mallory had to hate her a little bit sometimes for looking the way she did.


  “Told you. Never gets old.”


  “Oh, and I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds, but I invited a friend to join us tonight,” Hunter said.


  Mallory smiled. “Of course not. The more the merrier.”


  “I thought you might say that,” Hunter said, her eyes settling somewhere behind Mallory. “Because she’s here. I’ll grab her.”


  Mallory turned and followed Hunter’s progress to a stunning blonde in black skimmers and a royal-blue tank top, topped off with a long silver necklace. She had luminous, light-blue eyes and a body with slight curves to kill for. Layered blond hair fell to her shoulders and moved gently with the breeze off the water.


  Wow. Okay.


  Warmth gathered in Mallory’s chest and spread, and tingles prickled the back of her neck. Hunter’s friend was beyond striking. In fact, she—and that’s when the woman turned fully in Mallory’s direction and offered a smile.


  Wait. Hold the phone.


  She knew that smile and recognition took hold. She closed her eyes briefly to readjust and began systematically shoving the tingles back in their tingle-box. Of course, the bartender from Showplace—who also happened to be a friend of Hunter’s. Completely out of context, Mallory hadn’t recognized Hope, but there it was, that easy grin that got slightly under her skin for reasons she still couldn’t name. She sighed internally before smiling and moving to greet her new arrival.


  “Mal, you remember Hope,” Hunter said.


  “Of course. I’m so glad you made it to our little party.” Her eyes connected with those ridiculous light-blue ones, and she resisted an eye roll at her own visceral reaction to them. What in the world was wrong with her? She needed to get herself and her unleashed libido under control and direct it somewhere more appropriate.


  Hope stepped forward with a box in hand. “I didn’t quite know what kind of party this was, but I brought you something small as a gesture of thanks for having me.”


  “That’s very thoughtful of you. You didn’t have to do that.”


  Hope gestured at the box. “It’s my favorite rum from this little distillery in the Caribbean. I’m not sure if you’ve been, but—”


  “To the Caribbean?” Mallory said. “I’ve definitely been to the Caribbean.”


  “Oh, that’s great,” Hope said, and Mallory realized how pretentious the comment must have sounded. Why did she get pretentious when her guard was up? So reminiscent of her mother it was scary. In response, Hunter shot her a “behave” look, which Mallory brushed off. Not her best moment, and apparently she wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. Attempting to rebound, she held up the box. “I’ll give this to Marcus, see if he can’t set us up with some samples for the group.”


  “That would be awesome,” she heard Hope say distantly, but she was already on her way into the house.


  “Is that Hope from Showplace out there?” Brooklyn asked as she passed Mallory in the kitchen.


  “Believe it or not, it is. Hunter invited her.”


  “That’s awesome.”


  “Yay,” Mallory responded halfheartedly and raised both hands in weak celebration.


  Brooklyn passed her a look. “Be nice, Mal. She’s always been nice to you. More than that even. How many free drinks has she sent your way now?”


  Brooklyn had a point and Mallory chastised herself mentally. It had been a knee-jerk reaction, her less-than-polite conversation with the bartender. Hope, she amended mentally. She should call her by her name. Hope, which was actually kind of a nice name. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I guess I’m just in stress mode with everyone here. I want tonight to be nice for all of us, you know?”


  “It already is, Mal. You did a great job, and your dress is amazing. You’re kinda smokin’ tonight. I mean, I know I’d totally do you. I say that in the most platonic way possible, of course.”


  Mallory laughed. “Wow. Thanks, Brooks.”


  Brooklyn placed her hands on Mallory’s shoulders and directed her back to the party. “Now go enjoy yourself. That’s an order.”


  Mallory headed back to her guests, intent on doing just that. She chatted with Jennifer McMartin, their Hamptons neighbor from down the street, whom she’d spent summers making sandcastles with, and her newlywed husband, Jeff, the real-estate mogul from the Upper East Side. Then there was Gordon, their favorite downstairs neighbor from Soho, and his boyfriend TJ, sporting Prada shoes that looked like they’d just been plucked off the new spring line.


  But as Mallory chatted, something had her preoccupied, pulled from the conversation. She was noticeably aware of Hope’s location on the deck at any given moment, and that information seemed to demand her attention, damn it, almost as if someone were ringing a rather distracting bell. Giving in to her curiosity, she stole a look to her left, where she knew she’d find Hope. She stood at the railing with the beach behind her, smiling as she chatted with Hunter and Sam.


  Not that Mallory cared what the conversation was about.


  At all.


  She took another sip from her wineglass and focused on Gordon’s explanation of why daisies were this year’s failed white leggings. She nodded implicitly, as if she couldn’t agree more with the nonsensical analogy. Exactly, Gordon, damn those daisies. In the background, that annoying bell sounded in alarming intensity, and her gaze shifted left again for just a brief moment. One glance never hurt anyone…


  Hope surveyed the gathering, enjoying the ambience of the party, the vibe, and definitely the view. The waves rolled in just a few dozen yards away, and the sun was all but gone beyond the water. She was having a good time, which was kind of surprising, as she hadn’t been convinced she’d enjoy herself when she’d first accepted the invitation to what sounded like a stuffy little neighborhood.


  However, the beautiful night, the gorgeous scenery, and getting to know Hunter’s friends had made the adventure to the Hamptons a worthy one. Plus, there was Mallory in the white dress, which, let’s be honest, had caused her mouth to go dry when Mallory had first approached. True, their initial interaction hadn’t been fantastic, and Mallory had been a little brusque with her, but maybe she’d steal a few minutes and try for a second conversation. Mallory had probably just been busy.


  “So where’d you learn to tend bar?” the blond friend, Brooklyn, asked. “Because I’ve never seen anyone more in command of that place than when you showed up back there. It’s fun to watch you work.”


  “It’s impressive. She’s right,” Sam added.


  Hunter nodded. “And it gets her more attention than anyone in the place. Half those girls show up for the hot bar back. Speaking of which, excuse me for a moment. I’ll be right back.”


  Hope shook her head. “Not true. But to answer your question,” she said, addressing Brooklyn. “I started small, learning everything I could as I went. My first job was behind the bar at this little dive in Queens before I moved to a dive downtown, and then a bit of a nicer place uptown. I put in my time and learned all the tricks before steadily working my way up.”


  “And then you were hired at Showplace?” Mallory asked, joining their group. “Is that what happens next in the story?”


  And there was the white dress again with sexy curves peeking out, her skin flawless and with the addition of a tan. Hope bit back the thought and realized she’d lost the question. “I’m sorry?”


  “You were hired at Showplace after that?” Mallory said.


  “Right. No. No, sorry. Not exactly—”


  But Hope didn’t have time to finish her answer, as a waiter emerged from the house with a tray of shots and the bottle of rum she’d given Mallory. Hunter stood on the top step, looking down on the deck of partygoers and called for everyone’s attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, gentlemen and ladies and whoever the hell else you are, we are lucky enough to have a true connoisseur of spirits with us tonight. My friend, Hope, is a kick-ass bartender from Soho, and she’s brought us a special sample from a gem of a distillery in the Caribbean. So grab a shot of rum as it goes by and let’s toast to a fantastic night and maybe get a little drunk together.”


  And just like that, the guests broke into applause, and a few glances were tossed her way, which made Hope a little self-conscious. She wasn’t one for the spotlight, so she smiled and nodded, feeling the blush touch her cheeks until she lowered her head in escape. “You so didn’t have to do that,” she said to Hunter, who rejoined them, distributing shots to their group.


  “Yes, I did. You’re awesome and so is your rum. I know because I tried some inside.” She bounced her eyebrows and slid her arm around Samantha.


  As the others downed the rum, which wasn’t exactly cheap, Mallory sipped from her glass as if it were some kind of unfortunate insecticide. “It’s very good,” she said to Hope in a less than convincing tone. What was with this girl anyway? She didn’t cut loose very easily. That much was clear.


  “You could just toss it back, you know,” Hope said. “For the full experience.”


  Mallory raised her gaze. “Yeah, I’m not really a ‘toss it back’ kinda girl.”


  “A shame,” Hope said and downed her own shot. “You must miss out on a lot.”


  “Not really,” Mallory fired back. “There’s more than one way to have fun.”


  “Yeah? How do you like to have a good time?” Mallory was pretentious, that much she was learning, but she was also kind of fun to mess with because of it. Her friends on the other hand were watching the exchange as if it were a difficult tennis match.


  “I’m kind of a private person, if you don’t mind.”


  Hope set her empty shot glass on a passing waiter’s tray and held up both hands. “I don’t mind at all.”


  Samantha, who looked a little traumatized, jumped in to save the day. “So when did you discover this little distillery? I happen to love this stuff.”


  “Last year,” Hope told her. “I’d heard rumors about the place and wanted to find out for myself, so I took a little business excursion.”


  “I didn’t know bartenders took business trips,” Mallory said, a perfect smile in place. She was still sipping the rum.


  “And now you do,” Hope informed her, actually really enjoying the give and take now.


  Mallory, however, didn’t seem to be, as her eyes darkened at the retort. “So then you, what? Come back to work and convince your boss to order a case for the bar? You must be pretty persuasive.”


  Hope raised an eyebrow at Mallory, who was clearly on some kind of power trip for reasons she couldn’t identify. “My boss?”


  “Yeah,” Mallory said, pressing on. “He or she must trust their bartenders implicitly to give them ordering power is all. It’s a compliment.”


  Hunter shrugged. “Well, Hope’s excellent at her job. A rock star, and I’m sure that goes a long way.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure,” Mallory said, nodding. “But she’s still a bartender, and as such, one wouldn’t expect her to come with that kind of pull.”


  “Um…actually, I’m not,” Hope answered, nonchalant. This was kinda fun.


  Mallory quirked her head. “I’m sorry. You’re not what?”


  “Just a bartender. I mean, I’m that too. I love to tend bar, but I’m also a business owner.”


  “Owner of what?” Mallory asked.


  “Showplace.”


  Right on cue, four jaws dropped. “Wait,” Brooklyn said, making a rewind gesture with her hands. Hope enjoyed the rewind gesture. “You own Showplace? What happened to that bald guy with the big stomach who used to grumble at everyone? Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen him in a while.”


  “Ralph?” Hope asked. “He was causing the place to bleed money and sold it to me a year and a half ago.”


  “Back when you started working behind the bar and the place got crazy popular out of nowhere?” Hunter stared at her. “And you’re just now telling me this?”


  “I didn’t think it was a secret,” Hope told her in all honesty.


  The best part was that Mallory’s beautiful face was now carefully blank. It seemed she was out of ammunition, which was beyond pleasurable for Hope. She accepted the win but decided not to celebrate. Not really her style. “If you’ll excuse me I think I’m going to check out the water. I’m on kind of a high right now.”


  Mallory watched Hope descend the steps to the sand below with a prickle of regret moving up her spine. She’d behaved badly…again…and she wanted to somehow fix it, because this wasn’t her. At least, it wasn’t who she wanted to be.


  It was dark out now, but the light from the deck illuminated the surrounding shoreline, and with Hope’s blond hair, it wasn’t hard to track her progress as she walked along its edge. “Excuse me a moment,” Mallory said to her friends, who exchanged interested glances. “And stop that. No looking at each other.”


  “Like at all?” Brooklyn called after her. “Because that could get weird.”


  “You’ll figure it out,” she called back.


  When she stepped down onto the beach, she slipped out of her shoes and inhaled sharply at the cold sand against the bottoms of her feet. Unfortunately, when the sun disappeared, it had taken much of the warmth of the day with it. She walked gingerly down to the shoreline and headed north to where she saw Hope, who was staring out at the darkened water.


  “I have no idea why I’m rude to you,” she said to Hope’s back.


  Hope tossed a glance over her shoulder, but she was smiling and that was something. “Yet, you can’t seem to help yourself.”


  Mallory shook her head. “I don’t know what it is.”


  “Try. I’m honestly curious.”


  “I think it’s your cavalier carriage and that smile you have when you make the drinks that switches when you smile at me and then—” She paused because Hope was staring at her with amusement and that sent her defenses flaring. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “I think, in your roundabout way, you just said you’re hot for me.”


  “Pshhh. Um, no.” Mallory looked away as if it was the most ludicrous statement she’d heard in recent history. “That is absolutely not true. In fact,” she said, downing the rest of the shot of rum she still carried, “I find you annoying. And I find the smile annoying. That’s two annoying things about you already.” She covered her mouth in a mixture of shock and regret at the words that had just fled from her mouth without permission.


  Hope shook her head slowly. “There you go again.”


  “I’m so sorry. I don’t know where that comes from. I was brought up with manners, I promise. I’m generally much nicer. But with you, things just fly out of my mouth like it has a mind of its own.”


  Hope held up her hands, palms out. “It’s okay. Listen, you don’t have to like me. In fact, it’s pretty obvious to me that you don’t. No rule that everyone has to get along. Plus, I’m not sure I like you either.”


  Mallory stared at her. “I’m sorry?”


  Hope turned to her and raised a shoulder. “I said, I’m not sure I like you. You’re kind of a snob.”


  “I am not a snob,” Mallory said, outraged at the characterization and yet strangely fixating on Hope’s very full bottom lip. A strange combination of feelings. Must have been the rum.


  “Well, you are a snob. Objectively,” Hope said. “You wrote me off because I tend bar and somehow acted like that made me lesser. It was kind of offensive. We can’t all be from Park Avenue.” But Hope didn’t look offended. That was the thing. Mallory couldn’t help but catch how she did look, however. Her light-blond hair was down, and the wind caught it every few seconds and gave it a sexy little tousle. It was dark on the beach, but every so often the moonlight would illuminate those big blue eyes, the ones that were expressive and yet closed off at the same time. Was that possible? She wasn’t sure. What Hope looked was hot, which was contrary to what Mallory wanted to conclude. So she pushed the thought aside and focused on making amends for her behavior in order to get back to her guests where she should be. It would be rude of her to disappear for too long.


  Mallory ran her fingers through her hair and decided to try again. “But you’re not just a bartender. You’re a small-business owner. I know that now.”


  “See?” Hope said, pointing. “There it is again. That was kind of a pretentious comment, you have to admit. Bartending is a perfectly valid profession. And it’s ridiculously hard. Not too many people are good at it.”


  Mallory rewound the sentence. “Okay, so on review that didn’t sound great, but I’m not a snob. And I get that bartending is complicated.”


  “I think it’s okay to own it,” Hope said, nodding. “The snob thing.”


  “Well, I don’t.”


  “So it bothers you that you’re a snob?”


  “Yes. I mean, no. Because I’m not.” Damn it.


  Hope nodded and the side of her mouth pulled up in amusement. “Yeah, that made total sense.” But the mouth thing, that just infuriated Mallory further.


  “Maybe you’re the one who’s a snob,” Mallory shot back. “Have you ever thought of that? Because you’re being kind of judgmental right now yourself and looking very smug in the process.”


  Hope smiled full-on then and took a step closer to Mallory, who noticed distantly that the cold water was now running across the tops of their feet. “You’re kind of gorgeous when you get all angry like that. Have you heard that before?”


  Mallory swallowed. Caught off guard by the comment, she had no idea what to say. And Hope was noticeably close and, all right, she could admit it, still ridiculously good-looking. Who was she kidding? “I am not.”


  “Mmm-hmm,” Hope said. “Except you are.” And before Mallory knew what hit her, Hope’s hands were on her dress, holding her firmly at her waist, and her mouth crushed against Mallory’s. And oh, dear lord, and baby Jesus and some saints all combined into some kind of miraculous combo platter! There had been no delay, no working up to it, no soft, light touches. Hope had stepped in and taken what she wanted, and the result was a full-on kiss, people, a ten on the Richter scale of lip locking, and Mallory had no choice but to surrender to its significant power.


  In what can only be described as a clichéd reaction, her knees went weak at the onslaught that flooded her body as Hope’s warm mouth moved perfectly, expertly even, against hers. Mallory’s lips parted against the lavish attention because she wasn’t exactly in control any longer. As Hope’s tongue touched hers, all bets were off and she felt herself give back everything she was getting. The temperature on the beach must have shot up in a weird act of nature, and before Mallory knew it, the whole thing was wham-bam over.


  Hope released her and met her eyes. “Sorry, but I had to do that.”


  Mallory blinked, her body still thrumming, her ears ringing, and her mind struggling to catch up to the crazy thing that had just happened outside her family’s summer home. She’d just been kissed—no, owned, by this person standing in front of her who she wasn’t even sure she liked. “Had to?” she finally managed.


  “Had to,” Hope confirmed. “You’re a snob. But you happen to be a really attractive snob. Walk you back?”


  Mallory stared at her, the blood returning to her brain after a long delay. “That’s the first thing you have to say? The snob thing again? Yeah, I think heading back is totally for the best.” She stepped back on still-watery legs and followed Hope to the house, trying desperately to piece together the last few minutes of her time on Earth.


  They rejoined the party and Mallory made the rounds, making sure everyone was tended to and having a good time. This time she made sure to pay attention to the conversation, to engage each individual the way her parents had always instructed her to. Along the way, she lost track of Hope, and that was probably a very good thing.


  As the night wore on, guests began to take their leave, until it was just her best friends in addition to Bentley and his date, and of course, Gordon and TJ, who’d never left a party until the end in their entire lives.


  “Did Hope head out?” she asked Hunter, who sat next to her on the outdoor couch.


  “Yeah, she left about eleven. She’s driving back to the city tonight. I offered the extra room, as I didn’t think you’d mind, but she turned me down.”


  “That’s a shame,” she said absently, not really meaning it.


  “So what went down on the beach between you two, Mal? Everything okay?”


  Mallory turned to Hunter as warning sirens blared. What happened on the beach was not something she cared for anyone to know about. She’d just keep the beach-kissing details under her hat to examine later. When she was alone. “Nothing happened. I apologized for the way I was acting. That’s all. Why are you even asking me that?”


  “Whoa. Where did that come from?” Hunter asked, seemingly amused and moving her finger in a circle at Mallory. “That little aggressive reaction.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I answered your question.”


  “With your dukes up, which is kinda feisty. Why are you feisty right now, Mallory?”


  “Who’s feisty?” Brooklyn asked, joining them.


  “Mallory is,” Hunter informed Brooklyn. “Mallory’s feisty and nothing happened on the beach with Hope. So don’t ask.”


  “Got it,” Brooklyn said. “There was no making out on the beach with Hope.”


  Mallory gasped. “You were spying?”


  Brooklyn smiled like she’d just hit the jackpot in Vegas. “Nope. But I am clever enough to get you to spill all on your own.” Brooklyn and Hunter exchanged a celebratory chair dance.


  “Why are we chair dancing?” Sam asked, hip-bumping Brooklyn as she sat.


  Brooklyn smiled triumphantly and turned to Sam. “Mal made out with Hope the sexy bartender on the beach.”


  “On the beach?” Sam asked. “The beach is so sexy. It was a sexy, sandy kiss, wasn’t it?”


  Mallory covered her eyes, unable to believe she’d allowed this to happen. “I’m not discussing this with you guys. It was totally unexpected and not worthy of our time.” A lie, because Mallory couldn’t remember the last time she’d been kissed like that. Because she hadn’t. Ever. And as much as Hope irritated her, she did have the most awesome mouth that was all soft and demanding. Plus, she knew how to—


  “But we always discuss sexy kissing when it happens,” Brooklyn said, confused and looking to her friends for support.


  Samantha nodded. “It’s a cosmic sexy-kissing rule. She’s right. Did you kiss her or did she kiss you? Important detail.”


  Mallory blew out a breath. “What do you think?”


  “Hope made the move,” Hunter said with confidence. “Trust me on this.”


  Brooklyn placed a solemn hand across her chest. “Young female hearts are breaking all over Soho tonight. You realize that, right?”


  Mallory rolled her eyes. “Please. It was one kiss, an isolated incident. It’s never going to happen again.”


  “Whatever you say, Mal. Whatever you say,” Hunter said, smiling.


  Well, that was enough of that. “I’m going to go settle up with Marcus and see if they need any help tearing down,” Mallory said, and without waiting for a response, headed off toward the house.


  “Was there tongue?” Brooklyn called after her.


  “What about groping?” Sam echoed. “Where were her hands exactly? Can you show us on a diagram?”


  Mallory rolled her eyes and ignored the questions—not that she didn’t have a few of her own about the evening’s happenings and um…her own very visceral response to said happenings. But she meant what she’d said. That beach kiss was a one-time thing, and she should probably make sure Hope knew that. The fact that her lips still tingled and she could still feel sparks the kiss had ignited was far, far beyond the point.


  


  *


  


  Hope drove back to the city with the windows down and her music blaring. Her Mustang was just over twelve years old, but you’d never know it from the way it handled on the winding roads that led her out of the Hamptons and back to the city. Thank God she’d picked up a few skills with a wrench in her younger years to keep the thing running. The car was her prized possession, and driving it now, she remembered why. She loved the feel of the road beneath her, the give-and-take of the gas under her foot. The city didn’t offer up many chances to drive, so nights like this one were to be enjoyed. She checked the time on the dash and called Teddy to check in.


  “Why are you bothering me, boss?” The thrum of the music in the background was commonplace to Hope.


  She smiled at the lack of greeting. “Have you run the place into the ground yet?” she asked over the sound of the wind racing past her car. It was a joke, as she’d grown to trust him implicitly with the bar.


  “Nope. But the new girl is here again and dressed a bit like a nun. You sure this is going to work out?”


  She sighed. “No, but she showed up, right? That’s something. How many drinks has she spilled?”


  “Make that three.”


  Ouch. “Well, that’s an improvement over the four from last night. I’ll swing by on my way home and pick up the bank drop.”


  “That should work. If I get a spare minute, I’ll try and have it ready for you.”


  “Cool. And thanks for stepping up tonight. It was nice to have a night off.”


  “Anytime. You should give yourself a break more often. Drive safe, boss lady.”


  She clicked off and relaxed into the leather of the driver’s seat as memories of the night flickered. The house had been breathtaking and belonged to Mallory’s parents. Translation, she came from money, and a lot of it. Not surprising, given the way she’d carried on. Who knew the woman was such a princess? She’d been aloof at the bar, sure, but the consummate socialite was a side of her that Hope had yet to experience. She flashed on Mallory moving from one guest to the next, working the place like she was born to host parties and entertain. Despite the pretention and the know-it-all attitude, Mallory still got under her skin in a big way.


  The cobalt-blue eyes, the thick dark hair, and the body that simply wouldn’t stop.


  Then there were the perfectly coordinated outfits. The business suits and matching heels. God. Even when Mallory came to Showplace in casual attire, she was still ultra put together. Not a hair out of place. Something about it just made Hope want to mess her up a little, take her for a ride on the wild side some day, see how she fared.


  Hope shook her head and smiled into the night as her thoughts dipped to that kiss she hadn’t been able to resist stealing on the beach. Something about their banter—that back-and-forth had pushed her over the edge, and she just hadn’t been able to resist seizing the moment and shutting Mallory up a little. There was a definite chemistry between them. That was for sure.


  And she wasn’t yet done exploring that.


  Hope smiled as she drove the rest of the way to Manhattan, enjoying the ride, the night, and reliving the tantalizing details of a stolen moment on a darkened beach.


  Chapter Four


  


  The black suit was too severe. That much Mallory knew as she stared at herself in the full-length mirror in her bedroom. This meant she had only three point two minutes to be out the door of her apartment, wearing a new outfit, and on the elevator en route to her presentation to Big Top, the chain of movie theaters they were hoping to sign on as the newest Soho Savvy client. This company, from her research, seemed to be made up of less-formal people, edgy types, which meant conservative attire was not the way to go. Damn it, she should have planned better.


  Ripping off items of clothing as she walked, Mallory zeroed in on her lime-green dress hanging in the center of the closet. It was bright enough not to be stuffy, but covered enough skin with its three-quarter sleeves and modest neckline to pass for professional. Perfect. She accessorized with a pair of black pumps and a silver necklace before flying out of the apartment. Once in the elevator, she pulled the clasp from the nape of her neck and let her hair tumble freely. She could do edgy. Well, she could try for edgy. Maybe she should have had Hunter accompany her with Hunter’s standard outside-the-box wardrobe. Camouflage pants and lip gloss on a client call? Why the hell not? They offered a customized service, after all. She filed this point away in case there was a next time.


  A short subway ride to midtown later, Mallory found herself in a waiting area that looked much more like a gamer’s lair than any kind of corporate headquarters. Retro arcade games from the 1980s lined the walls, and the likes of PAC-MAN, Centipede, and Burger Time pinged and chirped in an electronic chorus of intimidation, because that’s a bit how Mallory felt in the midst of it all. The receptionist was hot, but dressed more like a Hooters waitress than a corporate assistant. She was pretty sure this was by design.


  “Ms. Spencer,” the Hooters girl said. “They’re ready for you in Mr. Newton’s office. Third door on the right.”


  “Thank you.” And please put on a sweater, the friend in her added mentally. She made her way to Mr. Newton’s office and found herself in what looked to be an extension of the lobby. More video games, an indoor basketball hoop, and a giant movie screen with Batman Returns playing on a silent loop made up the room. Instead of a desk, a conglomeration of leather armchairs was arranged in a sitting-room formation, and at this point in time, they were occupied by what seemed to be three frat guys.


  Correction—her very important potential clients.


  She paused in the doorway and took a deep breath. Here went nothing. “Mr. Newton?” she asked the one who resembled the online photo of Timothy Newton, the CEO. Only this guy looked about ten years younger than the photo. Photoshop carried amazing powers. How young was this guy anyway? The suspect in question popped up from his chair with a wide grin.


  “Call me Timmy. You must be Mallory.”


  “I am. Pleased to meet you.” She went to shake his hand but was offered a high-five instead.


  “Up top,” Timmy said. She obliged. “That’s how we do it at Big Top. The high-five is everything. Popcorn? It has real butter. The good kind,” he told her, indicating the buttery bowl on the side table.


  “No, no. But thank you. I generally wait until after nine thirty for popcorn. Strict rule.”


  He laughed at her lame attempt at a joke and introduced her to his colleagues, Robby, the COO, and Freddy, the CFO. Apparently, Robby, Freddy, and Timmy had become best buddies at one of those creative think-tank workshops and never looked back. They opened a movie theater together and, after its overwhelming success, opened another and another. Currently, they were at the helm of over sixty-five theaters and counting across the New England area and ready to expand even further. This would be a huge account for Savvy, should they land it.


  “Do you like movies, Mallory?” Robby asked. “We love ’em. We watch at least two a day.”


  She nodded. “I do. I’m a total buff.” Okay, well, a minor stretch. But Brooklyn and Sam had her sitting through enough of the old stuff to qualify as somewhat knowledgeable.


  “We should watch one now,” Timmy offered excitedly, already moving to some sort of control closet on the back wall.


  Mallory thought quickly. “That sounds great, Timmy, but maybe we should talk about the proposal. I’d love to discuss some ideas Savvy has and how we might be able to assist Big Top with promotions and advertising. I think what you have started here is amazing, but I also think we can add to it.”


  Timmy smiled at that and took a moment. “I like the way you said that. That you guys can add to what it is we already do. Not a lot of agencies understand that. They want to mainstream us, move into some sort of rebranding. And we’re not mainstream.” With that, there was a Timmy-Freddy-Robby high-five, and Mallory felt like she’d somehow stumbled into their tree house. “Tell you what,” Timmy said, serious now. “Leave what you have, and we can look it over and talk about it down the road. Terminator?” He held up the DVD case.


  “Totally,” Freddy said, and grabbed a baseball cap from his bag and put it on backward.


  “It better be the original,” Robby shot at Timmy with an outstretched hand.


  “Like I’d put on anything else and call it Terminator. Mallory, you game?” Timmy asked.


  She didn’t have a lot of options here, so swallowing her reservations, Mallory summoned her best Arnold voice. “I’ll be back.” Did she honestly just do that? Was this seriously happening?


  Freddy pointed in Mallory’s direction. “I like her.” And now it was time for Mallory and Freddy to high-five.


  The armchairs were then reassembled in a movie-watching line via the little wheels that popped out with a push of a button. Before she knew it, the four of them sat in the darkened office, courtesy of blackout curtains, watching Terminator at nine in the morning on a Monday.


  She couldn’t make this stuff up if she tried.


  


  *


  


  For the fifth day in a row, Hope had let herself sleep a little longer than was probably wise and now had to find a way to gain time back in her day and fast. After an energy bar for lunch, because she didn’t have time for the real thing, she raced around her small apartment in a hopeless attempt to find her other shoe. Once she located the culprit beneath her bed, she had the task of figuring out where she’d left her keys. She glanced down at her rather muted attire and sighed, as she just wasn’t feeling it. Instead, she traded her black V-neck for a red tank top, because why the hell not? It was already that kinda day.


  “Hey, Teddy,” she said into her phone as she locked her apartment and headed for the stairs. “I’m running a few minutes behind. Do you think you could open for me? I need to stop by the bank and deposit last night’s cash.”


  “I came in early,” Teddy said. “You’re totally covered.” Seriously, the guy never ceased to amaze her.


  She descended into sunlight and reached for her sunglasses. “Oh. Well, that’s awesome. I’ll be there shortly and—”


  “Hope? You still there?”


  She heard Teddy’s voice on the other end of the line, but something in her line of vision stopped her cold. Because there, sitting on the steps outside her building, was Kara. Their gaze locked, and Hope steadied herself from the reaction to eyes that mirrored her own. She hadn’t seen her twin sister in just over three years now. In fact, she wasn’t sure where she’d been living or, for that matter, if she were alive or dead.


  “Hey there, little sis,” Kara said, standing. While Kara was technically four and a half minutes older, it was an ironic nickname, as Hope had spent the majority of her life picking up after her perpetually trouble-bound sister. As Hope steadied herself against the shock, she also took in the deep circles under Kara’s eyes, evidence of the years of hard living. Life hadn’t been easy for them growing up, and while Hope had done what she could to escape the rough neighborhood in Queens they’d been brought up in, Kara had done the opposite and embraced it.


  “Kara.” She glanced back at the door to her building. “How long have you been out here?”


  “Not sure.” Kara held up her wrist to display a silver watch. “Damn thing stopped running two days ago.” She took a step forward. “How you been? Twice-A-Day Benny says you’re in the big time now. That you own a bar.” Benny was their cousin from back home in Queens. He received his Twice-A-Day nickname from the number of times he opened up shop on the corner. If you needed a fix from Tylenol to heroin, Benny could get it for you. And he’d definitely gotten enough for Kara. Fucking lowlife.


  Hope shook her head. “I’d hardly call it the big time. But I have a place. A bar, and it’s mine.”


  Kara smiled. “I always knew you’d go places.” Whether or not she and Kara were on the best of terms, hearing those words from her sister meant something to her. They had an undeniable connection, regardless of circumstances.


  “What about you?” Hope asked. “You clean?” With Kara, you never really knew.


  “Three months now.” Hope studied her, trying to assess her credibility because that was impressive coming from Kara. And while part of her wanted to celebrate the victory with her sister, ask her where she’d been hiding out the past few years, catch up, and try, yet again, to put their relationship back in place, Hope knew better. She’d been down that path with Kara more times than she cared to count and got burned every damn time.


  “That’s awesome, Kar. I’m happy for you.” She proceeded down the remaining stairs, off center from the encounter but not sure there was much more to say.


  “Where you headed?” her sister asked.


  Hope turned back reluctantly from where she landed on the sidewalk. “Work. I’m already late.”


  “Can I come with you?”


  God, not this. She couldn’t get tangled up with Kara again, not when things were going so well. “Probably not a good idea.”


  “Can I stay here then? The problem I’m having, Hopey, is that I got no place to go.”


  Hope blew out a breath because this was always so hard. “Did you try Mom?” Their mother, while so similar to Kara it was scary, still had a small place in the old neighborhood. Hope didn’t talk to her much, but she was pretty sure she’d take Kara in. Hell, she’d call the woman herself if it would help.


  Kara shook her head. “She’s the one who threw me out.”


  Damn it. Hope took a second to let her thoughts catch up with her. She should just walk away, she really should. This was the girl who’d stolen her identity on more than one occasion, ruined her credit, which took her years to dig herself out from, and would continue to lie, cheat, and steal to get what she needed, whether it was a roof over her head or a fix. But underneath all that, this was Kara. The sister she’d held hands with when they were five years old and had to walk eighteen blocks to school through a scary neighborhood, the sister who’d stroked her hair as they tried to fall asleep and told her not to cry when another of their mom’s boyfriends threw an enraged fit and trashed the place, leaving their mother with a shiner. This was Kara. Her flesh and blood.


  “Fine. You can stay.” She tossed the keys to Kara. “I’m in 3H.”


  “Awesome, baby sis. I knew I could count on you.”


  Hope didn’t acknowledge the comment. “I’ll be home late tonight, and then we need to have a talk. Set some ground rules.”


  Kara was already headed up the stairs with her small duffle bag. “No drugs and no men. I’ve heard it before, remember?” And just like that her sister disappeared into the building as Hope stood there in disbelief.


  Kara was back.


  She was staying at Hope’s apartment.


  And it was all starting again.


  It seemed no matter what she did, she couldn’t escape where she’d come from. Reeling and feeling helpless about the situation, she pushed the issue straight out of her head, a tactic she’d developed from years of necessary escape.


  After the six-block walk to the bank, Hope made her way to Showplace in under an hour. By the time she arrived, she’d altered her spirits, talked herself into a good place, and geared up for what she hoped would be a successful night for the bar.


  She needed it to be.


  Because she had so much to lose.


  


  *


  


  Showplace was fairly quiet when Mallory arrived at ten to five that evening. It was early for happy-hour customers, but it was only the difference of twenty minutes before the place would start to fill up. She’d been on a string of client calls all day, though none had quite lived up to the morning she spent at Big Top, and she couldn’t wait to update her friends over drinks. Well, once they arrived, she told herself, scanning the bar to no avail.


  First things first, however. Her feet were killing her. Not just your average wear and tear from the day, but full-on high-heel crisis worthy of a little prayer to the designer-shoe gods for mercy. She glanced down at the culprits. Her prized Jimmy Choos. She and the shoes had such a love-hate. She was obsessed with them and their placement in her wardrobe, but for that she endured endless amounts of pain and suffering. “Why can’t I quit you?” she asked them quietly.


  “Are you talking to your shoes right now?” Mallory glanced up and found Hope studying her from behind the bar. Black jeans. Red tank top. Blond hair falling in subtle waves just past her trim and impressive shoulders. Damn it if Mallory’s stomach didn’t flutter a tad at the visual.


  She straightened and swallowed the reaction. “Why yes, yes I was.”


  “My guess is you’ve been on your feet all day. Sit,” Hope said, indicating the stool across the bar from her. “Let me make you a drink.” Mallory stared at the stool in question, because it really was a nice offer, and why not have a pre-drinks drink before meeting her friends. That was allowed, right? A pre-drinks drink wasn’t a big deal in the scheme of life.


  “Okay. But just for a minute. I’m meeting—”


  “Hunter, Sam, and Brooklyn.”


  Mallory eyed her. “How did you know that?”


  “I’m a bartender,” Hope said, winking. “It’s my job to know things. Which is how I know that when you’re with your friends, you all order cucumber martinis, but that you actually prefer a good strong whiskey sour, which I’m making for you now.”


  Mallory opened her mouth to speak but didn’t quite know what to say because it was true, what Hope had just said. She did love a good strong whiskey sour. What made it even more surprising was that Mallory had never actively realized that tidbit about herself until this moment. “So you’re going to need to explain how you know that one.”


  “Fair enough.” Hope smiled as she sliced a lemon for the drink. “You sip the martinis you order, but on the odd occasion you order a whiskey sour, you sit back in your chair and hold on to that drink, cradling it. You luxuriate. Take longer drinks. It’s…” She paused to select the word and then settled her eyes on Mallory’s. “Picturesque.”


  Okay, that did something to her. Sent a shiver down her back and…lower. “You do notice a lot, don’t you?”


  Hope nodded. “Told you.” Their eyes locked and held on for what was probably longer than normal, but it wasn’t as if Mallory could look away. Something about Hope unsettled her and intrigued her at the same time. Like looking over the edge of a tall building to the ground below. It wasn’t a feeling that she was very comfortable with. In fact, she hated heights.


  “You probably do it too,” Hope said.


  “Do what?” Mallory asked, struggling to follow the thread in the midst of the red tank top.


  “Take in information about people,” Hope said. “Tell me something you’ve noticed about me.”


  Mallory thought for a moment. “You’re ridiculously confident.”


  Hope studied her, the ever-present smile tugged. What was with that smile anyway? God. “And that bothers you?”


  “The confidence? No. I don’t care if you’re confident. Seems to have served you well around here.”


  “Then why do you say it like that?” Hope asked, settling the lemon wedge on the side of the glass. “Laced with such judgment.”


  “I’m not judging you. That’s ridiculous. You asked me to tell you something I’ve observed.”


  “Right. Like that I push the hair off my forehead when I’m concentrating, because I do tend to do that. Or that I keep one eye on the door, mentally tracking the capacity of the bar as new customers enter. That’s also something I tend to do.”


  Mallory hadn’t noticed those things but would now, damn it. “You never said there were rules to this game. I should have been informed of the rules.”


  Hope seemed to be enjoying this exchange. She bit the side of her lip and regarded Mallory. “You’re kind of competitive, aren’t you?”


  “You have no idea,” a voice from behind them said. Hunter slid onto the stool next to Mallory. “Brooks and Sam are two minutes behind me, tying up some loose ends at the office.” She turned back to Hope. “Don’t engage with her in anything that requires a winner. Bad, bad idea.”


  Mallory rolled her eyes.


  “Oh yeah? Good to know,” Hope said, and slid the drink to Mallory. “For you. One good and strong whiskey sour.”


  “And just in time,” Mallory said as Brooklyn appeared in the doorway. “Thank you,” she said, raising her glass to Hope. “What do I owe you?”


  “On the house.”


  Mallory sighed. “Hope, you can’t keep buying me drinks. It was fun in the beginning, but now it’s just—”


  “Is this because I kissed you?”


  As Brooklyn and Sam approached, their eyebrows shot up in unison, and Mallory forced a bright smile, determined to remain in control of this moment if it killed her. Reminding herself not to engage further, she slid a ten in Hope’s direction. “For my drink.”


  At the safety of their customary table moments later, all eyes turned to Mallory. “What? Why are you staring at me like that?” she asked her friends.


  “Because of the sparks flying between you and Hot Bartender just now,” Brooklyn said, eyes wide. “That was something. No, more than something. That was like chemistry class on crack.”


  Samantha pointed at Brooklyn. “She’s right. My face is melting from the heat you guys were throwing off.” She fanned herself for effect.


  “Stop that,” Mallory said, pointing at Sam. “No fanning. And besides, it’s not like that.”


  “Well, it is,” Hunter supplied, chin in hand. “You’re just not open to it.”


  Mallory felt her defenses rise. “What is that supposed to mean?”


  Hunter continued in her typical nonchalance. She was never argumentative, just very up front and charming, which tended to soften the blow. “You keep to yourself. Work ridiculous hours. Never put yourself out there much.”


  “That’s not true.” And it sooo wasn’t. She was open to life and enjoyed a variety of experiences. “And you’re one to talk, Hunter,” she said in allusion to Hunter’s wilder, less-committed past.


  Hunter smiled in acquiescence. “Okay, that part is true. But once I did open myself up, look what happened.” She placed a kiss on Sam’s cheek, and Mallory watched as Sam blushed right on cue. They really were perfect for each other, those two. It was a little sickening how perfect.


  Samantha, always practical, held up a hand. “Okay, let’s all back up and discuss this logically. Examine what we know.”


  “Good call,” Brooklyn said and turned to Mallory. “When was the last time you dated someone?”


  Mallory thought on this. “Um, there was Angela from school when she was in town.”


  “You cannot count Angela from school,” Hunter said, shaking her head. “That was a hookup and you know it. Plus, you weren’t into Angela.”


  “I was too into her. Kind of. And hookups do count.”


  “They don’t count as dating,” Hunter said, emphasizing the word.


  “Fine. I haven’t been on a date in a while. Big deal.” Mallory was ready to be done with the whole conversation. So she had a lot on her plate and it probably wasn’t the right time for dating anyway. It took a lot of time to be in charge of the world. Plus, she was only twenty-nine and had her whole life ahead of her.


  “Just keep an open mind,” Brooklyn said, shrugging. As if ordained from the heavens, the second half of couple number two arrived, and Brooklyn accepted a deeper-than-normal kiss from Jessica, who joined them fresh from work. As she removed her heels, Mallory smiled at the parallel.


  “Rough day?” she asked Jessica.


  “Three client meetings, four employee reviews, two strategy sessions, and a partridge in a pear tree.”


  Brooklyn slid her drink to Jessica. “I think you need this more than I do. And you’re just in time to hear how Mallory’s big presentation went with Big Top. And go.” Brooklyn pointed at Mallory, who took a deep breath and recounted everything that had happened that morning with Timmy, Robby, and Freddy, all the way down to the good-bye huddle and high-five.


  “Wait. So they didn’t have you present at all?” Brooklyn asked, sipping her cucumber martini. “But you’d worked so hard on that proposal.”


  “I know. It was the weirdest thing,” Mallory explained, doing her best to communicate the truly strange environment. “Like I’d accidently slid into some kind of never-never land where boys have all the time in the world to play. As we’re slogging away at the office or on client calls each day, these guys are at their own homemade Chuck E. Cheese having a blast while at the same time running a rather successful business. It’s kind of wild.”


  “But do you think it went well?” Sam asked. Mallory knew that Samantha, as the bookkeeper, was counting on Big Top to bring in the last little bit of cash they needed to move to a larger network and hire a higher-end IT company to handle the electronic end of the business. Plus, Big Top would be a nice addition to their portfolio.


  “I couldn’t begin to tell you.” Mallory shrugged. “They seemed happy, but it had nothing to do with our proposal.”


  Brooklyn turned to Jessica. “You guys aren’t going out for Big Top?”


  Jessica sat back in her chair. The Lennox Group was a formidable agency and got most of the accounts they went after. Whether they all played nice or not, the two companies were competitors. “It had crossed my mind, but after this little report, I think we’ll sit this one out.”


  Mallory nodded. “Wise choice. But I’ve put too much into this to bow out now. We will be in the movie-theater business. I just have to figure out the in.”


  “You want my advice?” Jessica asked. These were dicey waters, and there was a time when Mallory would have rather eaten her own shirt than take advice from Jessica Lennox herself, but times were changing. Her friends glanced at each other nervously, clearly unsure what Mallory would say.


  “Sure. I’d love some perspective.” A collective sigh of relief from their faces let her know she’d done the right thing. But honestly, she really could use the insight.


  “They want to make sure you’re one of them.” Jessica shrugged. “It’s a bro audition.”


  “I’m sorry. I went on a bro audition?” Mallory asked.


  “They’re testing you to see if you fit in.”


  “So I’m essentially back in college and pledging a sorority?”


  Jessica smiled. “A fraternity, but yes. So I hope your keg stand is impressive and ready to go.”


  Hunter raised an amused eyebrow. Samantha passed her an encouraging look. Brooklyn, never one to miss an opportunity, offered her a high-five over the table, one that Mallory met wholeheartedly, followed by a shoulder roll in mental preparation. Because a bro audition? She could rock that. Why the hell not?


  


  *


  


  Hope felt like letting off a little steam. Maybe it was her interplay with Mallory earlier in the evening, or the fact that Kara had shown up again, but something had her extra keyed up and she needed some sort of distraction. “Can you take the bar for an hour or so?” she asked Teddy as he joined her there.


  “Yeah, that’s why I’m here. And your sister called,” he said, looking at her curiously. “She wants to know if she can cook a steak she found in your fridge? I didn’t know you had a sister.”


  “We’re not exactly close these days. Thanks, though. I’ll handle it.” She tossed the towel from her shoulder onto the bar and made her way to the back of the place, retrieving the darts from the unoccupied board, and took her spot. She didn’t need to call Kara. She’d eat the steak Hope had purchased for one of her rare nights off without permission. Hell, she probably already had and called as an afterthought, snagging the number from the magnet on her fridge.


  With laser focus, Hope took a deep breath before throwing one dart after another. Not her best work, but she did okay. She repeated the process over and over again, until a small grouping of patrons, okay, girls, gathered nearby to watch.


  “You’re really great at that,” a brunette, who was barely legal, called out.


  “Thanks,” Hope said, offering her a quick smile.


  “I didn’t know you played,” Hunter said, joining Hope next to the board as she retrieved the recently thrown darts.


  “Occasionally.” She took her spot and threw, nailing the twenty. She threw again, bull’s-eye. She threw again, twenty.


  “Yeah, only occasionally.” Hunter scoffed. “Play?”


  “Sure. Underdog first,” she said, winking at Hunter. Hope took three games straight and enjoyed the applause from the now-large group that had gathered to take in the action. Hunter had quite a few devoted fans at the bar herself, including her girlfriend, who seemed to enjoy the show, but she was only okay at the game itself. Hope took two more games before Hunter surrendered.


  “I’ll take a game,” a voice from the crowd called out. Hope scanned the group until Mallory stepped forward. Hunter raised an eyebrow and handed the darts to Mallory.


  “Looks like you have a new challenger,” Hunter said to Hope, who was more than up for it. Mallory downed the rest of her drink and passed the glass to Brooklyn, who cheered as Mallory took a spot next to Hope at the line.


  “You ready for this?” Mallory asked. She rolled her shoulders and ran a hand through her dark hair. It was one of the sexiest things Hope had ever seen, that is, until Mallory threw a double bull’s-eye five point two seconds later.


  “You’re a shark,” Hope breathed, incredulous.


  “Nah,” Mallory said and smiled innocently. “Just a snob with really good luck, apparently.” Again with the sexy. God, Mallory had the best lips, Hope decided in that moment. Full and expressive and tempting her in the worst way. She easily recalled how they tasted.


  “Care to wager?” Hope asked.


  Mallory broke into an easy smile and inclined her head in the direction of the bull’s-eye. “You sure you want to do that?”


  “I am. Two out of three,” Hope said, thinking about the terms. “If I win, you have to have dinner with me.”


  Mallory narrowed her gaze. “I’m not having dinner with you, but then again, you’re not going to win.”


  “Then what’s the harm?”


  “Valid point,” Mallory said, nodding. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and considered her options. “Okay, deal. And if I win, you have to stop flirting with me.”


  Hope let her mouth fall open. “Let’s think this through, as that sounds like a lose-lose for both of us.”


  “Do we have a bet or not?” Mallory asked, all business now. She opened her hand and extended it to Hope.


  “We do.” They shook on it and turned to the board. The whole place was watching now, which only made the whole thing that much more fun.


  Hunter reappeared with a second whiskey sour. “For the ringer,” she said to Hope and handed the drink to Mallory. Mallory winked at Hunter and threw her first dart as Hope looked on. Another single bull’s-eye, dammit.


  And they were off.


  The first game went easily to Mallory, which was a new and humbling experience for Hope. But she rallied with a double bull’s-eye of her own in game two and dropped her score quickly to zero—cinching the second game for herself in a rewarding victory.


  With it all tied up and one game left to determine a winner, Mallory turned to Hope as she retrieved the darts from the board. “You want to just surrender now and not embarrass yourself in front of your fan girls?”


  “No, but I’d be willing to let you back out.” Hope shrugged. “I’m a giver.”


  Mallory rolled her eyes and without comment took her spot behind the line. Right foot out in front, she moved the dart forward and backward as she lined up her throw, nailing the double bull’s-eye yet again. This girl really was good.


  “Do they teach darts in prep school these days?”


  Mallory turned to her. “How did you know I went to prep school?”


  Hope laughed quietly. “Oh, I didn’t. Do now though.”


  For the next ten minutes, Hope did what she could to hold her own against the dart pro that Mallory turned out to be. With the score incredibly close and Mallory only one throw away from stealing the whole match, Hope decided a little strategy outside of the game couldn’t hurt. So as Mallory concentrated on the board and lined up what could be the death throw, Hope leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “And don’t let your mind drift to my lips on yours.” She heard Mallory’s breath catch quietly in response, though her eyes never left the board. She threw and landed a four, falling short of the eighteen she needed to win. Mallory shot her a look full of disdain as Hope took her spot. When she landed the double thirteen she needed, the bar erupted in shouts and applause.


  Mallory extended her hand for a congratulatory shake, but her face was now noticeably blank, sealed off in the worst way possible. Someday Hope planned to break through that carefully guarded exterior. Someday.


  “So when are we having dinner?” she asked Mallory, accepting the handshake.


  “You’re seriously going to collect on this? After that?”


  “A bet’s a bet,” Hope pointed out with a smile. “And c’mon, it could be fun. I’ll even buy.”


  Mallory stared at the ceiling for a moment as if she was only just barely able to tolerate the conversation. It was clear she hated to lose. “Fine. But let’s be clear. This is not a date, and I’m going because I’m being forced to.”


  “I can stipulate to those terms.”


  Mallory sighed in defeat. “Thursday night?”


  “Done. I’ll pick you up for our non-date. Where do you live?”


  Mallory raised one finger. “No. I’ll meet you here.”


  “That’s cool too.”


  Mallory hated this. She wasn’t used to losing, but she knew how to be gracious when called upon. She’d been brought up with manners, after all, and would survive this defeat, even though this was so not one of her favorite moments.


  After making dinner arrangements with Hope, Mallory didn’t linger for niceties, and she certainly didn’t bother raising the point that she’d been unfairly distracted by the audacious comment whispered in her ear, because that would mean admitting that Hope was capable of distracting her. Annoyed with herself further for stealing a last glance at the captivating blue eyes, a glance that seemed to morph into a drift down to the red tank top, Mallory slid back into her hateful heels and headed for the door.


  “You put up a worthy fight,” Samantha offered once they landed on the street.


  “Thanks, Sam,” Mallory said with gratitude.


  Brooklyn shook her head in mystification. “I’ve never seen Mallory lose at anything billiards related. This is kind of monumental.”


  “Like my ego isn’t wounded enough,” Mallory lamented.


  With that, Brooklyn slung an arm around her neck. “But I have a sneaking suspicion that you threw that last game. Can you confirm or deny?”


  “Why in the world would I do that?” Mallory asked, incredulous.


  “Because a date with Hot Bartender sounds like the perfect consolation prize to me.”


  Hunter nodded, considering this point. “It’s not a bad parting prize.”


  “Well, I didn’t throw it,” Mallory said, more testily than she’d meant to. “Just a weird day. First the bromance at Big Top, and now a very public loss at something I normally rock at. I need a hot bath and a book.”


  Brooklyn looked at her dramatically and stepped back. “Tomorrow is another day.” And instantly Mallory knew where this was heading and bit back a grin.


  Sam didn’t miss her cue and stepped over to Brooklyn. “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.”


  “Sir, you are no gentleman,” Brooklyn countered, in full Scarlett O’Hara mode.


  Samantha stepped up onto a planter and offered her best Rhett Butler. “And you, miss, are no lady.” Mallory smiled as The Gone With the Wind quote-a-thon continued on their short walk back to their building. Brooklyn and Samantha bonded on a daily basis over their love for old movies, and she had to admit, it lifted her spirits to watch their back-and-forth.


  Mallory regarded her friends as they walked. “You guys are my favorite. You should know this.”


  “Back atcha,” Sam said. “We happen to adore our fearless leader.” The sentiment touched her.


  They said good-bye to Brooklyn and Jessica, who caught a cab that would take them back to their place in the Village, and she, Hunter, and Samantha headed upstairs to their respective apartments.


  And good God, the bath Mallory slid into exceeded her expectations. She eased farther beneath the bubbles as her body surrendered to the warmth of the water around her. She found herself relaxing from the day piece by piece in the most welcome way. Amidst the suds that smelled sweetly of lavender and vanilla, she closed her eyes in happy unravel and, for the first time that night, allowed herself to relish the still-vivid visual of a beautiful blonde in a red tank top.


  She shook her head in mystification at the dichotomy.


  She and Hope were ridiculously ill-suited, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but float in the memory of that sinful kiss in the Hamptons or how absolutely edible she’d looked tonight behind the bar. It was like someone had poked the tiniest hole in her universe and it was getting harder and harder to not notice it as it continued to expand. Shocked at her body’s very potent reaction to the daydreams, Mallory let her mind wander further, to even hotter fantasies, as parts of her screamed out with newly realized yearning.


  She opened her eyes and acknowledged what she couldn’t escape. She had the hots for the annoying bartender. And not just any hots either. This was soap-opera style, hard-core lust, and while part of her was embarrassed at her very base reaction, another part had her smiling, because a few racy thoughts never hurt anybody, right?


  No one had to know…


  Chapter Five


  


  When Hope made it home that night, it was going on three a.m. Her limbs burned and a headache lingered from the music, but the night had been a good one. She’d had fun at the bar, playing darts with Hunter and Mallory, and now she had Thursday to look forward to. How could she not smile at that? It wasn’t a date, but it still made her stomach tense pleasantly, and well, nothing had done that in quite a while.


  The stairs into her building, however, weren’t so inviting. She stared up at them with a combination of excitement to see her sister and fear at not knowing when the other shoe would drop. Hope hadn’t spent time in the same place with Kara in a long while by design, in fact.


  She took a deep breath. It was now or never. Regardless of whether she wanted Kara at her place, Hope knew she’d done the right thing by allowing her to stay. She’d lent a helping hand, which she’d hope her twin would do if their roles were reversed.


  The apartment was quiet when she entered, so she made sure not to shut the door too loudly in case Kara was asleep on the couch. A lonely light above the kitchen sink greeted her, but the rest of the place was dark and empty, including said couch. She shrugged out of her cargo jacket, taking note of the pile of dirty dishes in the sink. Seemed her steak had been sacrificed after all. A newspaper lay in sloppy sections all over her small kitchen table, and drinking glasses stood empty in various spots around the room. Her place wasn’t big, but she took pride in keeping it somewhat neat and put together. She swallowed the mild annoyance and focused on catching some much-needed rest. It was possible Kara was just out enjoying her evening and would return at some point, so she’d keep an ear open for the door.


  As Hope made her way into her bedroom, the shock of blond hair across her pillow caused her to pull up short. Her sister was sound asleep, snoring even. In her bed.


  “Damn it, Kara,” she breathed, because all she wanted in the world was to curl up under those covers and let the exhaustion fall off her. Instead, she grabbed the spare blanket from her closet and dragged it to the couch, but not before placing the covers over Kara’s exposed shoulder because, well, there was a chill in the air.


  When Hope woke up six restless hours later, she spotted a note scribbled on a Post-it stuck to the end table next to the couch. She blinked away sleep and forced her eyes to focus.


  


  Had to jet. Thanks for putting me up. Let’s catch up soon. –K.


  


  She’d taken her bag and clothes with her, which meant Hope didn’t know when she’d see her sister again. It could be the next day. It could be never. She had, however, left the pile of dishes and an unmade bed in her wake.


  Hope would have expected nothing less.


  


  *


  


  Was she actually doing this?


  The thought played on a loop in Mallory’s head that Thursday evening as she walked the few blocks from her building to Showplace. The day had been killer, and quite honestly, she should be working tonight, not going on a non-date with Hope Sanders to satisfy some stupid bet. What would they talk about anyway? They didn’t have anything in common. Still, she’d made an agreement, and when Mallory committed to something, she always followed through.


  Hope was seated at the bar when she arrived, talking to that Teddy guy, who grinned when he saw her approach. Had she told him about the non-date? She had, hadn’t she? Then her eyes drifted to Hope, who looked rather nice in a long-sleeved black top, dark-green pants, and short black boots.


  “Hey,” Hope said as she approached. “How was your day?”


  “On a scale of zero to crazy, pretty insane.” Mallory said, offering a polite smile. “Hi,” she said to Teddy, who seemed to be actively listening. She offered him her hand. “We haven’t officially met. Mallory Spencer.”


  He seemed extra amused at the concept of a handshake. Right, this isn’t a business meeting, Mal. Why was she nervous exactly?


  “Theodore Francis,” he said in an ultra-conservative voice that earned him an admonishing look from Hope. “Call me Teddy,” he said, returning to laid-back mode.


  “Teddy it is.” She turned to Hope. “So where are we off to tonight?”


  “What do you mean?” Hope asked. “Where would we be off to?”


  Mallory opened her mouth in confusion and then closed it again. Did she have the date wrong? No, they’d agreed on dinner Thursday night, but it seemed Hope had forgotten and now this was embarrassing. Mallory’s usual command-of-any-situation seemed to have once again been stripped from her as she grappled to respond. “Oh” is what she managed in place of a normally dignified answer. Hope’s eyes danced at her discomfort, which only amplified it. “I thought we were…Didn’t we decide that…” She glanced to Teddy for help, which was ridiculous.


  “I’m just screwing with you,” Hope said. “And you totally fell for it, which was bonus.”


  Mallory blew out a breath. “So not funny.”


  Hope held her thumb and forefinger close together. “A little bit funny.” Teddy mimicked Hope’s gesture and Mallory enjoyed the relief, even in spite of wanting to kill them both a little. “I know a place near the Seaport. You up for it?”


  “I’m sorry. The Seaport?”


  “Yes, the Seaport. Live a little, Park Avenue. You might love it.”


  “I’m a very successful businesswoman, I’ll have you know, so while we can definitely head down to the Seaport if that’s what you had in mind, we might have to lose that nickname.” Teddy raised his eyebrow at Hope. “Don’t think I didn’t see that,” she said, pointing at Teddy.


  “My apologies, Miss Spencer,” he said, then widened his eyes at Hope in fear.


  “Call me Mallory.” And for good measure, Mallory turned back to Hope. “See? Not a snob. Seaport. A non-date. Let’s go and get this over with.” She headed for the door without waiting for a response.


  Hope stared after Mallory, who’d clearly taken the reins back, and couldn’t help but find it kind of fun to watch her do so.


  “She’s a little uptight, huh?” Teddy asked.


  “Ya think? But the night is still young.” Hope winked at Teddy and followed her non-date out of the bar.


  A short cab ride later and Hope took a deep inhale of the salty sea air as they stepped out of the cab at the South Street Seaport. While adjacent to the financial district in Manhattan, the Seaport was designated a historic district all on its own. For years, Fulton Fish Market had operated just off Pier 17, and fishmongers lined the wall waiting for work. There was something about the place that Hope just loved.


  The backstory, the water, the ambience. Or maybe all of it combined.


  They walked quietly toward the pier. “So what are you in the mood for?” Hope asked. Mallory raised an eyebrow. “Food wise,” Hope clarified. “I’m not always flirtatious.”


  Mallory’s blush was adorable. “Good to know. Um…while it’s my inclination to pick the restaurant and work my magic to get us a fantastic table, I think I’ll leave this little outing to you.”


  “How about lobster rolls on that bench over there?”


  Mallory seemed to take a moment with the suggestion but, to her credit, didn’t balk outright. “I think lobster rolls on a bench sounds sublime.”


  “Sublime? Really?”


  Mallory turned to her as they walked the pier, the sweet aroma of cotton candy and corndogs wafting their way. “You’re teasing me again.”


  Hope shrugged. “I can’t help it. You make it so much fun.”


  “I’m rude to you and you tease me mercilessly.” Mallory shook her head. “What a pair we are.”


  Hope spun so that she was walking backward, facing Mallory as they talked. “But the story’s not over yet, Park Avenue. See, anything could happen.” With that, she turned on her heel and led the way to a nearby food truck.


  “Hey, no calling me that,” she heard Mallory call after her. “We agreed.”


  Hope shot a grin over her shoulder before speaking to the man behind the counter. “We’re here for lobster rolls,” she told him as Mallory pulled up next to her.


  “Maine or Connecticut?” the guy grumbled.


  “Maine.”


  “Connecticut.” They answered in unison.


  Hope held up a finger. “One Maine. One Connecticut. And a large order of fries with lemon?” she asked, turning to Mallory, who nodded. After scoring a couple of sodas for the meal, they found a bench facing the water and took a seat. It was overcast, but in a way, that kind of fit the pier.


  “Oh, wow,” Mallory said after taking a bite of her Connecticut lobster roll. She covered her mouth as she spoke to be polite. “This is amazing. Oh my God.”


  “I thought you might think so,” Hope said and glanced back at the truck. “Red Hook Lobster Pound. No one does a better roll than those guys.” Mallory shook her head and indulged in a second bite. It was cute the way she took time to savor the flavors of each bite and closed her eyes to do so more effectively.


  “So why the Seaport?” Mallory finally asked, reaching for her Diet Coke.


  “As opposed to taking you to a nice restaurant?”


  Mallory shrugged. “I guess so, yeah. I mean, that would be the go-to for most people.”


  “Well, I’m not most people, I guess. Anyone could take you to a nice restaurant. I wanted to take you somewhere that was special to me.”


  “And why is this place special to you?”


  “My older brother used to bring us here when I was a kid. We’d hang out over there,” she said, pointing to the railing along the side of the pier, “and watch the fishing boats go out in the morning. The fishmongers would line up against that back wall way over there, waiting for work. JD included.”


  “JD is your brother?”


  “Was. He was killed in a car accident when I was twelve. I looked up to him a lot. He was the one person I knew who got the concept of honest, hard work, you know? He brought his paycheck home and made sure none of us starved. No one else in my family really gelled with the idea. He’s who I aspired to be. Still is.”


  Mallory’s eyes held sympathy, and she seemed to look around the place with new eyes. “I get it. That makes total sense.”


  “JD is also the one who bought us our first lobster roll with his paycheck. They didn’t have the Red Hook Lobster Pound truck back then, but there were plenty of stands around. We thought we’d died and gone to heaven.”


  “Who’s we?” Mallory asked.


  “I’m sorry?”


  Mallory tried again. “You said ‘us’ earlier and now ‘we.’ Who’s we?”


  “Oh. I guess I meant my sister, Kara, and I.”


  “Older or younger?”


  “Older. But Kara’s a whole separate story. We’re very different. We’re not as close as we used to be.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mallory said, and Hope could tell she meant it.


  She shrugged. “Don’t be. Just how things are. What about you?” Hope asked, turning the tables. “You don’t strike me as the kind of girl who spent a lot of time on piers around fishermen.”


  Mallory smiled at that, and God, that smile did a number on Hope. She felt warm all over in response, despite the chill drifting in off the water. “No, not a lot of piers. I grew up in Manhattan. The Upper West Side to be exact.” Hope offered her a fry, which she wholeheartedly accepted. “Five brothers and sisters. That’s six kids total and—whoa, these fries are good. Why are these fries so good?”


  Hope laughed at the non sequitur. “It’s the lemon. Salt and lemon on French fries is what makes the world turn. Trust me. But back to what you were saying. Six kids. Rich part of town. What else?”


  “Work hard. Play hard. Represent the Spencer name.” Mallory raised a shoulder. “That was pretty much the gist of it.”


  “Are you close with your family?”


  Mallory considered the question. “Definitely close with my father. We do once-a-week lunches, and we’ve always seemed to just get each other. We’re not a very touchy-feely group, but we love each other.” She sighed. “But my parents expect a lot, you know? They always have.”


  Hope grinned and tried to imagine a young Mallory skipping into a fancy high-rise for afternoon tea. Most likely an exaggeration, but amusing all the same. “Wait. So you’re telling me your parents are still married?”


  “That is what I’m telling you.”


  “Wow,” Hope said in appreciation. Because she couldn’t remember the last time she talked to someone near her age with that kind of set-up.


  “Yours aren’t?”


  Hope laughed at the thought. “Not even close. I never met my dad.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.” And then, “I seem to be apologizing a lot.”


  Hope slid her a look. “Yeah, so stop it.”


  Mallory gasped and nudged Hope with her shoulder. “You stop.”


  “Whoa. Hold on a sec.” Hope straightened and placed a hand over her heart.


  “What?” Mallory asked, glancing around. “What’s wrong?” When Hope didn’t answer, the concern on Mallory’s face only grew. “Hope, talk to me. Are you okay?”


  Hope nodded and turned to Mallory. “You just flirted with me. I wasn’t positive at first, but the instant replay in my head just now has confirmed it. Mallory Spencer of the Upper West Side Spencers is now in a mutually flirtatious relationship with Hope Sanders, bastard child from Queens. And who, I might add, is just a lowly bartender.”


  Mallory looked at Hope in exaggerated outrage. “I think you mean bar owner. Get it right.”


  Hope nodded, as if she’d been reminded of a tidbit she’d actually forgotten. “I did mean that. That’s exactly what I meant.” Hope bumped Mallory’s shoulder back for effect, and they ate the last few bites of their meal in comfortable silence as they stared off at the picturesque Brooklyn Bridge. Something about the bridge at night excited Hope. Perhaps it was the combination of the mystery of the darkness and the beauty of the architecture. At any rate, she never got tired of the visual.


  Mallory stole a glance at Hope, who seemed lost in thought. It looked good on her, thoughtful. And even though in a million years she wouldn’t have imagined it, Mallory was enjoying herself, and the struggles of her day-to-day seemed miles away. Who would have guessed that dinner from a food truck on the pier with Hope would actually make for a nice evening? She couldn’t quite put her finger on it.


  And then she could.


  Refreshing. That’s what this was. Sitting here with Hope on this bench was so completely outside of her everyday world that it was refreshing and fulfilled a need she didn’t even know she had. She wadded up the wrapper that lined her cardboard tray. “What now?” Mallory asked, feeling a smile tug. Quite honestly, she was up for more.


  Hope turned to her, pulled back in from where she’d drifted. She reached out and with one finger brushed the hair from Mallory’s forehead in a move that had Mallory’s heart pounding in swift response. “Now, I take you home. You promised to have dinner with me and you delivered. Thank you.”


  Okay, so for whatever reason, that left Mallory disappointed, but she swallowed that emotion and brightened on cue. “Yeah, well, I never welch, so you’re welcome.”


  Hope stood. “Filing that one away. Ready?”


  “I am.” They walked along the pier as night made its first appearance. The stars now twinkled shyly overhead, and boisterous voices drifted from the beer garden they passed. “Hope?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m glad you brought me here.”


  Hope passed her a look. Her hands were in the pockets of her green cargo jacket, and a smile touched the sides of her mouth. “Me too.” It was the simplest answer but somehow said more.


  In the cab ride back to Soho, they didn’t say a whole lot, but Hope hadn’t left much distance between them in the backseat. “Smooth Operator,” one of the cheesiest songs from the 80s, played on the radio, yet seemed somehow less cheesy with the side of Hope’s thigh pressed against hers. It just so happened that the cab driver took corners like his last name was Andretti, and Mallory found her body pushed into Hope’s one minute and Hope’s pulled against hers the next. The give-and-take was kind of…hot. By the time the cab pulled up to her building, every part of her felt responsive and alive. Every. Part.


  “Is it okay if I walk you up?” Hope asked, her eyes mirroring the desire Mallory already felt. They were definitely in sync on this. But it was a big question, the walk up. Mallory wasn’t the type of girl who hopped into bed easily, and when it did happen, it was generally on her terms, in her control. Something about Hope Sanders, however, made her feel quite the opposite, that she was careening out of control, and the sensation was just as terrifying as it was enthralling. She should dodge this bullet while she still could. Best to play it safe.


  “Sure” was the word her lips let pass, traitorous damn lips that they were.


  If the elevator ride up to her place was tension-filled for Mallory, it seemed anything but for Hope, who now appeared as laid-back as ever. She surveyed the structure of the elevator as she leaned back against the wall. “I’ve always found these old loft buildings super mysterious. Imagine all the things that must have been created in these walls dating way back. Paintings, sculptures, poetry.”


  “That’s exactly it,” Mallory said, pushing off the wall and delving into a topic she felt immensely passionate about. “It’s a place to create. I love it here, and it’s been a great home for Savvy.”


  “That’s right. You guys work in this building too.”


  “We do. Sixth floor.”


  “What’s it like working with your best friends?”


  Mallory didn’t have to think long about her answer. “I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I know for a fact that I wouldn’t be half the person I am if it weren’t for those three.”


  Hope nodded and the elevator dinged, stopping at last on the fifteenth floor. Mallory led the way to her door, her heart about ready to beat out of her chest. How had she gotten herself into this again? Because falling into bed with Hope was a bad idea. A bad, bad idea. Like something George W. would have thought up, and that wasn’t Mallory’s style. As warning bells sounded in her head, she stood for a moment facing her door, buying time in order to formulate a game plan. She could tell Hope that they should call it a night and thank her. Blame her work schedule, her imaginary cat, surgery in the morning. A space mission. Anything.


  She turned around to eloquently express her regrets only to have warm lips meet hers as Hope backed her up against the wall of the hallway outside her apartment. And holy hell, it was something. Hope kissed her deep, slow, and as a result she lost herself in its play-out. In search of an anchor, she pressed her hand against Hope’s back as blond hair tickled her neck. Things were feeling hazy, but not so hazy she wasn’t able to enjoy the sensation of being kissed that way, wanted that way. The more they kissed, the more her body responded, craving more, and she couldn’t exactly remember why she shouldn’t take Hope into her apartment, systematically remove her clothes, and have her sweet way with her. Because that seemed like an awesome plan about now, and it seemed to be what Hope wanted too, evidenced in how she moaned quietly when Mallory’s tongue stroked hers.


  They’d been kissing awhile, though it was hard to know exactly how long. She pulled her mouth away to find air, because something about kissing Hope made her forget to breathe. That was a new one. As she reintroduced herself to oxygen and its function, Mallory met Hope’s eyes. The blue was darker and carried an intensity she’d not seen in them before. Hope was anything but laid-back now. Quite the opposite in fact, and some part of Mallory took personal satisfaction in the effect she had on Hope.


  “Thanks again for going with me tonight,” Hope said, taking a step backward. Mallory felt the loss of warmth against her immediately. Wait, Hope was leaving? After that exchange, she was leaving?


  “No problem. I have a space mission or something,” Mallory said, doing her best to mask the overpowering effect that kiss had had on her. Wait. Had she just said space mission? She needed to recover from that. “But I was free tonight so…”


  A smile touched Hope’s lips. Those were really good lips. “A space mission, huh? Who knew?” And then Hope did something that Mallory would lie awake half the night replaying. She came back in for one final, toe-curling kiss that had Mallory struggling to make her muscles work. Hope then kissed a path from her jaw to her ear. “Good night, Park Avenue,” she whispered, sending a chill up Mallory’s spine.


  Oh, hell. This girl was trouble.


  


  *


  


  When Mallory slid open the door to the Savvy office at seven a.m. the next morning, she was surprised to see three expectant faces blinking back at her from their respective desks. Interesting and creepy.


  She checked her watch. Nope, time hadn’t stopped.


  “You’re all three here early again? We don’t have a half day planned.”


  “What?” Sam said, shrugging. “We can’t all decide to get a jump on the day just because we’re driven, hardworking women who want to succeed in life and not live in the gutter?”


  Mallory inclined her head from side to side, weighing the options. “It’s highly improbable.” Her gaze drifted from Hunter to Sam and landed finally on Brooklyn, the most likely friend to give up their scheme. “What gives, Brooks?”


  “Leave Brooklyn alone,” Sam said. “She’s busy.”


  “Is not,” Mallory pointed out. “She’s got Candy Crush on her screen. What’s going on, Brooklyn? You can tell me.”


  Brooklyn did her best Bambi-in-headlights impression, which told Mallory everything she needed to know. She let out a sigh. “So I’m guessing you want to hear the details of my dinner with Hope last night.”


  That did it. All three of them sprang into action like soldiers on a super-important mission.


  “I’ll get the truffles!” Sam practically shouted. “Oh! Hunter, heat up that banana bread Foster Foods sent over when we wrapped the banana commercial.”


  Brooklyn dashed for the door. “Starbucks run. Don’t let her say a word without me!”


  “I’ll throw my body into the flames to prevent it,” Sam shouted back.


  “Okay, that seems extreme,” Mallory said to no one because they were busy in mad preparation for story hour. She relaxed into her chair and let them prep, as she didn’t really see a way out of this.


  Fifteen minutes later, with coffee, banana bread, and MollyDolly truffles to die for, they snacked around the large oak conference table used for meals and meetings. Brooklyn adjusted her hair for whatever reason and placed her folded hands on the table. “Okay. I’m ready for a sexy tale now. Let’s start with where you ate.”


  “South Street Seaport.”


  Sam nodded. “Oh, you mean at one of those trendy little restaurants along the pier. Super cute.”


  Mallory shook her head. “No. On a bench facing the water.”


  “Okay.” Samantha seemed to marinate on this. “On a bench, you say?”


  Mallory nodded and swallowed back a smile at the memory. “I do say. We grabbed lobster rolls from a food truck.”


  “Interesting choice,” Brooklyn said, exchanging a concerned glance with the others. “And how did you do with that?”


  “I did fine,” Mallory said. “You people underestimate my ability to roll with the punches. I’m a skilled punch roller.” Another dubious exchange of glances.


  Hunter shrugged. “I think it sounds cool. Unique.”


  “That’s exactly what it was,” Mallory said, in wholehearted agreement. She shook off the unspoken judgment and wondered why she felt suddenly protective of Hope and their short evening together. It wasn’t even like she’d gone by choice. She hadn’t ended the night by choice either, but that tidbit of information was filed away just for her.


  Brooklyn’s eyes sparkled with a newfound discovery. “Aha. So you were into the bench. I see. And did the stars twinkle overhead and the water ripple subtly nearby? Is that what happened?”


  “I love it when water ripples,” Samantha said dreamily, her chin in her hand.


  “Me too,” Brooklyn answered. “Water ripples are big time. Up there with solitary lampposts.”


  Samantha pointed at Brooklyn, adding fuel to the romance fire. “Lampposts do rock. As do snow flurries.”


  “Oh, I love snow flurries! Because then you can come inside and get all cozy, and then hot in other ways. And then there are layers to take off.”


  “Layers,” Sam said, pointing at Brooklyn in wholehearted agreement. “Layers provide so many options.”


  Hunter met Mallory’s gaze sympathetically as their two friends continued to analyze the romance value of different types of weather and their contribution to the perfect date night. Samantha and Brooklyn together could riff off each other for hours, so it was probably best she head this thing off.


  “There was water,” Mallory pointed out, interrupting them in the name of productivity. “But I don’t remember it rippling the way you describe.”


  “You should pay attention to that stuff more, the ripples,” Brooklyn said, which made perfect sense as Brooklyn treasured the little things in life. Mallory, however, was more of a big-picture kind of girl.


  “I’ll try and work on that,” she said. “Put it on the old to-do list. ‘Listen for ripples.’”


  Samantha leaned in, ready for more. “Okay, so dinner on a bench with a modicum of possible rippling. Maybe a star or two if I remember last night correctly. And then?”


  “Then she took me home.”


  The room fell into a frozen kind of silence. Brooklyn leaned forward, deflated now. “Wait. That’s it? Did you invite her in at least? For a quick drink maybe?” Mallory shook her head. “At least say she came inside.”


  “She did not,” Mallory said. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”


  “No, no. That’s okay.” Brooklyn sat back in her chair. “At least you had the bench. That’s something.”


  Mallory stood and headed back to her desk. “There was a rather hot kissing session in the hallway,” she tossed oh-so-casually over her shoulder, which prompted three excited women to climb over the table and practically tackle her in the middle of the room.


  “Kiss #2 is major!” Sam pointed out.


  “It does say something,” Hunter said, sliding atop her desk.


  Brooklyn nodded wholeheartedly, clearly feeling like this was Christmas morning as far as romance went. “It says they’re totally going to fall for each other!”


  Mallory held up a finger. “It doesn’t say that, actually. It says we have physical chemistry and it turns out that Hope is a decent human being. Anything beyond that is simply not going to happen. Let’s be realistic.”


  Deflated, Brooklyn walked to her desk. “So you’re saying you’re hot for her, but that’s it.”


  It sounded so shallow when the words were said out loud, but Mallory had to call things as she saw them. She had certain requirements for her happily-ever-after, and Hope Sanders, sin-on-a-stick, simply didn’t fit what Mallory had lined up in her head. She tried her best to explain. “I need someone a bit more ordered and structured. Like me. Someone who keeps regular hours.” She shrugged. “We’d make dinners together and watch artsy films and maybe adopt a cat.”


  “I didn’t even know you liked cats,” Sam said.


  “I mean, I probably do,” Mallory answered weakly. “But that’s not the point. Hope’s incredibly good-looking and, as it turns out, not a bad conversationalist, but the practicality of she and I ever working out in the real scheme of things is in the negative zone. Not even on the chart, and you know how important charts are to me.”


  “You’re not going to make a chart right now, are you?” Brooklyn asked. Mallory shot her a look and took a seat in her desk chair.


  “But here’s the question,” Hunter said quite seriously. “What are the chances of future make-out sessions?”


  Mallory felt the blush touch her cheeks before she could control it, and that seemed to be all the answer her friends needed to clap and cheer. She shouted over them. “Hey! Wait. I don’t know! I didn’t say there would be.”


  “You don’t have to,” Brooklyn said, chair dancing as she went to work. “But I have a feeling there’s a good, strong whiskey sour in your near future.”


  “Well, have you seen the bartender?” Mallory asked, facing her computer screen. Okay, so maybe this was a little fun.


  “And we have liftoff,” Hunter said and popped a piece of banana bread into her mouth. After the laughter subsided, everyone fell into their respective morning routines and the office slipped into quiet. Was it possible that a steamy thought or two crossed Mallory’s mind as she organized her email?


  Well, anything was possible.


  Chapter Six


  


  “Mom?” Mallory said into her phone to no avail. Her mother continued chattering on about the plans for her parents’ thirty-seventh anniversary party the following week. Honestly, who throws a party for their thirty-seventh anniversary? Only her parents, who were intent on one-upping anyone and everyone who hadn’t managed to stay together as long as they had. The Spencers knew how to play societal hardball with the Manhattan elite.


  Mallory took a breath and attempted to wait her mother out, but she was a runaway train of party details. “So the guests will begin arriving at seven, so you and your brothers and sister should be here no later than six thirty. Oh, and don’t wear anything blue. I plan to wear blue, and the last time Chelsea and I looked like we’d coordinated and it was horrifically embarrassing.” Mallory smiled, as she was pretty sure her older sister had done that on purpose. Score one for Chels.


  “No blue. Got it. But six thirty is going to be pushing it for me to make it across town already dressed.”


  “And if you see Margaret Van Cleave, smile, make nice, but don’t tell her anything about my appointment at the dentist,” she said, emphasizing the word, which Mallory knew was code for the face-lift her father had purchased her mother six months ago.


  “I understand. Mom, are you listening to me though? I’ll be at the party, but I might be late. I have client meetings booked through the afternoon, and traveling across town in rush hour will add time.”


  “You’ll figure it out,” her mother said dismissively. “This is our anniversary we’re talking about.”


  “Right,” Mallory said, rounding the corner onto Spring Street. She had a mountain of paperwork at the office to plow through. “Of course.” Her mother was a strong-willed woman and had passed on those traits to Mallory, who planned to use them for more noteworthy causes than societal gatherings and keeping the “wrong” people out of their building. “I’ll see you next week.”


  “Remember to smile more at the party. We talked about this.”


  “Of course, Mom. I’ll practice in the mirror.”


  “Oh! That’s a wonderful idea, Mallory. Such a good head on your shoulders. Will you be bringing a date to the party? I need a catering headcount.”


  “No. Just me.”


  “Well, that’s okay too. Successful women do just fine all alone. Remember that.”


  She closed her eyes at the backhanded compliment. All alone. That was her, all right. Seemed to be a popular theme lately. “I will remember that. Thanks, Mom.”


  They said their good-byes, and Mallory clicked off just in time to see a familiar face a few yards ahead on the sidewalk. She’d never encountered Hope in broad daylight, and it was a little surreal running into her on the street now, even if they both lived in the neighborhood. Hope wore ripped denim and a baggy gray sweatshirt. Not how she was used to seeing Hope, but maybe this was her off-the-clock look. She was talking to a couple of guys in front of an electronics store and looking rather serious.


  Mallory caught Hope’s eye and smiled as she approached. Hope, however, raised a pair of questioning eyebrows at her and paused the conversation. “Something I can help you with?” she asked in seeming annoyance. It caught Mallory off guard, that tone. She’d never witnessed Hope be anything but friendly.


  “No. Sorry. Just passing by, thought I’d say hello.”


  “Great.” Hope’s eyes followed Mallory’s progress, clearly waiting for her to be out of the way so she could resume the conversation with the two rather severe-looking guys. One with enormous muscles. She glanced back at his exposed bicep. Was that a tattoo of Jesus with a baseball bat? An interesting artistic choice.


  As she walked the rest of the way back to the office, the encounter left her feeling a bit low. So she and Hope didn’t have a million things in common, but after the other night, she, at the very least, thought of Hope as someone she’d say hello to on the street, exchange pleasantries with. Another example, however, of how different the two of them were.


  Why the hell did she care so much anyway?


  The answer to that question simmered there quietly, making her wildly uncomfortable. She shook her head and glanced up at the blue sky on what otherwise would have been a perfect day. She never should have allowed Hope to kiss her, and she certainly shouldn’t have kissed her back. Because now a woman who barely acknowledged her existence on the street was firmly underneath her skin. A woman she had no business getting mixed up with.


  Damn it.


  She should have known better.


  New game plan.


  Operation: Take Back Control was going into full effect.


  


  *


  


  It was only six that Friday night, but Hope noticed the traffic at Showplace already picking up. But then the weekends had a way of doing that. She’d booked a band, as she was still experimenting with the band vs. DJ concept and what seemed to jive best with her clientele. As she mixed a handful of drink orders, she kept one eye on the band’s set-up process in case they needed assistance. Honestly, this was one of those times when she should leave the bar to one of her hired bartenders, but it really was her favorite spot, where she could lose herself in what she did best. There was a fine art to the creation of a good cocktail. That’s what a lot of people didn’t realize, and she relished her craft.


  “She’s getting good,” Teddy said as he deposited a tray of bussed glasses on the bar. “And the girl at table twenty-six has the hots for me. At last, a straight girl. The universe might love me after all.”


  “Who?” Hope asked absently, as she mixed a Tom Collins for a guy in a sweater vest, an actual sweater vest.


  Teddy pointed slyly. “The cute one on the right. She’s been giving me the up-and-down every time I walk by. She’s in love with Teddy. She wants Teddy’s clothes off. She caught the Teddy bug and needs an antidote of Teddy. I might give her my number.”


  “Fantastic, but I meant who’s getting good?”


  “Oh. Sophie. That new girl. She’s only spilled one drink thus far and pays close attention when I offer her advice. She might work out after all. Though I think she’s developed a little crush of her own,” he said, inclining his head in the direction of a table near the door. Sophie had paused at Katia’s table, that French girl who set up shop in that same spot nearly every night and brooded. She was an excellent brooder, in fact, and the girls took notice of her as she sipped her brandy and regarded the world. She had the introspective European thing down pat and seemed to do pretty well with it.


  “Bad plan. Katia’s a total heartbreaker,” Hope said. “She wraps these women around her finger and then drops them cold.”


  “Maybe you should warn her. Do the big-sister thing.”


  Hope shot Teddy a look. “So not my style, Ted. Plus, I’m her boss. What can I get you?” she asked a woman who leaned across the bar. Now that was a lot of cleavage on display. As in all of it. Hope killed the urge to wince and focused on the woman’s face instead.


  “Moscow Mule with two limes.”


  “Coming up.”


  “You are her boss,” Teddy said, picking up where they left off. “But you’re a decent human being, and that works well enough for this kind of girl-to-girl conversation.”


  “Fine. If the opportunity presents itself, but no promises.”


  “That’s what I like to hear. And because of your generosity of spirit, I believe the universe has just rewarded you.” He stepped out of the way to reveal Brooklyn and Mallory snagging seats at their usual table. Teddy raised his eyebrows a couple of times playfully and departed with a fresh tray of drinks.


  It had been only twenty-four hours since she’d seen Mallory, but Hope still got a little uptick in energy laying eyes on her now. She was casual tonight. Jeans, a white T-shirt with a turquoise scarf. The kind you wore for fashion and not weather, translation: classy and sexy combined. Everything about her was. Hope didn’t know where things were headed, or even if they should head anywhere, as she wasn’t much of a dater. She simply wasn’t interested in dating many people, but Mallory Spencer, despite the fact that she was out of Hope’s league, firmly had her attention.


  She just wasn’t sure what to do about it.


  But Hope did have another angle to explore on that front, and it involved Showplace. She’d been mulling over a new idea for the bar and, in the back of her mind, wondered if Mallory and her friends might be able to help. Showplace was doing well, and for that Hope was thrilled, but the numbers she had coming in weren’t always consistent, and that left her feeling a little nervous financially. Sure, she could squirrel away some cash for the slower weeks, or she could continue her quest to take this bar to the next level. She signaled one of the waiters who doubled as a bartender to take her spot and made her way to a table across the room.


  “Hey,” she said, meeting first Brooklyn’s and then Mallory’s eyes. “How is everyone?”


  “Fantastic,” Brooklyn said. “It’s Friday and thereby blessed by unicorns and Lady Gaga.” Hope quirked an eyebrow and Brooklyn tried again. “Translation: we’re thrilled the killer work week is behind us. Bring on the weekend. We want alcohol to celebrate.”


  “Got it,” Hope said, smiling. It hadn’t eluded her that Mallory kept her gaze on Brooklyn and hadn’t yet cracked a smile. She opened her mouth to say something, but Sophie stole the moment.


  “Drinks for you ladies?”


  “A cucumber martini and a whiskey sour,” Hope said on their behalf.


  “Make that two cucumber martinis,” Mallory said in what was clearly a challenge. Brooklyn nodded at Sophie and glanced curiously to Mallory.


  “So you all work in advertising,” Hope said.


  “Aha.” Brooklyn rested her chin in her hand. “You’ve heard the wild rumors.”


  She was funny, this Brooklyn. Likable. “I have. And here’s the thing. Showplace is doing a decent business, but I’d like to work on making the decent business into a fantastic business. Is that something your company might be able to help with?”


  “So now you want my help?” Mallory asked in an almost accusing tone.


  “Well, I’d hire you. I’m not asking for a handout.” The insinuation stung.


  Mallory shrugged. “It’s just interesting how vastly different your demeanor is now.”


  Hope felt behind. What was she missing? “From when we said good night in the hallway? Yeah, I’d say this exchange is a little less personal.”


  Brooklyn’s cheeks colored at the back-and-forth. “You know what? I’m gonna check on those drinks. Let you two nice people talk alone.”


  Mallory’s hard-edged stare turned back to her. “I was actually referencing earlier today.”


  Still not following. “For what purpose? You’re gonna have to spell this one out for me.”


  “You were…I don’t know. Rude. Brusque. And now you’re asking for help with your business. I just find it odd timing.”


  “First of all, this is the first time I’ve seen you today. And second of all, I’m not asking for help. I already told you. I’m a paying customer.”


  Mallory stared at her as if she’d said it was Dress Like a Starfish Night. She opened her mouth and then closed it again before seeming to backtrack and settle on a sentence. “Wait. So you’re telling me we didn’t run into each other on the street today?”


  And then Hope understood, as similar misunderstandings from her youth sparked what must have happened.


  “You saw Kara.”


  Mallory shook her head once. “I’m sorry. Who?”


  “You saw my sister today. On the street. About yay-high,” she said, holding up a hand next to her own head. “Looks like me, only a little tougher?”


  “Yeah.” Mallory eyed her skeptically. “But it was you. I saw you. Just not as put together as you are right now.”


  Hope raised a pointed eyebrow. “You thought she was me because we’re twins. We’ve been mistaken for each other our whole lives. Just happens a lot less now, as we haven’t run in the same circles in a long time. I’m out of practice.”


  “You have a twin,” Mallory stated, more to herself than to Hope. “At the Seaport you just said sister.”


  “Right, well, I wasn’t aware it’d be such a pressing detail. Plus, it was a first date.”


  “Non-date.”


  “It was a first non-date.” Hope corrected herself. “It wasn’t like we were exchanging complete life stories. But, yes, I have a twin sister named Kara, and if you want the truth, she’s kind of a mess.” Realizing she’d now lost interest in the reason she’d originally come over, Hope decided to abandon the plan altogether. “I’ll let you get back to your night.”


  Mallory watched Hope make her way back to the bar and set about slicing lemon wedges, which she could apparently do really fast. Impressive. She felt bad for the mix-up, for giving Hope a hard time. But how was she to have known there was a twin out there? A not-very-nice twin, she thought, remembering the irritated stare leveled on her earlier that afternoon.


  Once Brooklyn returned to the table, they chatted about work and about Hunter and Samantha’s dog Elvis and his uncanny ability to predict their return home. But Mallory’s heart wasn’t in it. She found herself distracted by the blonde behind the bar and the need, for whatever reason, to put things right between them.


  “Mal, you look upset,” Brooklyn said, popping the cucumber sliver into her mouth. “Your Mallory eyebrows are all drawn down and such.”


  “Will you excuse me for a second?”


  Brooklyn shot a look at the bar and relaxed back into her chair, a celebratory smile taking shape. “Of course I will. I need to give Jess a call anyway. See if she’s home yet, so I can get in some quality time.”


  “That’s totally code for sex,” Mallory said.


  “Am I that obvious?” Brooklyn asked in seeming disappointment.


  “Always, Brooks. Always.”


  Brooklyn used her finger to write on an imaginary pad in the air as Mallory left her. “Must. Work. On. Subtlety.”


  Hope was flipping through some sort of paperwork when Mallory edged through the gathering crowd for a tiny space at the bar. She knew she had only a short time before the lights would dim and the band would begin to play, making it a lot more difficult to hold a conversation. She sandwiched herself between two wide-eyed twenty-somethings batting their eyelashes obnoxiously.


  “Got a sec?” she asked Hope, who glanced up and held her gaze a moment before answering.


  “Sure. What can I get you?”


  “I don’t need a drink. I thought we could talk, about the bar and what you said about working together.” She brushed the hair nervously from her forehead and cursed her rather predictable reaction to Hope. Didn’t seem to matter how many times it happened, though. Mallory still couldn’t get used to this flustered version of herself.


  “You don’t have to do that,” Hope said, coming over to face Mallory.


  “Well, maybe I want to.”


  “But you don’t.”


  Irritation flared. “Why don’t you let me decide what I do and don’t want to do?” Aha, she had her there. She could tell because Hope exhaled and nodded.


  “Fine. Maybe we can set up a meeting. How does this normally work in your world?”


  “I can come to you,” Mallory said and pulled out her phone containing the ins and outs of her schedule. “Why don’t I stop by Monday afternoon? Maybe sometime before opening?”


  “Three o’clock?” Hope asked and scanned the bar to make sure all was well, a habit Mallory had picked up on. She definitely had a handle on the service at Showplace.


  Mallory nodded and typed in the appointment. “I can do three.”


  “Great,” Hope said, taking a step back.


  “Perfect.” She should totally walk away now. That’s what a normal human would do.


  “So Monday at three.”


  “Exactly,” Mallory said. “Here. At this bar.” She nodded a couple of times too many and headed back to her table, mystified at her inability to remain cool, calm, and unaffected. What had happened to the Mallory Spencer she could count on?


  Uncool, Universe. Very uncool.


  


  *


  


  As Hope filled out a supply order for the following week, she waited patiently for her newest hire to report to work. Something about the exchange she’d had with Teddy had stuck with her for the remainder of the night prior. Sophie seemed like a good kid, and letting her get her heart stomped on might not be the most neighborly thing to do.


  Sophie was scheduled to work at four that day, and right at five minutes to the hour, she arrived. Thank God for an employee who knew how to be on time. She rounded the bar with a smile and stole a black cocktail apron from the shelf behind the bar. “Hi, Hope. How’s your day today?”


  “Oh, you know, slaying dragons and making drinks.”


  “Slaying dragons? Is that a bartending term?” Sophie asked in earnest. Bless her and those wide eyes of naïveté.


  “Nope. That’s just me being stupid.”


  “Oh,” Sophie said in catch-up mode, forcing a laugh. “Funny.”


  “It’s really not, but because I’m in charge, you feel you have to laugh. I hereby free you of that obligation from now on, because life is too short. Wanna cut fruit with me?”


  “Sure.” Hope handed Sophie a small knife and an orange.


  “We’re going for wedges. Like this,” she said demonstrating smooth, even cuts. Sophie set to work, and it was clear she’d never be a surgeon as her jagged orange slices were pathetic at best. But that hadn’t exactly been the point of Hope inviting her to help.


  “So you’ve been chatting with Katia some, I’ve noticed.”


  Sophie smiled at Hope. “She’s hot. And kind of brooding too. I like hot and brooding.” And then something seemed to occur to her. “Oh. Am I not supposed to find the customers hot? I’m sorry. I can stop doing that.”


  “No, there’s no firm rule. I just want you to know that Katia has a tendency to…drop girls moments after she gets what she wants from them. Do you follow?”


  Sophie blinked back at her and Hope waited. “Oh! Oh my. You mean like sex?”


  Hope bit back a smile. “Yes, like sex.” She set her knife down and turned to face Sophie. “Here’s the thing. You seem like a nice kid, and I would hate to see your heart ripped out. That’s all I’m saying here.”


  “Wow. Thank you,” Sophie said, seemingly touched. “I’ve never worked for anyone who, I don’t know, cared.”


  “Let’s not get carried away,” Hope said, but slid Sophie a sly smile. “Now since it seems you’re woefully challenged in the fruit department, and I do mean woefully, do me a favor and refill all the sweetener dispensers and check the condiments as well. You’ll see a shelf in the kitchen with everything you need.”


  Sophie offered a little mock salute and headed out. “Thanks again, Hope, for the talk.”


  “No problem.”


  Hanging up her do-gooder hat, Hope pulled a small Moleskine journal from underneath the register, knowing she had a few spare minutes to do some brainstorming. In it she kept a list of some of the craft cocktails she planned to slowly introduce to her customers one at a time.


  Something about the creation of a perfectly made drink pulled Hope in and got her excited about her job. It wasn’t just service; it was science and artistry mixed together. She wanted Showplace to be on the cutting edge of the artisanal cocktail scene, and if she wanted her bar to have that kind of reputation, she needed to focus on the details, as they were everything.


  The temperature of the glass had to be just right and the measurements extra precise. Sugar content closely monitored. Garnishes needed to be fresh, inventive, and used to the fullest to bring out desired flavors. Hope didn’t want Showplace to be just a bar; she wanted it to be a brand, and one people could count on for delivery of top-quality cocktails, in addition to the run-of-the-mill stuff for the less adventurous. That kind of shift would put them on the map in a big way.


  Hope had never been a big dreamer. She wasn’t interested in being rich or well known. But she wanted to take the one thing she loved to do and be good at it. And it just so happened that she loved this bar.


  Now she just had to figure out how to use what little money she had to make that happen.


  


  *


  


  “So what made you want to try a new place?” Mallory asked her father as she made a fourth attempt with her knife and fork to attack her rubbery chicken. He laughed at her efforts, something he’d been doing for the past few minutes. That was one thing about her dad, he knew how to find enjoyment in pretty much any situation.


  “I thought it would be fun to branch out. Go somewhere besides Adolpho’s,” he told her, “and now I remember why we never do. Hey, maybe the waiter will bring you a steak knife or a machete.”


  “No, I can do it,” she said, and placed a tiny piece in her mouth, stifling a grimace at the dried-out bite. Her father only laughed more, and she glanced up from her plate to find him dabbing tears from the corners of his eyes. This was one of New York City’s most prestigious attorneys laughing until he cried at her lunch battle.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said finally. “We can grab a hot dog in the park. On me.”


  “Best suggestion I’ve had all day.”


  Luckily, they hadn’t been far from Central Park and the day was a beautiful one, warm and sunny, which invited lots of children with nannies, Rollerbladers, sunseekers, and even the occasional lounger reading a book under a tree. Mallory loved the park, though she didn’t often get the chance to explore it. She should make a point to change that.


  She always looked forward to her weekly lunches with her father. It was the one thing she had, in a lineup of five other children, that was simply hers. Plus, she and her dad had always seen eye to eye, which made their bond all the more unique. She cherished the kindred-spirit quality of their connection.


  They waited in line for the hot dogs and instead of snagging a bench made the decision to walk for a bit. Luckily, she’d come with sneakers in her bag.


  “So whatever happened with that movie-theater chain?” her father asked, tossing a piece of his bun to a nearby squirrel.


  “Still working it. No contract signed as of yet. The whole thing has me a tad on edge.”


  “In what way?”


  “We’re totally out of our element with this account, which means the margin for error is large.”


  “Which is why you need to secure it,” he told her. “Uncomfortable is good for you. Don’t let anyone tell you different. If you lay up in life, stay where the water’s warm, you’ll be just fine, but nothing exciting will ever happen.”


  Nothing exciting will ever happen. It was good advice, but then, he was great at that, which is why she so often used him as her sounding board. “You’re right. I know, inherently, you are, but it can be hard to take a big risk when the odds of it not working out are overwhelming.” It’s possible she was no longer only alluding to the Big Top account.


  “That’s what timid people say. I’ve never known you to be timid.”


  She looked up at him. “I don’t want to be. In fact, it’s the last word I want to define me.”


  “Then I think you know what you have to do. Embrace the uncomfortable.”


  “Yeah, well, tall order.”


  They turned back then, and Mallory knew that the distance to reach the park’s entrance would eat up their allotted time for lunch. “I have every confidence in you,” her father said, putting his arm around her shoulder. “And if the Big Top account doesn’t work out, you can always come to work for me.”


  Mallory laughed, because law was so far from what she loved, it was hard to even imagine. Though once she’d wanted nothing more than to work with her dad. Instead, she’d modeled most of her business practices after him. Hard work. Ethical behavior. A sensitive leadership strategy. “I think I’ll stick with advertising, but thanks.”


  “Suit yourself, kiddo.”


  She tossed the remainder of her bun to the squirrel in their pathway, yet again following in her father’s footsteps.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Mallory turned the page of the book she was reading and realized absently that she’d never actually eaten dinner that night. Her thoughts shifted to her grumbling stomach and whether she should head to her pantry in favor of her standard salt-and-vinegar potato chips or branch out and go for BBQ. Tucked in for the evening on her couch, underneath her favorite green cashmere blanket, Mallory’s wild Saturday night had consisted of a glass of merlot and her old buddy, John Grisham. Before she’d made any firm potato-chip decision, her phone buzzed from its spot on her coffee table, and she glanced at the readout, a text from Brooklyn in all caps.


  


  MIDNIGHT CHOCOLATE. MIDNIGHT CHOCOLATE. MIDNIGHT CHOCOLATE.


  


  She pushed herself into a seated position and considered the text. Okay, so something was definitely up. The question was what. She slipped from underneath the warmth of the blanket and set the book aside. MCs were called only in the event of something major happening to one of the four of them. Something that simply could not wait and required urgent friend attention or counsel.


  And they always figured it out.


  It’s what made Midnight Chocolate the foolproof go-to that it was, dating back to the night they first came together and had chocolate waffles in the Village. She fired off a response.


  “I’m in. See you there.”


  “There” was Sam and Hunter’s loft apartment, formerly Sam and Brooklyn’s apartment. Either way, it was only four floors down from her own and the most convenient place for them all to meet. When she saw texts fly in from Hunter and Sam, both confirming for tonight, she checked her watch. God, it was literally eight minutes to midnight. Talk about last minute. She changed into her red plaid pajama pants and soft white T-shirt, grabbed an unopened bottle of Red Zin and some gourmet double-chocolate cookies from the deli on the corner, and was out the door.


  She slid open the door to Sam and Hunter’s place with ninety seconds left to spare, which was good because she refused to be late to anything. Not in her DNA. Now Brooklyn was another story. “She’s not here yet, is she?” Mallory asked Sam, who stood behind the island uncorking a bottle of white.


  “What do you think?”


  “I think that Brooklyn, who called this MC, is not here, but that you have a chocolate spread on your counter sent from Baby Jesus above. Is that an Oreo cream-cheese ball? I will tackle you right now if that is an Oreo cream-cheese ball.”


  “Aww, you noticed,” Sam said, swiping the dish in sidestep of the tackle and carrying it to the coffee table. Mallory pitched in as they transported malted-milk balls, four dishes of chocolate ice cream, hot fudge, sprinkles, a basket of miniature Snickers, the cookies she’d brought from upstairs, and of course a tin of MollyDolly truffles, a new staple.


  Hunter emerged from the bedroom and lifted the wine Mallory brought from the counter and turned it around to face them. “This looks like the good stuff. Is this the good stuff?”


  “It is, in fact, quite good,” Mallory assured her. “A ninety-two from Wine Spectator.”


  “You really love us,” Sam said to Mallory, her hand placed over her heart. Her auburn hair was pulled into a loose ponytail that had her looking relaxed and happy in her PJs. But then again, maybe that was all Hunter’s doing, she thought as her two friends exchanged a rather heated glance. Okay, yep, there’d be some definite action at this place later. Note to self: do not linger.


  As Hunter opened the Zin, the door slid open and a rather tentative-looking Brooklyn made her way into the room clad in blue-and-white striped pajamas covered by a short trench coat. “Hi, everybody,” she said rather meekly.


  “Hiya, Brooks,” Mallory said, moving to her friend. “You okay?”


  She nodded and held Mallory’s gaze, an attempt at a smile making its way onto her lips. “I am. Can we sit?”


  “It’s kind of ordained that we sit at an MC,” Samantha pointed out as they grabbed spots on the floor around the coffee table. Hunter distributed glasses of wine, and plates were filled with amazing chocolaty goodness, the absolute best part of any MC.


  “Oh, I almost forgot!” Brooklyn said, racing to her coat on the rack and returning with a small bag. “My contribution to tonight.”


  Hunter leaned forward and took the bag from Brooklyn in reverence. “Milk-chocolate-covered potato chips? This is a thing? I’m going to die of gratitude if this is a real thing.”


  “It is now.” Brooklyn beamed. “And it’s the best thing.” They passed the bag around and sank in surrender at the sweet and savory combination until all eyes slowly settled on Brooklyn in anticipation of the main event.


  “So what’s going on with you, Brooks? Lay it on us,” Hunter said, leaning back against the couch.


  Samantha placed a hand on Brooklyn’s knee. “You know that we’re here, whatever it is.”


  Brooklyn nodded and took a deep breath, pushing the hair back from her face. “Okay, so this is pretty major,” Brooklyn said and took a deep breath in preparation. That’s when her eyes filled with tears and Mallory’s heart clenched.


  It killed her when her friends cried. Killed her. Mallory liked to be in control, and that meant protecting the people she loved from anything bad that could possibly happen to them. It was maddening when she couldn’t do that, and seeing Brooklyn well up now had her wondering even more what had happened to her friend. Her mind raced with possibilities.


  Brooklyn had reconnected with her birth family the year prior, and Mallory said a silent prayer that everything was okay on that front. Then there was Brooklyn’s reckless-driving tendency. Maybe her warning streak had finally come to an end and she’d lost her license. Or maybe a fight with Jessica.


  “One moment,” Brooklyn said, holding up a finger. Mallory watched in suspense as Brooklyn returned to her coat for a second time and walked the short distance back to them.


  But she was smiling now through the tears and extended a shaky left hand toward her friends. Mallory sat a little taller and sucked in a breath when she saw the rather impressive diamond sparkling back at her from Brooklyn’s ring finger.


  “Whoa,” Hunter managed, and pointed at the ring. “Is that what I think it is?”


  “I’m engaged,” Brooklyn said, beaming at them.


  Sam flew to her feet and practically tackled Brooklyn with the hug she planted on her. “Oh, my God, this is amazing.”


  “Isn’t it?” Brooklyn asked. “I still can’t believe it myself.”


  Mallory had tears in her eyes now too. Tears of relief. Tears of happiness, because this really was the best news ever. She moved to Brooklyn with outstretched arms and pulled her in for a warm embrace. “Brooklyn Campbell is going to be married,” Mallory whispered in her friend’s ear. “I can’t even express how good this news is.”


  “Thanks, Mal,” Brooklyn said, and after holding her gaze for a few important moments, she turned to Hunter, who instead of hugging her, pulled Brooklyn into a headlock that prompted laughter and protestations from Brooklyn until they fell into a heap on the floor.


  “Congratulations, Brooks,” Hunter said sincerely and ruffled her hair.


  “Now tell us all about it,” Sam said, retrieving her wineglass and sitting on her knees eagerly.


  Brooklyn looked skyward and smiled as if drifting off into a wonderful memory and then struggling to find the words to describe it. “It was like something you’d see in a movie, you guys. We were supposed to go to dinner at this upscale restaurant with some business associates in town to see Jess. So I put on my turquoise dress, anticipating a boring dinner at a nice place.”


  “That’s a good dress,” Hunter said, nodding in approval.


  “Right?” Brooklyn said, nodding. “I like it too. But when we got on the elevator, Jessica hit the button for rooftop access rather than taking us down to the lobby. I didn’t pick up on it until the sensation clued me in to the fact that the elevator was climbing instead of descending, but Jessica wasn’t talking. She looked ridiculously beautiful, by the way. Black cocktail dress, swept-up hair, diamond earrings, as in take-my-breath-away good.”


  “And then?” Samantha asked with the excitement of a kid on Christmas morning.


  Brooklyn sat a little taller. “The elevator opens, we step out, and that’s when I realized we weren’t going anywhere for dinner. The rooftop had been transformed. I’m talking flowers, candles, and those tiny twinkly white lights. The place was romance central with a candlelit table for two in the middle of all of it.”


  Mallory smiled at the description, the idea of what was to come warming her heart already. “It sounds so picturesque.”


  “I can’t even begin to tell you,” Brooklyn said. “A dream come true.”


  “Keep going! Keep going!” Samantha practically shouted, pulling Brooklyn back to the story.


  “Okay, okay,” Brooklyn said, clearly enjoying the telling. “Jess takes my hand and walks me to the railing, and we look out over the beautiful cityscape around us. My heart is pounding out of my chest. She starts listing all the things she loves about me and her eyes fill with tears, which of course make my eyes fill with tears, and my cool-as-a-cucumber girlfriend, who clearly had a speech prepared, fumbles it all over the place in the most touching moment of my existence. Then she takes out this ring, which is when the tears really kick in, and asks me if we can spend the rest of our lives together.”


  “Did she say the words?” Hunter asked, leaning in. As laid-back as Hunter generally played it, she seemed just as excited by the details of the proposal as the rest of them.


  “She did,” Brooklyn said. “She asked me to marry her.”


  Sam was again up and pulling Brooklyn into a jumping up and down hug. “You said yes, right? You said yes?”


  “Of course I said yes. We had dinner on the roof, and I spent the next hour and a half staring into the beautiful eyes of the woman I’m going to marry. I’m getting married, you guys. Me!”


  “You’re getting married,” Mallory breathed, as her chest filled with joy for her friend.


  Brooklyn nodded. “And really fast too.”


  “How fast are we talking?” Hunter asked, cradling her wine.


  “Two months,” Brooklyn said and then flashed an oh-my-God face. “We decided not to make too big a production out of this. It’s just that so many people get more caught up in the wedding plans than the commitment itself, and I don’t want that for us. Simple and beautiful is the way to go.”


  “Never underestimate simple,” Samantha tossed in and snagged a truffle.


  Brooklyn nodded and stole one herself. “I thought it might be nice to get married on the deck at Highline just as the sun’s going down. The view of the Hudson is gorgeous that time of day and would make the perfect backdrop. Jessica’s going to see if she can pull some strings and get us a booking.”


  The idea was perfect, Mallory thought. But then Brooklyn was known for her fantastic ideas. Highline Park was a mile-and-a-half-long linear garden located on an elevated section of railroad tracks long since retired by the city. It was picturesque, unique, and so very Brooklyn. The photos alone would be to die for.


  “What can we do?” Mallory asked, snapping into project-manager mode. “Name it.”


  “Be in the wedding, first of all,” Brooklyn said. “All three of you. No maid of honor either, just my three best friends standing up there with me when I say ‘I do.’”


  “I think I speak for all of us when I say that nothing would make us happier,” Mallory said, and the other two nodded emphatically, clearly just as touched.


  “Oh! And help me with the details,” Brooklyn said, most pointedly to Mallory.


  “Details are what I’m known for,” she said, holding her hands palms up. “You’re in luck.”


  Brooklyn beamed. “I’m counting on it.”


  “Wait a minute,” Hunter said, slightly confused. “Where’s Jess now? She proposed and you just left?”


  “Not right away. We had dinner. Did some rather toe-curling kissing. But I had to share this news with you guys on the very night it happened,” Brooklyn explained. “Jessica’s at home now, awaiting my return, and trust me, I will make it worth her while. But she knows you guys are my family and that I’d want to share right away. That’s the best part about Jess. She gets me.”


  “She does,” Mallory said in appreciation. “When you first fell for her, I wouldn’t have imagined that would ever be the case, but she really, really does get you. You’re perfect together. It was meant to be.”


  


  *


  


  As Mallory lay in bed that night, sleep evaded her. She took stock of the workweek ahead and made a mental list of goals to accomplish in the short term. But her thoughts drifted to the rather exciting evening as she played back Brooklyn’s story and smiled all over again at how truly happy she had appeared recounting the proposal. For someone who’d had a hard time of it for so much of her young life, Brooklyn deserved every bit of that happiness.


  It seemed like just yesterday when the four of them had first become friends their sophomore year at NYU. She shook her head and marveled at where they were now: running a successful business together in one of the most cutthroat cities in the world. Brooklyn was settling down and getting married. Samantha and Hunter were deeply in love and probably ravishing each other four floors down, and she was snuggled up making mental notes about client presentations while living vicariously through her friends.


  But was there really anything wrong with that?


  No. Because at the end of the day, when everyone headed home in time for dinner by six, someone had to be there to turn the lights off, and that was her job. And what’s more, she liked that it was her job, that she was the one they all depended on. Plus, she loved the business she’d created, she loved her apartment, and she loved her friends.


  Did she really need anything beyond that? As she turned over and vowed to fall asleep if it killed her, the answer to that question tugged at her uncomfortably.


  


  *


  


  By the time Monday afternoon rolled around, Hope had already had quite a day. It started at an ungodly hour when Mrs. Warkowski, her across-the-hall neighbor, had knocked on her door incessantly at seven that morning. After pulling herself from her comfy bed, after only a few hours of much-needed rest, she pulled on a pair of yoga pants to be greeted by her panic-stricken neighbor.


  “Hope, Matt Lauer is broken! Hurry!”


  Hope blinked a couple of times to not only wake up, but to try to understand the meaning of that nonsensical sentence. It didn’t work. “Matt Lauer is broken?” she asked slowly.


  “Yes, he won’t come on and it’s after seven. I’m missing it!” This was apparently a very big deal in Mrs. Warkowski’s world. While Hope didn’t know the elderly woman very well, they did exchange pleasantries in the hall, and Hope did her best to keep an eye out for her elderly neighbor, as she lived alone and didn’t seem to get too many visitors.


  Hope did a quick assessment of the facts. Mrs. Warkowski was missing something that was supposed to happen at seven. The Today Show, her brain filled in. Matt Lauer was on The Today Show.


  “Are you having trouble with your television?”


  “Yes!” Mrs. Warkowski said in desperation. “That’s what I said. C’mon!” With that, the short little lady toddled back across the hall to her apartment door, which was standing open. Hope didn’t see any other option, so she followed her to take a look. The TV, a relic that looked more like furniture than electronics, sat on the floor broadcasting a blue screen. Recognizing a cable box similar to her own, Hope turned to Mrs. Warkowski.


  “Do you have the remote?”


  “I don’t have a remote,” she stated matter-of-factly.


  “No? So you get up to change the channels? We could probably order you one so you don’t have to do that.”


  “Oh no. I have the clicker for that.”


  Hope smiled. “A clicker. Perfect. Can I see the clicker?” Mrs. Warkowski produced the remote control and Hope hit “power,” bringing the cable box back to life. Matt Lauer’s image filled the screen and Mrs. Warkowski clapped on cue.


  “There’s my sexy man! You fixed him!”


  “I didn’t do much,” Hope told her. “You had the power to your TV turned on, but not the cable box,” she said, pointing at the box for Mrs. Warkowski. “So there was no signal. Do you see now?”


  “I didn’t know it had its own switch. You want to watch with me?”


  She opened her mouth to explain that she really needed to try to catch some more sleep, but the hope-filled eyes peering up at her made her decision for her. “Um…sure. I can watch for a bit.”


  “I’ll make us some coffee and scones,” Mrs. Warkowski said happily.


  Hope had heard of scones, but she’d never actually seen one. Turned out they were pretty awesome, as was the coffee. As they watched the morning’s headline news segue into feature stories, Mrs. Warkowski took great care explaining to Hope who each one of the anchors was and what she liked and certainly did not like about each one.


  “This Willie Geist is nice, but he needs to know his place more.”


  Hope smiled at her. “He’s no Matt Lauer.”


  “Exactly! He’s no Matt. Would you like another scone?”


  “No, thank you. But let me take some of these dishes in.”


  Mrs. Warkowski seemed impressed with this offer. “Someone brought you up with manners,” she told Hope.


  Well, not exactly, but she’d picked them up all the same. “You were nice enough to invite me over. The least I can do is help out.” As she ran water over the small plates they’d used, Mrs. Warkowski joined her at the sink.


  “Maybe you can come watch again with me on another day?” And there were those big hopeful eyes again. Geez, what was she supposed to do here?


  “Sure. Maybe someday.” A pause. Seeing this as her out, Hope moved to the door. “Well, I better head across the hall and get dressed. I have to leave for work soon.”


  “Well, thank you for your help,” Mrs. Warkowski said. “I don’t know what I would have done without my show and my Matt. When you get to be my age, it’s the little things, you know? Probably seems silly to someone like you.”


  The sentiment hit home, because she was right. The little things did matter. They made the difference in whether your day was a good one or bad one. She hoped she’d helped make Mrs. Warkowski’s day good. “It’s not silly at all. And you can knock whenever you need something.”


  This seemed to make Mrs. Warkowski very happy, but she was quick to rein it in. “Oh, I’ll try not to bother you unless it’s an emergency like this morning.”


  Hope smiled at the categorization of the word. “Have a good day today.”


  “You too, Hope. Be careful in that big, bad world.”


  But the day hadn’t stopped there. Her walk to work, which was normally a pretty mundane few blocks, had been noticeably hijacked.


  “Where you been?” a little guy in a backward baseball cap asked, falling into stride with her as she walked. Hope regarded him but said nothing, figuring he must have been talking to someone else. “You deaf all of a sudden?”


  “We don’t know each other,” she informed him and continued walking.


  “We sure did last week,” he said, grabbing her arm rather forcefully. It took everything she had not to deck the guy in the face.


  “Look, you have me confused with someone else.” And she knew exactly who he’d confused her with, and she didn’t like it one bit. What was Kara mixed up in now? She shrugged out of his grip. “I’ve never met you in my life. I’m sorry. Now leave me the hell alone before I call 9-1-1.” The guy hung back as she continued walking, but she heard his voice loudly behind her.


  “This isn’t over. You know we’ll be back!” Perfect, she thought to herself. Just perfect.


  So it hadn’t been the most peaceful of mornings, but she was doing her best to get back on track as she readied Showplace for opening. As she took stock of supplies behind the bar, she caught a flash of beige in her peripheral and turned to see Mallory enter the bar wearing a cream-colored business suit that made her look quite simply…well, edible.


  “Hi,” Mallory said, as she approached, fancy attaché on her shoulder and right on time for their scheduled meeting. “Where would you like to talk?” She glanced behind her at the array of empty tables.


  “Let’s move to my office,” Hope said, and set down her inventory clipboard. She led the way to the back of the bar, catching the faintest hint of Mallory’s perfume as she followed behind. Some sort of lavender and it was awesome.


  “I didn’t even know there was an office back here,” Mallory mused as she sat down her attaché and took a seat in the chair across from Hope’s desk. “And I’ve been coming here for years.”


  “Does that mean you think I’m more important now that you know I have a desk?” Hope said teasingly.


  “I never thought you unimportant,” Mallory said smoothly and took out a notebook. “I’m going to take notes during our discussion, if that’s okay. I’m kind of old school,” she said, referencing the pen and paper.


  “Not a problem. So how do we start?” As the conversation shifted to business, Hope somehow felt uneasy, out of her depth. This kind of thing was in Mallory’s wheelhouse, and for whatever reason she didn’t want to embarrass herself, say the wrong thing.


  “Why don’t you tell me about some of your goals for Showplace.”


  “Okay, I can do that.” Hope took a seat behind her desk. “Showplace is doing exactly what it’s supposed to do, bring in a steady crowd.”


  “Right. The place seems to be doing really well lately.”


  “And it is. We’re making money, which is the goal. But I have this vision.” Hope felt the blush touch her cheeks, and she stared at the wooden grooves of her desk.


  Mallory dipped her head and found Hope’s eyes. “Tell me about it. I want to hear.”


  Hope nodded, feeling like she was about to show her hand and confess something she was hopeful for, but not certain she could attain. The whole thing made her feel a little…exposed. She took a deep breath. “Mixology is a hot trend in the U.S. right now, and craft cocktails are on the cutting edge of that movement. The person behind the bar can no longer be just an autonomous drink mixer to stay ahead. They should understand that concocting the perfect drink is akin to a five-star chef preparing a meal. It takes ingenuity, precision, and know-how to hand the perfect cocktail to a waiting patron.”


  She stood because now she was into it, her passion bubbling over. “There are so many interesting ways to go. Did you know that Greco-Romans used to flavor their wines with spices, herbs, and honey? Flavors can be just that simple, back to the basics without any over-inflated sweeteners.” And that’s when she noticed the most interesting of looks on Mallory’s face. “What? Why are you looking at me, all wide-eyed like that?”


  Mallory shook her head in wonder. “I guess I’ve just never seen this side of you, all worked up and excited.”


  “Well, this is something I can’t help but get excited about. It’s my work, and if done right, it can be art. People are out there looking for the next new thing, and I think I can give it to them. So while I love the fun, let-off-a-little-steam vibe the place has going now, I want to make it known for something else, and that’s innovative, handcrafted cocktails prepared by an experienced mixologist who knows their clientele and what will make them happy. Now don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to get rid of our current clientele. I simply want to expand the makeup.”


  It hadn’t eluded Hope that Mallory hadn’t taken a single note in the time she’d been talking, but she was smiling, and that was something. “I can market craft cocktails,” she said. “How specific can you get?”


  “What do you mean?” Hope asked, intrigued.


  Mallory stared at the ceiling, as if grappling for a concept. “If we did a monthly promotion, showcasing a specific ingredient or liquor. Ran a whole campaign for the month.”


  “I could easily do that,” Hope said, even more excited now. “There are so many new gins out there right now. And I’d like the chance to introduce them. Gin is making a big comeback, the new vodka, if you will.”


  Mallory smiled as she took down the note. “The new vodka. I like that.”


  “People always think gin is depressing, but really, they’re missing out, as it has so many amazing flavors to appreciate.”


  Mallory was struck. Something about listening to Hope talk about cocktail creation had her, quite simply, turned the hell on. There was this spark behind Hope’s eyes that pulled her in. Plus, the way she’d had to get up and move as she explained her ideas, because that’s how strongly she felt about her work, was beyond alluring.


  “Do you think that will work?” Hope asked. Damn it, she’d stopped listening in favor of watching that lower lip and imagining what it would feel like to move her tongue across it. “A whole month on natural sweeteners, maybe starting with barrel-aged maple. What do you think?”


  “It could work,” Mallory said, playing catch-up in her head. “We can sort those details out as we make a schedule. But I definitely think we can promote the hell out of Showplace and make it the go-to spot in the city for artisanal cocktails. In fact, I love the angle and think it’s very workable.”


  Hope smiled the most genuine smile, and it stole Mallory’s breath in a way she wasn’t expecting. It was adorable, and since when had she ever thought of Hope as adorable? Sexy and charismatic, sure, but adorable was new.


  “So what’s the next step?” Hope asked.


  “Well, we put together a couple of different proposals, and based on your budget for promotion, you decide the best course of action, with our recommendations, of course.”


  “Of course. That makes sense.” Hope came around the front of the desk, and Mallory swallowed at the new proximity, deciding that if they were going to work together, she needed to get in front of this thing between them sooner rather than later.


  She stood and addressed Hope as professionally as she could. “Maybe we should come up with some parameters. For working together, I mean.”


  Hope shook her head, understanding the implication. “No. No parameters. Put that in the contract if you have to.” Whether she wanted it to or not, that comment had Mallory’s stomach doing hard-core somersaults. Hope passed her a slow, hot look that sent those somersaults lower. “I happen to like things the way they are between us.”


  “The way they are,” Mallory repeated, “is distracting. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “You’re distracted by me?” Hope asked, closing the distance even more.


  Mallory closed her eyes and answered honestly, as the temperature in the room inched up. “You know I am.”


  “I’m distracted by you too,” Hope whispered.


  “No whispering,” Mallory said. “Whispering is so not fair right now.”


  “I’m less interested in what’s fair,” Hope said. “And more interested in the way you work a business suit.” Hope gently tugged Mallory toward her by the open front of her jacket until they were face-to-face, less than an inch between them. As they stood there, breathing in the same air, the tension thick and sharp, Mallory’s eyes connected with Hope’s. She watched as the blue darkened, mirroring the desire she felt swirling within her. All she wanted was for Hope to kiss her, touch her, put an end to the yearning that had come over her since their last contact in her hallway. Yet Hope made no move. In fact, it was as if she were waiting on Mallory.


  That’s when the last of Mallory’s resolve vanished and she crushed her mouth to Hope’s, eliciting a quiet sound from her that sent Mallory spiraling even further. Hope’s hands were on her then, one sinking into her hair and the other snaking up the back of her shirt and pressing against her bare skin in a move that had her body thrumming. Those lips, if it was possible, were even better than Mallory remembered. Adept, soft, and intoxicating. Hope’s tongue moved against hers and her body tightened in desperate need, pushing closer to Hope, loving the feel of Hope’s hand as it moved farther up the skin of her back.


  “God,” Hope managed between kisses. “Where did you come from?”


  “Four blocks west,” she answered, then felt the smile against her mouth that only led to more of the amazing kissing, making her want to do so much more. She slowed them down until it felt like she was falling and the only sturdy thing to hold on to was Hope. Hope pulled her mouth away but held Mallory right where she was, both of their breathing ragged.


  “This has been a very productive meeting,” Hope said, her eyes smoky and dark. “We should have more of these.” Mallory had to agree. There should be more and soon. Because giving in felt so much better than fighting it. She should write that down somewhere, have it made into a sign, perhaps, or a kitchen magnet.


  “Maybe we could meet tomorrow night,” Hope said. “Discuss details. Make big plans.” She traced Mallory’s lapel. “Businessy ones.”


  Mallory leaned in for another toe-curling kiss because, at this rate, why the hell not? “I agree. We should have another meeting. Tomorrow night. My place? Can you get off work?” Mallory had no clue what she was doing, but she’d worry about that later.


  Hope smiled a devastating smile. “I’m the boss, remember?”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Mallory started her Tuesday with a Grande Almond Latte that just two years ago would have been a difficult feat to successfully obtain. But she and Starbucks had put their differences aside, and the folks there loved her. They’d really experienced a turn-around in their relationship, and she, for one, valued the newfound coffee friendship. She followed that victory up with a call to Timmy at Big Top, who seemed beyond thrilled to hear from her.


  “Mallory, how are you?” he said as he picked up. “I’ve been meaning to call you. Thought we could all do drinks, talk about the film. Shoot the breeze.”


  If shooting the breeze was boy talk for business, she was in. “That would be fabu—awesome,” she amended, in an attempt to speak Tim. “It would be fabu-awesome.” Oh no. She’d really just said that.


  “You know a place?” he asked. “You strike me as a woman who knows the good spots.” That’s when a fantastic idea struck, as apparently Brooklyn wasn’t the only one capable of creative genius.


  “I do know a spot. They serve the most amazing craft cocktails. I’d love for you to experience the place too, as you may want to utilize their services in the future.”


  “I love the way you think,” Timmy said. “Let’s do it.” They squared away the details, and Mallory did a happy dance in her head for connecting the two clients. If Timmy, an influential man about town with the millennials, fell in love with Showplace, he could do a lot to put it on the map. If Showplace, likewise, impressed Timmy, Mallory would be an instant hero and receive cool points with Big Top, edging her that much closer to cinching the account.


  It was a win-win.


  She hung up the phone, sat back in her chair, and held her arms outstretched like the corporate rock star she was. She could hear the proverbial crowd cheering all around her.


  “So I take it that call went well?” Hunter said, glancing up from her laptop.


  “We’re having drinks with the Big Top guys at Showplace later this week. All of us. Show up and be cool.” Hunter passed her a look. “Okay, fair enough. You just show up. The rest of us will work at it.”


  The door slid open and Brooklyn arrived for work, prompting Mallory, Hunter, and Sam to pause their tasks at hand and break into their new tradition of humming “Here Comes the Bride” every time Brooklyn arrived on the scene.


  As always, she beamed back at them from the doorway, soaking it all in. “That never gets old.”


  “You know what else doesn’t get old?” Mallory asked. “Wedding planning. I think I missed my calling.”


  “You totally did,” Samantha said, nodding. “You’d be a kick-ass wedding planner, Mal, and if I ever get married, I plan to utilize your services.” With that she and Hunter exchanged a sweet smile that on any other day would have had Mallory feeling intrusive for witnessing. Not today. Today was a good day, and her friends could be as in love as they wanted. She’d already knocked off half the tasks on her to-do list and had been wildly successful in the process. She now got to spend a little of her morning pulling together the details of what would be a gorgeous wedding, if she had anything to do with it. And maybe, just maybe, she was happily looking forward to the after-hours business meeting she’d scheduled for herself.


  Mallory’s thoughts lingered on that last part, as the anticipation of more alone time with Hope washed over her. She was behaving recklessly. She knew that much, but maybe it was time for her to let her hair down a little. Take a walk on the fun side of the street for a change. She’d put in years of being the together, responsible one in any given circumstance, and for once, she was planning to do something just because she wanted to.


  “So I was thinking I might go dress shopping later this week,” Brooklyn said. “And I thought I’d see if any of you wanted to come. I mean, you don’t have to, by any means.”


  Samantha raised her hand. “Um, have you met me? There’s a dress out there that says Brooklyn, and it’s my mission in life to find it.”


  “I have met you,” Brooklyn said, smiling. “Which is why I’d hoped you’d want to come.”


  “I’m in too,” Hunter said as she strolled to the kitchen for more coffee. “I can’t have you picking the wrong dress. Would be lame.”


  “Of course we’re coming,” Mallory said. “This is important.”


  Brooklyn nodded a happy smile, full from the sentiment. “You guys are the best.”


  “Objectively,” Mallory said. “Now before you get wrapped up in Savvy-land, I have two photographers I want you to take a look at. They both seem right up your alley, style-wise. Once you make the call, I’ll book one. Are you sure Jessica doesn’t want to weigh in?”


  “She wants to weigh in on any and all music. Apparently, ‘Funkytown’ is not to be played.”


  Mallory laughed. “I’ll make her my official music consultant then. And we should probably start talking colors tomorrow. So maybe have a discussion tonight.”


  “This is really happening, isn’t it?” Brooklyn asked.


  “It really is,” Samantha said, matching her smile. “I keep getting little goose bumps just thinking about it. Have you told your family?” Brooklyn had been in contact with her birth parents for only the past year, and including them in such a major life event would be a big step.


  Brooklyn nodded. “I told them last night. Aaron…” She held up one finger. “Sorry. My dad is going to walk me down the aisle.” Her eyes filled with tears then. “Now that’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.”


  Mallory’s heart clenched at the sentiment. “But how awesome that you can now.”


  Brooklyn wiped the tears from her cheeks and laughed in spite of them. “I’ve been very lucky this past year. It’s true.”


  “Who’s lucky?” Ashton, their teenaged intern, asked from the doorway.


  “That would be you,” Samantha said brightly in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Because I have a huge stack of things to be filed, and I know how much you adore filing.”


  “It’s my favorite in all of life,” Ashton said extra cheerfully and pulled the remaining headphone from her ear. “It’s right up there with Justin Bieber and watching haircuts. But I do happen to rock at it. Filing wizard should be my new title.” When they’d taken on Jessica’s sixteen-year-old neighbor as an intern, Mallory wasn’t sure how the new presence would affect their vibe. But Ashton had turned out to be just as smart and witty as Brooklyn had promised and made an excellent contribution to the Savvy team. She came from money, much like Mallory herself, and didn’t have to work. She chose to, and that earned her major points with Mallory. This kid would go far.


  “Hey, don’t you have a volleyball game tonight?” Sam asked.


  “Seven thirty,” Ashton said. “We’re playing the reigning champs from last season, who we totally hate, so I obviously plan to slaughter them.”


  “We’ll be there,” Brooklyn said, referencing Jessica and herself. “You guys want to come?”


  Once Samantha and Hunter eagerly accepted the invitation, all eyes were on her. “Actually,” Mallory said cautiously, “I have a lot of work to catch up on tonight.”


  “You work more than anyone on the planet,” Hunter pointed out. “Do you want to be a workaholic? You need some downtime. You’re coming.”


  “Yep,” Samantha said, turning back to her desk. “We’ll be at your door at six forty-five.”


  “Listen, you guys, I’d love to. I would. And I plan to catch one of your games really soon, Ashton, but it can’t be tonight.”


  “Why? You have a hot date?” Brooklyn asked in teasing mode, then went super serious as she regarded Mallory. “Oh my God, you do.”


  “She does?” Sam asked, whirling back around.


  Mallory held up a hand to stop the calamity. “I told you guys we’re going to do some work for Showplace, and I’m simply meeting with Hope to talk over some details.”


  “You mean the details of her clothes and how you plan to get them off?” Hunter asked slyly with a twinkle in her eyes.


  Mallory’s mouth fell open. “I cannot believe you just said that.”


  Hunter held her hands palms up. “Hey, I just call them as I see them. A rare nighttime client meeting with a woman you have a habit of locking lips with is highly suspect.”


  Brooklyn nodded. “It is. It paints quite a picture.”


  “Let’s give her the benefit of the doubt, you guys,” Sam said. “Mallory, where are you guys meeting?”


  “My apartment.” Mallory sighed. She totally deserved the instant laughter that followed.


  


  *


  


  In the elevator to Mallory’s apartment that night, Hope did what she could to put herself in some kind of order. She’d taken the night off but had already worked a good eight hours at Showplace to make sure everything ran smoothly in her absence—which hadn’t exactly left time to prep for…what was this exactly? Another non-date under the guise of a business meeting with the undertones of possible sex playing prominently beneath the surface? She shook her head at the combination. One thing was for sure; no one could ever accuse Mallory Spencer of simplicity.


  She took a deep breath before knocking, gave her hair the smallest tousle for good measure, and then shook her head at herself for the effort. In just a few seconds, the door opened and Mallory smiled at her in greeting.


  Only it wasn’t the Mallory she was used to.


  At all.


  This Mallory had on what looked to be soft, worn-in jeans, a baby-blue T-shirt, and no shoes, as in barefoot. Hope had seen Mallory in high-powered business attire with the heels and the suit. She liked that look a lot. She’d also seen her out with her friends for the night in a flashy-casual ensemble, which was another favorite. But this Mallory, the at-home version, was a sight she wasn’t at all prepared for, and it had a definite effect on her.


  “Hey, you,” Mallory said, stepping back and holding the door open. “Come in.” Except Hope didn’t move because her brain hadn’t yet transitioned from the unexpected and kinda hot visual. Mallory inclined her head to the side. “You all right?”


  Hope gave herself an internal shake. “Yes. Yeah. I’m fine. Completely. Why do you ask?”


  Mallory paused and studied her. “Because you’re still in my hallway.”


  Oh, right. That. “Coming in now,” Hope said and made her way into Mallory’s apartment, which turned out to be just as put together as she was. The high ceilings with industrial beams across the top made the open living room / kitchen combination appear much larger than it already was. On top of that, the loft looked like it had stepped out of one of those design shows on television. Long, straight lavender curtains that seemed to go on for days hung from the two picture windows at the back of the loft. A wall-mounted television surrounded by soft, gray furniture held court in the center of the room. She took in the couch with its high, sculpted back.


  “What?” Mallory asked, as Hope walked around it.


  “This sofa is very…you,” she said, settling on a word.


  The description seemed to intrigue Mallory, who slid onto one of the barstools along the kitchen counter, one bare foot on its footrest. “You think so, huh? In what way?”


  “The sculpted back and arms communicate a regal quality. You do that too.”


  “Okay. I can accept that.”


  “And the gray is conservative, also like you.”


  “You think I’m conservative?” Mallory asked, dubious.


  “I know you’re conservative,” Hope countered with a grin. Mallory shrugged in halfhearted acceptance. “That bothers you?”


  “It doesn’t bother me. I am conservative and should probably own that. I’m just not sure it’s something I love about myself.” Mallory rounded the island and opened the oven door. While Hope wanted to continue that line of conversation because her interest was piqued, Mallory’s actions had just sent the most wonderful aroma wafting through the apartment. “I didn’t know if you’d be hungry,” Mallory said over her shoulder. “But I made nachos just in case.”


  “I’m sorry. You made nachos?” Hope asked, slipping onto a barstool across the island from Mallory. “You realize that’s completely contrary to what I would imagine you’d cook for a client.”


  Mallory straightened and eyed her, enjoying the exchange. “And what would you imagine I’d make?”


  “Chateaubriand?”


  Mallory tossed the pot holder at her, pulling a laugh from Hope. “I’m beginning to think I’m some sort of cartoon character to you. Straitlaced and uptight.”


  “You’re saying you don’t sleep with your briefcase on the pillow next to you?” The innocent look Hope passed Mallory only earned her the second pot holder.


  “Surprisingly, I do not,” Mallory said proudly. “And I happen to love nachos with lots and lots of cheese. Which means apparently you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”


  “I want to though.” At the comment, the smile faded from Mallory’s face and their eyes locked for a moment.


  “I should rescue the nachos,” she said absently and pulled her eyes away. For whatever reason, the exchange sent Mallory into action as she busied herself securing plates, napkins, and forks for them. Hope watched her, entranced by the way Mallory’s thick, dark hair swished across her back as she moved, how those jeans seemed to hug her subtle curves, and the fact that the V of her neckline showed a touch of olive skin, but not nearly enough. While Hope wasn’t someone who’d bedded a million women, she had been around the block in her younger days. But God, this woman got to her with an intensity she wasn’t at all used to.


  “For our dining pleasure,” Mallory said and placed a tray on the island full of hot tortilla chips covered in gooey cheese, diced tomatoes, and topped with a touch of sour cream.


  Hope stared at the plate of amazing food and her stomach growled on cue. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but I’d like to thank the universe and dairy farmers everywhere.”


  Mallory’s mouth fell open. “You can start by thanking me, the big-hearted person who made them for you. My friends call them Nacho-Porn.”


  “Because they’re sinful?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Mallory,” Hope said sincerely.


  “Yes?”


  “Thank you for my Nacho-Porn,” Hope said, smiling.


  Mallory laughed and shook her head. “You’re welcome.” She poured two glasses of white wine and then paused. “Wait. You do like wine, don’t you? I should have checked.”


  “It would be kind of criminal not to.”


  Mallory nodded. “I’m glad you get that, but I also suspect it’s not your drink of choice. You don’t strike me as a wine girl.”


  “You’re analyzing me right now, aren’t you?”


  “A little bit,” Mallory said, setting a glass of wine in front of Hope and taking a sip of the one in her hand. “Now answer the question.”


  “Wine is sexy and relaxing, and I love it on that level. But for me, it’s hard to beat a good Scotch. However, if we’re talking frequency of consumption, I like to mix it up, pardon the pun. Try different drinks each night. Lately, I’ve been on a bit of a sidecar kick. If you can get the syrup just right, those things are like candy. I have to be careful, especially when I’m working.”


  Mallory grabbed a stool and pulled it around the island so she sat across from Hope, who snagged a nacho. “You’re really knowledgeable about drinks, you know that?”


  Hope lifted a shoulder, seemingly amused. “I do know that. But it happens to be my job.”


  “It’s still impressive.”


  “You know what’s impressive? This cheese. It’s amazing,” she managed, sinking into its wonder. They served nachos at Showplace, but they were nothing like this. Really, no nachos were.


  “It’s because of the secret mixture.”


  Oh, now Hope was intrigued. “You have a secret mixture of nacho cheese?”


  “I do,” Mallory said proudly. “It’s one of my bigger accomplishments in life.”


  Hope sipped her wine and studied Mallory over her glass. “And are you willing to share this secret?”


  Mallory shrugged. “Depends on what you’re willing to give me in return.” Hope raised an eyebrow and Mallory laughed. “I meant a cocktail recipe.”


  “If you say so. And of course. I’ll make you the best drink of your life and then show you how. Now, put out.”


  Mallory nodded. “You have a deal. It’s a mixture of sharp cheddar, Monterey jack, and here’s the kicker. Are you ready? It’s kind of major that I’m sharing this. It doesn’t happen often.”


  “Hit me.”


  “Fontina. Boom.” Mallory made a firework gesture with her hand and sat back as if her work there was done.


  Hope laughed because it was adorable. “I should write that down. And you should do that firework thing again sometime. It could be your signature move.”


  “Pshhhh. I have better moves than that.”


  Hope raised a playful eyebrow and Mallory held her gaze knowingly, sending a series of hard-core flip-flops to Hope’s stomach. Mallory seemed different tonight, more open to her somehow, to her flirtation. It was energizing, and the banter was fun. Easy. Hope stole a chip, deciding to just enjoy whatever it was that was growing between them.


  In the snack department, Mallory was right there with her, pulling her own chip from the pile as the cheese clung and pulled apart in lavish strands. Hope watched her closely, as the play-out was too good to look away from. The delicate way she tried to make sure the cheese made it into her mouth, coupled with the look of sheer enjoyment once it did, was an awesome combination. “You and your nachos are cute,” Hope said.


  Mallory paused, chip in midair. “We are?”


  “You are. You love them.”


  “I do love them, but no one’s ever called me cute before.”


  Hope gestured at Mallory with a chip. “That’s because you’re always trying to be in charge. And you’re kinda good at it, so I’m going to imagine fewer people see the cute in the midst of the respect they have for you. But it’s there, the cute is. Trust me.”


  “I guess I’ll have to,” Mallory said in amusement. And that’s when Hope noticed what Mallory did not. The tiny dot of sour cream on Mallory’s lower lip.


  “Do you know what else makes you cute?” Hope asked. Mallory shook her head. Unable to help herself, Hope reached across the island and gently ran her thumb across Mallory’s lower lip, then placed her own thumb in her own mouth, tasting the sour cream.


  Mallory stared at her, seemingly struck. She’d been caught off guard by the contact, that much was clear, but the gaze they shared now had the temperature in the room climbing.


  “Shall we get to work?” Hope asked quietly, her eyes never leaving Mallory’s.


  “Hmmm? Oh. Yeah. Let me grab my—” As she stood to retrieve whatever it was she was after, Hope stepped out of the way to allow her to pass, just as Mallory attempted to sidestep Hope in the same direction, leaving them once again face-to-face. “Sorry,” Mallory said.


  Hope shook her head. “My fault.” A sideways step in the opposite direction produced a similar result, and Hope caught Mallory by the shoulders as she stepped forward, colliding into her. “Whoa.”


  Mallory raised her eyes to Hope’s. They were ridiculously close now, and Hope could smell the vanilla that, to her, was becoming so very Mallory. She was also now hyperawar of the fact that all she wanted to do was slide her hands into that dark hair, grip gently, pull Mallory in, and explore the rest of her.


  “I’ll grab my proposal,” Mallory said and slid effectively from her grasp. Hope blinked and gave her head a little shake in an attempt to pull herself out of it. Work. Right. That’s what they were here for. She could totally work, just as soon as her body stopped humming and she erased images of Mallory hot and ready to go.


  Mallory retrieved a leather-bound portfolio from her attaché in the corner and took a seat on the couch. “Before I walk you through the proposals, do you have anything major scheduled at Showplace on Thursday?”


  Hope joined her on the couch. “Just regular traffic, why?”


  “I’d like to bring in a potential client for drinks. The owners of Big Top Theatres.”


  Hope’s interest was piqued. “The movie place?”


  “Exactly. And I was wondering if you could do something special for them. Maybe a special drink for us all to try—all on me, of course. Maybe pull out something that could wow them and make them remember Showplace down the line. The thing is, these guys are the hot ticket in town right now and really influential. They would make a great ally if they happened to like the place.”


  Hope’s mind was already on the move, thinking of all the cocktail possibilities she could go with. She had an entire journal full of options to choose from. “Tell me about them.”


  “Think successful, energetic males with a high preoccupation with movies and having a good time.”


  Hope nodded. “My kind of guys. You’re on. I’ll see what I can put together.”


  “Perfect. Now look over these proposals and see what you think.”


  Mallory watched as Hope perused the outline of services she’d handed her. As the look of concentration crossed her face, Mallory sat back and studied her until she finally couldn’t take it anymore. Quite simply, she found herself captivated. “You bite your lip when you’re thoughtful.”


  “No, I don’t,” Hope said, releasing her lip without taking her eyes off the page.


  “Okay. But you just did, so there’s that.”


  That earned a smile and Hope turned her focus to Mallory. “And you go barefoot when you’re at home alone.”


  “Yeah. So?”


  “It’s kind of sexy is all,” Hope said with a shrug.


  “You think that’s sexy?” Mallory asked, feeling a series of tingles move through her at the compliment. She wasn’t sure what it was about Hope that flipped her switch, but it happened every damn time they were together.


  “Yeah.” Hope said, nodding. “You without shoes is killer. There’s something laid-back and relaxed about it that I love on you.” And then she returned to the contemplative examination of the proposal and damn it if Mallory didn’t regret ever handing it to her.


  “Hope?” she said, deciding to take control of what she wanted.


  “Mmm-hmm.”


  “I’m not sure how you’re feeling, but I’m not feeling much like working.” Nope. No, she wasn’t.


  “Is that so?” Hope asked, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “What do you feel like doing?”


  “Other…things,” Mallory said, as her gaze dropped decidedly to Hope’s mouth. It’s not like she could have helped it. And really, what was the point of hiding that? Because ever since Hope had graced the doorway of her apartment, she found herself moving steadily from the want to the need column, and it was probably time she spoke up about that. They were both consenting adults, after all.


  Hope set the portfolio on the coffee table. “Maybe you should show me.”


  Accepting the invitation, Mallory pushed herself up on her arms, across the small space between them on the couch, and hovered just short of Hope’s mouth, enjoying the anticipation, because God, it was good. This vibration of electricity between them was off the charts. But Hope didn’t seem up for the wait and pulled Mallory’s face to hers and sank into a kiss that, to Mallory, felt like water to her thirst. In reaction to the warmth and wonder of Hope’s very talented mouth, her whole body ignited. She wrapped her arms around Hope’s neck as they eased backward onto the couch, Mallory on top, a position she rather liked.


  “God, you feel so good,” Hope managed as they shifted into each other. Her hands moved down the sides of Mallory’s body as they continued to kiss with an abandon Mallory had never quite experienced before. Something about Hope made her completely let go.


  And Hope could really kiss.


  Mallory couldn’t remember another human kissing her as thoroughly as Hope did, and it made her wonder how thoroughly she did other things. The thought alone had her hot and pressing her breasts into Hope’s, who responded by cupping her ass, pulling her in firmly, eliciting a gasp from Mallory.


  She closed her eyes and let the sensations tumble over her, acutely aware now that this wasn’t nearly enough. As if reading her mind, Hope eased Mallory onto her side so they lay face-to-face in a tangle of lips and tongues. And then Hope’s hands were under Mallory’s shirt, and the warm touch moved up her stomach, her ribs, to her breasts. God. With both hands, Hope palmed them through her bra, pulling a moan from Mallory that she couldn’t hold back. A jolt of something potent shot lower, between her legs, as Hope massaged, fondled, and played with her breasts. Their hips moved in a subtle rhythm now, and she trailed kisses down Hope’s chin to her neck where she licked, kissed, and sucked. But then Hope pushed up her bra and proceeded to explore her breasts further, free of barriers. Her breasts had always been incredibly sensitive, and this kind of attention sent her into overdrive.


  “I love this T-shirt,” Hope whispered in her ear. “But I need to take it off you now.” Mallory nodded, words not readily available. But before Hope had the chance, her pocket vibrated. “Sorry,” Hope said, pulling the phone out. “Let me turn this off.” But she stilled when she glanced at the readout and sat up.


  Mallory ran a hand through her hair, grappling to assemble a logical sentence. “You can take it. Go ahead.”


  Hope passed her an apologetic smile and walked into the kitchen. Her heart sank at the readout. While she’d been prepared to see the bar calling, she’d also been prepared to let Teddy handle it. However, the call came from the county, and she had a sinking feeling she knew what it was about. “This is Hope,” she said upon answering.


  “Hey, kid sister.” Hope closed her eyes at the disappointment that flooded her senses at Kara’s voice. Her fears had come true.


  “Say you’re not locked up right now.”


  She heard Kara sigh. “Wrong place. Wrong time. This one was not on me.”


  “Sure it wasn’t. And now you want my help?” God, Hope didn’t want to do this again.


  “I’ll pay you back. I actually have the cash this time. Started doing part-time work at a diner downtown. I get paid on Saturday, but if I don’t get out of here, I’ll lose my job.”


  Hope blew out a breath and stared at the ceiling as she weighed her options. She could let her sister sit in jail. After all, she’d washed her hands of Kara after the last time. But somehow that just didn’t seem in her realm of capability. Screw-up or not, this was her sister she was talking about, who’d been where she’d been. Who helped get her through the more difficult days of their growing-up years. Who’d threatened the boy who’d thrown rocks at her on the playground. She couldn’t live with herself if she turned her back on Kara now. “What’s the charge?”


  “Obstruction of justice.”


  “You lied to the cops?”


  “I’m not a snitch, Hope. And I’m also not up for getting my face smashed in.”


  Hope had no idea what kind of scenario Kara was referencing, and honestly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. “Fine. I’m on my way.”


  “You’re the best, kiddo.”


  Hope clicked off and turned around to find Mallory watching her with interest from the couch. She’d straightened her shirt and smoothed her hair, which was a damn shame. “I cannot believe I’m about to say this, but I have to go. Family stuff.”


  Mallory stood. “Is everything okay?”


  Hope had a choice here. She could be purposefully vague or tell Mallory the truth. Mallory, who came from the world of the straight and narrow, where people were honest and forthright and made good life decisions. “It will be.” She moved to Mallory and took her hand. “Thank you for tonight. The nachos were out of this world and the…” Hope gestured to the couch, not sure how to categorize the heat-laden path they were headed down just moments before.


  Mallory smiled. “Really fantastic make-out session?”


  “Understatement.” She touched Mallory’s cheek. “And if I didn’t have a semi-emergency to tend to, you’d be wearing a lot less about now.” The color hit Mallory’s cheeks almost instantly, and Hope, once again, cursed the poor timing of the call.


  “I can’t believe you just said that to me, and you’re now about to walk out the door.” Mallory went up on her toes and placed a slow kiss on Hope’s lips before taking a step back.


  “I can’t either,” Hope said and closed her eyes as Mallory stepped from her grasp, the loss immediate. “I think we need to have a business meeting again sometime. And soon.”


  “Me too,” Mallory said. Hope headed reluctantly for the door. “Hope?” Mallory asked. She turned back. “You can talk to me, you know. I’m here.”


  The words landed, and as a result, Hope had a lump in her throat she didn’t know what to do with. Because it was nice to hear that from someone, that they cared enough to offer their support. Especially someone with Mallory’s character. “Thanks. Maybe sometime we could do that.” And she wondered if there would ever be such an opportunity. She gestured to the door. “I better go.”


  As she made her way to the D train, Hope reflected on the events of the amazing evening with Mallory. She smiled at the memory of their playful banter, the to-die-for nachos, and then lingered on what had almost happened between them on the fancy couch.


  And then more acutely, what had.


  Her body reacted with staggering intensity at just the memory of Mallory all soft and warm alongside her. The little sounds she’d made in response to Hope’s touch. Yet, a part of her wasn’t comfortable letting Mallory all the way in or telling her the details of why she had to leave. It was an interesting tightrope to walk, to want more from someone that you really weren’t willing to let in.


  Well, at least, not yet.


  She took Kara home with her that night and watched as she fell right to sleep on the couch. She’d said very little about the arrest and, other than thanking Hope for her bail, hadn’t said much at all. She leaned against the kitchen counter and watched her sister sleep, taking in how peaceful she looked, how even her breathing. Her gaze moved across Kara’s face and she was reminded of how odd it felt to look so much like a person on the outside, but have so little in common underneath. Kara was a good person but unwilling to do the things it took to pull herself out of the life they’d been born into.


  Her sister stirred then and slowly opened her eyes. “Hey,” Kara whispered to Hope. “Whatcha doin’?”


  Hope lifted a shoulder. “Just thinking.”


  Kara stayed silent for a moment, then reached out her hand for Hope. “Do you remember that time when we snuck into the YMCA’s pool before we knew how to swim?”


  Hope nodded, accepted Kara’s hand, and sat on the couch alongside her. “Of course.”


  “You told me to stay out of the water, that it was dangerous, but I didn’t listen.” Kara shook her head. “You told me it was dangerous, but I jumped in anyway and would have drowned if you hadn’t run for help.”


  “You’d have done the same for me,” Hope said, remembering how terrifying it had been when her sister slipped beneath the water’s surface and she hadn’t been able to reach her. She’d run as fast as her legs would carry her, panicked beyond anything she’d ever felt before.


  “Of course I would have,” Kara said. “But you never did stupid stuff like that.” Her eyes filled and she looked up at Hope. “Why can’t I stop jumping in pools, Hope? I don’t get it. What’s wrong with me?”


  It was heartbreaking to see Kara so lost. Vulnerable. “Look at me,” Hope said. “Tell me the truth. How long have you been clean?” Kara’s drug problem had started in their mid-teens and she’d never really recovered.


  “I wasn’t lying before. It’s been three and a half months. I’m not going to say that I’ll never touch the stuff again, because you wouldn’t believe me anyway. But I’m trying, Hope.” And in that moment, Hope knew she was telling the truth.


  “Then what’s with all the trouble? Why were you arrested?”


  Kara closed her eyes briefly and shook her head. “Six months ago, I got myself into this guy for a lot of money and never made good.”


  “How much money are we talking?”


  “Over time, sixty thousand, but then he added this interest I can’t get out from under.”


  Hope forced herself not to react despite the spike in her blood pressure, to listen to Kara and see if there was a way out of this. “Wow. Okay. That’s a lot of cash. And where do you stand now?”


  “I’ve been pulling jobs for him to work it off. Hustles, drops-offs, whatever.”


  “Drug drops?” Kara nodded. “Kar, you can’t be in that world and stay clean. You know this.”


  The tears welled up in Kara’s eyes again and threatened to spill over. “Don’t you get it? I don’t have a lot of choice here! The debt is down, but I still have a good 40K on my name.”


  Hope stood and paced the living room as her mind tried to wrap itself around the circumstances. Her sister was trying. She was clean. She had a legitimate job. This was the most progress she’d made in years. Maybe she had a real shot to turn things around, if she could just step away from these people.


  “Who is this guy?” Hope asked.


  “His name is Dominic. He’s a big-time dealer.”


  “The guy Twice-a-Day Benny works for?”


  Her sister nodded reluctantly. “That’s him.”


  “Christ, Kara. They say he’s killed people.”


  “I wouldn’t know. He probably has from what I’ve seen.”


  “And this is who you’re mixed up with?” Hope couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Kara had fallen in with some bad people before, but nothing like this.


  “Don’t you think I know I screwed up? I’m trying to fix it, Hope. It’s just not easy.”


  Hope covered her eyes and tried not to imagine the worst. She was up and moving again, the motion helping her think. A couple passes back and forth and her head cleared. “Okay. So here’s what you’re going to do. No more jobs for Dominic. Got it? None. You tell him you have the cash and that you just need a day or so to pull it together.”


  “But I don’t have it. I—”


  Hope sat next to where Kara lay on the couch. “You do.”


  Kara stopped. “I do? What do you mean? You want me to lie to him?”


  Hope had been saving a little each month, a nest egg to hold on to in case anything went wrong with the business. But it was all she had in the world, that money. If she handed it over to Kara, she’d be flying without a net. Going month to month on Showplace’s rent with no room to breathe. Though it was beyond terrifying, at the end of the day, this is what she had to do. It was the right thing, to give Kara the chance she so desperately needed to start again. Hope had to trust that she wouldn’t squander it.


  She blew out a breath and explained. “I have some money saved. It’s barely enough, but it’s yours.”


  “No way. I’m not doing that. You’ve stuck your neck out for me enough.”


  “Then let’s make this the last time. Kara, this has to be the end.”


  Her sister’s arms were around her neck faster than she could count. “It will be. I swear to you. On JD’s name.”


  She closed her eyes at the mention of their brother and knew Kara didn’t take such a promise lightly. Hope had heard the words before, but something about this time felt different, and she could only hope to God it was.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Mallory sat with Samantha and Hunter on a set of plush couches in the small but private dressing area they’d been assigned at the bridal boutique. It was the first stop of Project Wedding Dress, and the whole thing was just so exciting. Mallory knew she’d enjoy this part, but she had no idea how much. The dresses that lined the walls in every style and shape had her brain in fashion overdrive.


  “Can someone help me with the little hooks?” Brooklyn asked nervously from behind the changing screen.


  “Oh, me!” Samantha jumped up and moved to assist their friend. And in just a few seconds, Brooklyn appeared, looking radiant in a capped-sleeve, chiffon gown to the floor.


  Mallory’s hands covered her mouth, and she took a moment with the elegant visual. “Brooklyn, you’re a bride,” she said reverently. Mallory took her by the shoulders and turned her to the full-length mirror.


  Brooklyn gasped quietly at her reflection. “I really, really am. I can’t believe it.”


  “Gorgeous, Brooks,” Hunter said.


  “What do you think of the dress?” Mallory asked.


  “I like it.”


  “You like it,” Sam repeated. “Liking is important, but we can probably do better than like.”


  “Okay, but let’s put it in the running,” Brooklyn said and posed for the photo Samantha took of dress #1. Seventeen dresses later, they had lots of likes but not a single love.


  “I feel bad for them,” Brooklyn finally said.


  “You feel bad for who?” Mallory asked, and threw a glance around the shop for Hunter, who had disappeared some time ago. Perhaps she’d lost interest after the first few.


  “For the dresses, the ones that are a definite no. Do you think they know? I don’t want them to feel rejected, all their dress friends noticing when they’re returned to the rack.”


  Samantha placed a hand on Brooklyn’s shoulder. “You know, I feel confident they’ll get over it and eventually find their own bride.”


  “So I have a suggestion,” Hunter said, rejoining the group.


  Brooklyn, who now wore a tea-length lace number, pointed at her. “Go.”


  “I was talking with the shop owner about you. What you’re like, your sense of style, and she took me to a section at the back of the shop.” She held up her hand. “Now humor me for a moment, but I found a dress that I think you might like. It’s not designer, and it’s not brand-new, but it reminds me a lot of the friend I know.” With that, Hunter disappeared around the corner, and the three of them exchanged curious glances. The dress she returned with was nothing short of stunning. Brooklyn stepped down from her spot in front of the mirror, and her eyes traveled the length of the fabric in reverence.


  “Vintage?” Brooklyn said in quiet awe. Hunter nodded. “It’s gorgeous. I don’t know any other way to say it. There should be more words.”


  And it was. A long, simple, candlelight dress with a fitted bodice that fell to delicate silk below. Shoulder straps dipped into a semi-backless elegance. Brooklyn would look killer in that dress.


  “I’m almost afraid to try it on,” she said. “What if it doesn’t fit? I’m scared to know.”


  “Well, that won’t get us anywhere,” Mallory said and took the dress and hung it up behind the screen. “There’s only one way to find out if it’s a match.”


  With a deep breath, Brooklyn slipped into the dress while they waited eagerly for her to reappear. “How in the world did you find that?” Sam said to Hunter as they waited. “And how are you always able to pick out the perfect clothes?”


  Hunter shrugged. “It’s one of my few talents.”


  Sam kissed her hand. “You have some other very important ones.”


  “Okay, lovebirds,” Mallory said playfully, but then the room fell into silence because there was Brooklyn, and the dress was even more amazing than Mallory could ever have predicted. Tears gathered in Mallory’s eyes before she could talk herself out of them. “Look at you.”


  “Mal, you cannot cry.” Brooklyn chastised her forcefully, on the brink herself. “Because if you cry, then I’ll cry—”


  “And then I’ll cry,” Sam said, “and I’m an ugly crier. My face contorts and it’s painful for everyone.” But it didn’t matter, because Brooklyn caught sight of herself in the mirror and went still.


  “Whoa,” she said, and her hand fluttered to her heart. They gave her a minute and watched as the smile slowly took shape on her face. Mallory shook her head in wonder, because it was like the dress was made for her.


  Samantha stepped forward and stood next to Brooklyn in front of the mirror. “Well, what do you think?”


  “I love it,” Brooklyn said quietly. “It’s everything I wanted in a dress. Simple, elegant, timeless. Do you think Jessica will like it?”


  “It is theoretically impossible that she won’t,” Hunter offered. “You look beyond beautiful, and she’s going to praise her lucky stars that she’s marrying you.” And now there were tears in Hunter’s eyes, and since when were there ever tears in Hunter’s eyes? She was by far the least sentimental of the group, and damn it, now Mallory was welling up again. And Brooklyn. And, oh look, Sam too.


  “Everything all right in here?” the sales attendant asked cheerfully, sticking her head in the room. When four tearful faces looked her way, she relaxed in understanding. “So you found a dress then?”


  They nodded in emotional unison and accepted the box of tissues she offered them, passing it around the room. “Well, no one can ever accuse us of not caring about each other,” Mallory offered and then blew her nose.


  


  *


  


  Hope stared at the spreadsheet on her computer, but the numbers didn’t change. She scrubbed her eyes and sat back in her chair. With her savings now depleted from the money she’d given to her sister that morning, she needed to play it safe a bit. The harsh reality was that she didn’t have a lot of wiggle room, as in barely any.


  The bar was doing okay, but moving forward with her plans to hire Savvy would push her close to the edge of scary from a financial perspective. While she wanted to take this bar, her little-engine-that-could, and mold it into something bigger, it would require she take a rather substantial financial risk. But one bad month and she’d have trouble paying the bills. New York City wasn’t the easiest place to run a business.


  Hope had some decisions to make.


  She heard a knock on the door. What now? She closed her eyes in irritation. The mid-week traffic at the bar was manageable and she should have been able to steal a couple of hours on her own that night to work, but apparently the universe had other ideas. She planned to deal with whatever issue awaited her behind door number one, then take a look at the annual fire-marshal-inspection checklist. The last thing she needed was to be found in violation of some obscure safety code and leveled with a large fine.


  “What’s up?” she said, opening the door.


  “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Mallory said, smiling. Hope had to take a second to regroup. This was an unexpected surprise, but she was definitely not complaining. She could use a bright spot right about now. Mallory wore jeans, a red T-shirt and black blazer, her hair unencumbered, down around her shoulders. She looked sophisticated and hot as hell.


  “Hey,” Hope said and gestured behind her. “Um, I was just getting some work done.”


  Mallory tilted her head. “So all those times, when I thought it just wasn’t your shift and some other bartender was on, you were most likely back here doing bar-owner stuff.”


  Hope widened her eyes in appreciation. “Bar-owner stuff sounds so official. I like it. You should name more things in our society.”


  “You know what I mean,” Mallory said, pushing at Hope playfully. “Well, anyway, we’re having celebratory drinks out here. Brooklyn found a wedding dress. And I just…I don’t know, wanted to say hi. So…hi. But I’ll let you get back to work.” For reasons Hope couldn’t quite fathom, Mallory seemed nervous, which was so unexpected it was adorable, causing Hope’s stomach to ignite in butterflies of her own.


  Hope took her hand and pulled Mallory into the office. “You should say hi in here though, I’m thinking.”


  Mallory’s eyes danced, but she allowed herself to be pulled inside the small office. Hope closed the door, placed her back against it, and drew Mallory to her, wrapping an arm around the back of her waist. “So, hi.”


  “Hi,” Mallory said back, smiling. “Your hair’s in a ponytail today.”


  Hope glanced upward at the mention. “In fact, it is.” Her focus dropped to Mallory’s mouth. It sported a shiny kind of lip gloss, which she desperately wanted to taste. As she moved in, Mallory’s words stopped her.


  “I like it when you wear it in a ponytail. Adds a soft / tough dynamic.”


  “Yeah?” Hope asked, not letting the comment deter her, as her lips had almost been on Mallory’s. She braced for the kiss, basking in the warmth of Mallory’s proximity, anticipating the tingles before they could arrive. Her lips parted slightly as their mouths inched together.


  “I mean, it’s a great look.”


  Defeat. Hope leaned back against the wall, her body thrumming. “You’re killing me right now.” And the thing was, Mallory seemed to be enjoying it. She placed her hands on either side of Hope’s hips as a starting place and eased her thumbs up Hope’s body to the top of her rib cage, falling just short of her breasts. Hope hitched in a breath, very aware that Mallory held all the cards today and seemed to want it that way.


  “So in closing, I vote yes on the ponytail.” And it was the last thing she said before she crushed her lips to Hope’s in a scorching kiss that chased every thought from Hope’s head, except that this woman was intoxicating. And fiery. And smart. And gorgeous. As Mallory’s lips parted against hers, Hope pushed her tongue into Mallory’s mouth and was greeted with a quiet murmur of approval. “I love the way you kiss,” Mallory said, pulling her mouth from Hope’s.


  “Back atcha,” Hope murmured.


  Mallory loved the high she got from moments like these with Hope. The ones where she knew what she wanted and took it. Hope’s lips were amazing and her tongue was a wondrous thing, she thought distantly as they sank further into each other. She reveled in the warmth of the kiss and let her body, now pressed firmly against Hope’s, luxuriate in the sensation that caused. “We have a wild amount of chemistry,” she managed when they came up for air.


  “I’d have to agree,” Hope said, moving her hand to her forehead in recovery mode.


  “It’s kind of staggering.”


  Hope ran her thumb across Mallory’s bottom lip. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?” She stole another kiss.


  Mallory laughed. “You’re so different than I thought you’d be, and I’m rarely wrong about people.”


  “Yeah, well, not everyone is what they seem.”


  “So I’m learning,” Mallory said, nodding. “Speaking of people being different, I think I know that new waitress you hired. She looked familiar the other day, but tonight I finally made the connection. Her name is Sophie, right?”


  “Yeah, it is. How do you know her?”


  “Our parents are friends.”


  Hope seemed surprised. “So does that mean she’s from fancy money like you?”


  Mallory nodded. “Big-time. Her family owns half of Seventy-first Street. Real-estate tycoons. That’s why I was surprised to see her waiting tables. Not that it’s a bad thing,” she said, rushing to cover what might sound like judgment.


  “It is a little odd,” Hope said. “But I suppose everyone has their reasons.”


  “That they do. And before I pull you away from your job any more than I already have, I’ll rejoin my friends.” Hope stepped away from the door and allowed Mallory to pass. “But we’re still on for cocktails with the Big Top guys tomorrow?”


  “We are. I’ve already decided on a cocktail.”


  “You have?” Mallory raised an eyebrow. “Want to share what it is?”


  “No, I do not, Park Avenue. You’ll have to wait and be surprised with everyone else.” Mallory passed Hope an overly sorrowful look, which inspired a laugh. “Don’t look at me like that. I have a weakness for you, and you know it.”


  Mallory smiled triumphantly and wrapped her arms around Hope’s waist, intertwining her fingers at the back. “I didn’t, but I do now. I’d like to hear more about this weakness.”


  “No way. Have to keep the mystery alive. It’s part of my allure.”


  “Maybe it would be even more alluring for me to solve that mystery.” As she said it, Mallory trailed her index finger down the front of Hope’s shirt, purposefully between her breasts. She was shocked at her own audacity, but then not entirely, as she’d always been a go-getter. Plus, Hope just had this effect on her like no one else. At the touch, Hope’s eyes widened and darkened, now heavy-lidded with overt desire. Hot was too mundane a word for the visual, and Mallory now wanted her hands other places.


  Hope gave her head a little shake, rebounding. “I think we need to get together again. Soon.”


  “You do, huh?”


  “Go out with me Friday night. We can go to dinner.” She held her hands up in defense. “A real restaurant this time. If you’re free, that is.”


  Mallory hesitated. That was the night of her parents’ anniversary party. While she loved her parents, the very formal societal gathering felt more like a duty than a celebration of their marriage. Just then she had a thought. “How do you feel about uptight parties?”


  Hope stared at her and raised a shoulder. “I find them mildly amusing. Fantastic place for people-watching and getting to say things like, ‘but of course.’ And who doesn’t love to say that?”


  “I struggle with it, personally, but might enjoy hearing you say it. Would you like to accompany me to one on Friday? It will be unoriginal and stuffy, but you might get to use your phrase.” It was out there now, and Mallory was already wondering if this was a great idea or the worst one ever. Who takes a date to a family anniversary party, and what kind of message would that send Hope about what was going on between them?


  Not that she even knew herself.


  What she was confident of, however, was that it would be fun to have someone to pass the time with, and Hope was definitely fun. She was also easygoing. And sexy. A big part of it was the sexy—who was she kidding?


  “Well, I’ll need a formal gown, and probably white gloves, some mice, and a chauffeur. Luckily, I’m resourceful.”


  “Skip the gloves and chauffer, and mice creep me out, but maybe a nice outfit. You can choose of what variety.” She wasn’t sure Hope was the dress-wearing sort, so she left that door open.


  “Who will be there?” Hope asked.


  “My parents. It’s their thirty-seventh anniversary party.” At Hope’s quizzical expression, Mallory waved a hand. “Don’t ask. It’s what they do, throw parties. My siblings will also be there, four of the five. As well as various nieces and nephews, family friends, and society button-ups who are about as interesting as a turtle napping.”


  “Turtles are cute,” Hope offered.


  “Yeah, well, some of these people aren’t.”


  Hope’s eyes flashed amusement. “So it’s a date?”


  What was it about that word that had Mallory breathing a little erratically? She and Hope seemed to have no problem making out at the drop of a hat, flirting incessantly, but the concept of dating felt so much more…terrifying, and she had no idea why. She shook off the near panic and faced Hope. “It’s a date. Now get back to work and pretend I never interrupted you.”


  Hope shook her head. “You realize that’s impossible, right?”


  “I’m sure you’ll manage.” She offered Hope’s hand a little squeeze.


  And with that, Mallory rejoined her friends with little bursts of anxiety dancing in her vision at a situation she didn’t quite know how to maneuver. It was out of character, her behavior of late. Kissing in offices, rampant daydreams at work, and now she was taking the woman who inspired that reckless behavior to meet her parents? Had she lost her mind? It felt a little that way.


  “Another cocktail, please,” she said to the waitress as she took her seat.


  Hunter turned to her. “Mallory Spencer is having a second cocktail on a weekday? What have you done with the real Mallory?”


  She turned to Hunter. “Now isn’t that a good question?”


  


  *


  


  Hope surveyed her rather stark apartment with new eyes when she arrived home that night. Not much on the walls. Blinds, but no drapes. No specific color scheme to speak of. Sad reality: her place was boring. While true, she wasn’t home a lot, she should still do more to make it hers, she thought, and reflected on Mallory’s put-together loft space. Maybe some light-green curtains and matching throw pillows for the couch would give the room a little pop of color.


  She would definitely look into that and smiled a little at the thought.


  She made herself a late-night dinner and turned on the news. There was no sign of Kara at the apartment, but that made sense as she worked the night shift at the diner. Her plans were to stay with Hope for another week or so and then move in with one of the girls she worked with.


  Hope checked her phone for the five-hundredth time that day, but she’d yet to have one of her messages returned from her sister, which in actuality wasn’t all that unusual. However, she was anxious to hear how the payoff had gone with Dominic and, honestly, more than a little nervous about it.


  She thought back to earlier that morning when she’d handed her sister a manila envelope full of cash. Her cash that she’d withdrawn from the bank the day prior, counted out into what she hoped would be enough to satisfy this loser.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Kara asked from the doorway of her office.


  Hope nodded. “Just remember to play nice and part ways on good terms if at all possible, but the parting-ways part is key.”


  Kara offered a half smile. “No holding on to ties with known criminals. Got it.”


  They stared at each other and Hope understood that it was gratitude she saw in her sister’s eyes and it tugged at her. “You would do it for me, right?”


  Kara nodded solemnly. “I would.” With that, Hope pulled her sister into a hug and held her for several long moments. “I love you.”


  “I love you too,” Kara said as she released her. “And I’m not gonna let you down.”


  But fourteen hours later, as crime report after crime report crawled its way across her TV screen, her heart clenched with trepidation. Her mind took off imagining all the things that could have gone wrong. In an attempt to calm herself, she took a fortifying breath and reminded herself of her purpose.


  To get Kara on track to an easier life.


  Today was a step in that direction.


  Sure, she had everything riding on it and so did Kara, but they’d get through this, just like they’d gotten through everything else. She’d hear from Kara soon. Hell, she’d probably find her peacefully asleep on the couch when she woke up the next morning.


  But as she slipped beneath the covers that night, her mind raced. She closed her eyes and attempted to shut out the world, to push past thoughts of money and drug dealers and even her business.


  However, she knew of one distraction sure to take her mind away from all that, and she clung to it in her last lingering moments of consciousness.


  Mallory Spencer.


  She smiled at the memory of how Mallory had teased her in the office that day, or at the visual of Mallory delicately eating the delicious nachos in her apartment the week prior. She focused on the date, the real date, which lay ahead of them, and little by little, the stress of the day slid off her.


  Mallory Spencer was a bright spot, she thought to herself, in a time when she could use a bright spot.


  


  *


  


  When Mallory arrived at Showplace at fifteen minutes to five that Thursday, she paused in the entryway, surprised at what she saw. Timmy, Robby, and Freddy from Big Top were already there. She double-checked her watch and confirmed she was early as planned. Brooklyn, Samantha, and Hunter would be joining her shortly, but she wanted to check in with Hope and make sure she was ready for all of them.


  Damn it, the boys had just beaten her here.


  Not a problem, she thought, rising to the occasion. As she made her way farther into the bar, she took in the good news. They were laughing at something a beautiful blonde had said to them. Hope.


  “Well, look who’s here,” Timmy said as all three men promptly stood upon her arrival.


  “Hello, hello,” Mallory said, offering her hand and receiving a trio of high-fives instead. Her fault. She totally should have seen that coming. “I see you’ve met Hope, the owner of Showplace.”


  “We have,” Robby said enthusiastically. “She shares my preoccupation with Scotch and has supplied me with a rare twelve-year that’s stolen my heart.” Bonus points for Hope.


  “Excellent. My colleagues from Savvy will be joining us shortly.” The boys, correction, men nodded enthusiastically.


  “This is a killer place,” Timmy said, taking in the high ceilings and eclectic décor. “I had no idea it was even here.”


  Mallory nodded. “One of the reasons I wanted you guys to experience it. It draws a big lesbian crowd, but Hope is interested in making Showplace the go-to establishment for craft cocktails, and that means broadening its horizons a bit as well as the clientele.”


  Robby raised his glass and marveled at the Scotch. “She knows her stuff. That’s for sure.”


  Timmy leaned forward, an earnestness on his face. “I kinda love the LGBT aspect of your company.”


  Mallory nodded and smiled but wasn’t able to hold back the raising of her eyebrows, because that comment could be taken in a number of different ways. She hadn’t discussed the personal lives of anyone at Savvy with him, but a little research went a long way. Timmy backpedaled. “That sounded bad. What I mean is that Big Top is a brand that’s about everyone, and a diverse company such as yours would get that angle.”


  See, that right there, she liked, because it was true. Savvy did bring a unique touch. “I think you’ll find that Savvy sees a lot of different angles. The work you’re doing at Big Top is changing the ways people go to the movies. We love that and want to help.”


  “Plus, she loves Terminator,” Freddy pointed out.


  “Well, who doesn’t,” Brooklyn said from behind her. “It’s a cyberpunk classic with excellent pacing. Hi, by the way, I’m Brooklyn.” Aha, her friends were here. The men stared at Brooklyn in captivation and then leapt instantly to their feet.


  “Additionally,” Hunter added, “Terminator brought the narrative storyline back to the action-movie franchise.”


  “Yes!” Timmy said wholeheartedly. “That’s true.”


  “Hi, I’m Hunter. Graphic artist extraordinaire.” High-fives all around.


  Samantha raised her hand, joining in on the exchange. “The film has inspired a whole string of action flicks, much the way 2001: A Space Odyssey did for sci-fi films.”


  “I love that movie. And you are?” Robby said.


  “Samantha. Pleased to meet you.” High-fives all around for Sam.


  So far things were off to a great start. Her friends slid into the high-backed booth that Hope had set aside for them just in time for Teddy to arrive with a tray of picturesque-looking beverages. Hope was right behind him, and as the drinks were served, Hope began to speak.


  “Prepared for your enjoyment today and complimentary for your visit, I’ve mixed you each a Gingersnap Smash. I’ve been a long-standing fan of Root, which can best be described as a dark and spicy spirit. It harkens back to an old remedy from the 1700s called ‘Root Tea.’ In its non-alcoholic form, you probably know it best as root beer. When I heard a company out there was making a variation called SNAP, I knew I had to check it out and attended their launch party a couple of months back. Essentially, SNAP is a gingersnap organic spirit made from fresh ginger and blackstrap molasses. I was worried initially that it might be overwhelmingly sweet or, worse, the spiciness of the ginger would overpower everything else. But I was pleasantly surprised.”


  Mallory looked around the table and found the eyes of her tablemates glued to Hope in fascination. They were hanging on her every word. Mallory couldn’t blame them. She was enthralled herself.


  “Instead of either of those things,” Hope said, “the spirit was peppery, the way you might remember a gingersnap from childhood tasting. The finish was buttery and warm, unique, and a spirit that stands out against a lot of what you’ll find out there. The cocktail I’ve served you today is reminiscent of a standard whiskey smash. SNAP is the spirit, of course, but I took it upon myself to make my own ginger-infused simple syrup to mix, garnished with lemon juice and mint leaves and served in a temperature-controlled glass, not too hot and not too cold.”


  Just then Teddy reappeared with a tray of seven small plates from heaven. “To pair with the Gingersnap Smash, we have homemade Sicilian drop doughnuts, rolled in cinnamon sugar with a side of warm honey in the first ramekin and a pastry cream sauce in the second, for dipping or not, depending on your particular palate.”


  Without prompting, the table broke into applause for Hope, which Mallory wholeheartedly joined in on. The presentation of the cocktails, the explanation of ingredients, and the doughnuts-of-wonder had them beyond impressed.


  “Will you join us?” Timmy asked.


  Hope smiled. “While I’d love to, I have some things to attend to for tonight. We’re debuting the Gingersnap Smash as our June special, and I want to make sure everything is good to go. However, please enjoy, stay as long as you like. Teddy will be back to check in on you shortly.”


  Once Hope was out of earshot, the table came alive with chatter.


  “This drink is amazing.”


  “Have you tried the doughnut with the honey?”


  “How have we not come here before?”


  “Do they do special events?”


  It was exactly what Mallory had been hoping for. But in the midst of keeping a watchful eye on the interactions at the table, she’d forgotten the main event, her drink. She sipped delicately from her glass, paying careful attention to the flavors Hope had described. Quite simply, she had been spot on. The cocktail was rich and refreshing at the same time, which are two characteristics you wouldn’t expect to coexist. Next, she took a bite of one of the circular doughnuts and practically collapsed at the sugary warmth. “You have to be kidding me!” she said louder than she meant to. Instantly, all eyes were on her.


  “Sorry,” she said. “A little doughnut emotion cropping up. Carry on.”


  “I’ve already proposed to mine,” Robby said in solidarity. “I’m kind of a doughnut connoisseur too, and if you serve ’em hot like this, I’m gone.”


  Samantha leaned in. “You’re familiar with the cronut then?”


  “I need them to live,” Robby said earnestly, pulling a laugh from Sam.


  “Okay, so you’re gay as well?” she heard Freddy say to Hunter. Bless his heart. Bless him.


  “I am,” she said.


  He shrugged. “Just curious is all.” Of course he was just curious.


  “So I looked over your proposal,” Timmy said to Mallory, and the table got exceptionally quiet. Aha, finally. She slipped into business mode.


  “What questions can I answer for you?”


  “Well, we especially liked the mention of theme night and were wondering if you could expand a bit.” Mallory passed Brooklyn the baton. This was all her.


  “Essentially,” Brooklyn said, “theme nights can happen at any regular interval you choose. We’re recommending every other week. You devote one screen and one dedicated showing of a fan favorite, tie it to a theme, and let us promote the hell out of it. For example, next Tuesday at seven could be Girls’ Night Out and you show Mean Girls or Clueless or Steel Magnolias. Two weeks later is Get Your Action On, and you run Terminator, for example, or Die Hard or Mission Impossible. It would be something you scheduled in advance and promoted on a monthly basis.”


  “I love that,” Freddy said, turning to his buddies.


  “And you can tie your menu into what you show. Create a signature cocktail or a series of them for the month’s offerings.”


  “I like the way you think,” Timmy said, pointing at Brooklyn. “And now I’m wondering if Hope can’t help us with those cocktails. Maybe draw up a menu and create a narrative, much like she just gave us tonight.”


  Mallory raised a finger. “I bet she’d be willing to consult in exchange for some exposure.”


  “Okay. What if we held a few of our opening-night bashes here? We do them several times a year when really big films open and invite contest winners.”


  “I love that idea,” Mallory said. “And I will discuss it with Hope if it’s something you’re serious about.”


  “It is,” Timmy said. “So do we have a deal?” Mallory studied him, because wait a minute, was he offering Savvy the account? He pulled her proposal from his bag and flipped to the back where his signature resided on the bottom page.


  “When did you sign this?” Mallory asked, smiling.


  Timmy shrugged. “Pretty much the second you left the office.”


  “We could tell you were good people,” Freddy said.


  Robby nodded. “Plus, we’d already researched the hell out of your company. We just wanted to see if you’d be any fun to work with on top of your awesome credentials.”


  “And?” Hunter asked.


  “More than fun!” Timmy said, and high-fived Hunter. “We’re headed to a strip club after this. Wanna come?”


  Hunter seemed to consider the offer, but Samantha stepped in. “Sorry. Sounds like a blast, but we have a staff meeting of our own tonight.”


  “We do,” Hunter said, smiling at Sam. “It’s kind of major.”


  Timmy nodded. “You guys work hard. I like that.” Mallory smiled at both Timmy’s compliment and Hunter and Sam’s double meaning. “Mallory, we’ll be in touch shortly, and in the meantime, welcome to the Big Top family.”


  Freddy pulled four Big Top sweatshirts from a box beneath the table and handed them out. “And one for the secret weapon,” he said, presenting Brooklyn hers.


  “Yay!” Brooklyn said, instantly pulling the red-and-white sweatshirt over her head.


  And because it was only fitting, high-fives happened all around.


  


  *


  


  Hope watched from behind the bar as her VIP table said their good-byes with smiles on their faces. And smiles generally meant happy, right? She breathed a much-needed sigh of relief, as it had been a stressful week. She’d yet to lay eyes on Kara, though she had received a very generic “all went well” text that morning. Still, she felt unsettled.


  And then there’d been today’s important gathering to prep for.


  Mallory had made it clear that impressing these guys could be a big deal in the long run, and as a result she’d probably overthought it all. She wasn’t sure she had ever been that nervous in her life and now felt like collapsing in her office in full-on recovery mode. On the plus side, the cocktails seemed to have been well received. All seven glasses were empty and there wasn’t a doughnut in sight.


  While mixing two Bellinis for a couple at the bar, she kept one eye on the action not far away. The men departed the table first, and the one who’d introduced himself as Timmy took a detour to the bar. Instead of the high-fives that seemed to be happening all over the place, he extended a sincere handshake her way.


  “Very impressed with your presentation tonight. You’ll be hearing from us. I think we can do some work together, if you’re up for it.”


  “Thank you,” Hope said, honored he thought so. “I look forward to that.”


  Mallory walked the group to the door but didn’t exit with them. Instead, she made her way back to the bar and slid onto a stool across from Hope, who waited anxiously to hear what she had to say.


  “Any more of those doughnuts?” Mallory asked.


  “Nope. Not until you tell me how it went.”


  “Mean. Doughnuts are my favorite.”


  Okay, that was entirely cute, but Hope resisted. “You can have as many doughnuts as you want after the telling.”


  “Do I have to pay for them?”


  She was teasing now. Hope was getting very good at recognizing the different shades of Mallory Spencer, and teasing was always a good sign, as she reserved it for key moments.


  Hope slid her an easy smile. “I’m sure we could work something out.”


  Mallory laughed. “I see what you did there, Slick.”


  “That’s me. Now spill, and I’ll have a plate of doughnuts with your name on it here in 2.4 seconds.”


  Mallory held out both hands, palms up in a torturously long pause. Then finally, “They loved it. All of it.”


  Hope took a moment, refusing to fully believe this. “Really? They really liked it?”


  “Loved it. Really. They’re interested in using the space for promotional parties and also mentioned working with you to create a thematic cocktail menu for each month that ties into whatever film is on tap. We haven’t discussed details, but I imagine they’ll credit the bar in some way.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I’m not. Doughnuts are involved so that would be silly.”


  Hope paced the length of the bar at the news. The movement helped her absorb the victory.


  “You doing some laps there?” Mallory asked.


  Hope covered her eyes a moment. “I needed this today. I really, really needed this.”


  “Congratulations,” Mallory said warmly.


  Hope returned and shook her head. “Here you are congratulating me when really I should be thanking you. You did this. You made it happen.”


  Mallory shrugged. “All I did was set it up. You took it from there. Does this mean we have a deal? Are we going to work together?”


  “Consider yourself hired.”


  “Excellent. Because I have a lot of ideas.”


  “You do?”


  “Mmm-hmm.”


  They locked eyes and held on, both of them smiling. Hope liked this woman. She really, really liked her. The sound of a loud sniffle interrupted Hope’s thoughts and pulled her focus. Sophie, complete with a tear-stained face and swollen eyes, had arrived for work.


  “Excuse me a moment,” Hope said to Mallory.


  As Sophie retrieved her apron, Hope intercepted her. “Everything all right, Soph?”


  At the question, Sophie promptly burst into tears and not the pretty kind. This was a full-on ugly cry, accompanied by a running nose and sputtering sobs.


  “Okay. All right. I’ve got you,” Hope said, wrapping her arm around Sophie and guiding her to a stool at the bar next to Mallory, who looked on with concern.


  “You okay?” Mallory asked. “I’m Mallory. I think we’ve met a couple of times.”


  Sophie nodded, sobbed some more, and sputtered the words, “I’ll never be okay again.” Okay, so that was maybe a little dramatic.


  “Why don’t you tell us what’s wrong?” Hope asked.


  “Katia is through with me. She tossed me aside like last week’s lettuce.”


  Hope winced at the very specific and odd reference. It seemed Katia the heartbreaker had struck again. Mallory tossed Hope a questioning glance.


  She tried to help clarify. “Sits in the corner and broods, usually in all black? Writes poetry in a little book.”


  “Ah, gotcha,” Mallory said, pointing at Hope, now on the same page. She turned to Sophie and patted her arm. “Sweetie, that woman is not worth your time. She’s working it with a different girl every week. I’ve seen it.”


  “But we were supposed to be different. We were in love!” Sophie exclaimed, drawing out the word.


  “I know it feels like that now,” Hope said, calmly. “But you’re young. And you’re going to find out that love is very different than what you’re describing. It takes time, and in the midst of the trickier spots, no one treats anyone like…what was it you said?”


  “Lettuce,” Mallory supplied.


  “Right.” She turned to Sophie. “There are no last-week’s-lettuce parallels in love.”


  “Wise words,” Mallory said, and smiled at her.


  She shrugged. “I’m working with what I have here.”


  “She said we could be friends. Can you believe that?” Sophie wailed. And then a new thought seemed to occur to her and she paled. “What if she comes in tonight? She can’t see me all a mess. How’s my face?”


  Hope wasn’t sure how to explain to Sophie that her face right now was reminiscent of a swollen eggplant. “You look fine, Sophie. But you’ve had a rough go of it. I’m thinking it might be a good idea if you take tonight off.”


  “Really?” Sophie asked. “I don’t want to lose my job.”


  “You will not lose your job.”


  Mallory watched the exchange and felt her heart swell at the careful way Hope dealt with Sophie, who was clearly a basket case of youthful naïveté. But Hope was patient, thoughtful, and kind with her.


  “I’ll be back tomorrow, ready to go,” Sophie said.


  “I know you will.” Hope patted her hand. “Do you have a friend you can call? Maybe relax a little, watch some movies.”


  Mallory raised a finger. “And junk food. You’ll need a copious amount of junk food, preferably of the chocolate variety.”


  Sophie considered this suggestion. “My roommate should be around. And I could stop for ice cream on the way home.”


  “Now you’re talking,” Hope said. They watched Sophie head for the door. “Poor kid.”


  Mallory lowered her head to catch Hope’s gaze. “You were great with her. Really. I had no idea you were such a softie.”


  “I’m not,” Hope said defiantly. “I am not a softie at all.”


  “Right. Right. I just imagined it, clearly.”


  “Fine, okay. She’s a sweet kid and I feel bad for her. Even if she does make a very average waitress.”


  The comment had the wheels in Mallory’s head turning. “I’m still interested in the story there. When you have more money than God, why do you take up waitressing?”


  Hope held up her hands. “Not my business.”


  “Do you know what is your business?” Mallory asked, passing Hope her most innocent face.


  “What’s that?”


  “The doughnuts you promised me,” she said, patting the empty spot in front of her.


  Hope laughed. “I thought maybe you’d forgotten.”


  “Doesn’t happen. These are doughnuts we’re talking about. I’ll take three.”


  Hope tossed a towel over her shoulder and headed to the kitchen, offering Mallory a much-enjoyed view of her exit. It had already been a good day, but with the addition of doughnuts and a hot bartender, it was shaping up to be a great one.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Hope left Showplace by eleven that night but didn’t intend to head home. She checked the address of the diner on her phone and hopped the A train to Fourteenth Street, ignoring the stale smell of the subway and loud group of twenty-somethings clearly en route to a new stop on their raucous evening out. Her world felt unsettled, and she had to do what she could to put things right.


  As she walked the block and a half to the corner of Eighth Avenue, she nervously fingered the house key in her jacket pocket and hoped Kara was working. Quite simply, she wanted to lay eyes on her and make sure all was as it should be. The fear that she’d backslid on her sobriety ran a constant loop in the back of Hope’s brain, and she needed to silence the concern.


  Hope pushed open the door to the Stairway to Heaven Café, hit instantly with the aroma of coffee and bacon, a homey smell that somehow put her at ease. A faint smile touched her lips. Leatherette booths lined the perimeter of the small room, with a band of black-topped tables scattered through its center. She looked around the bustling diner for any sign of Kara, as plates with fried eggs, burgers, and pancakes whisked past, but she came up short. There were two waitresses on the floor, and a hostess standing behind a cash register. The place wasn’t big, but it clearly did a decent late-night business.


  “Table for one?” the hostess asked, eyeing her curiously. She must have caught the resemblance to Kara, which meant Hope had arrived at the right place. The woman then offered a weary smile that Hope could relate to, the kind that said she’d been on her feet for hours on end and still had the remainder of her shift to muddle through.


  “Um, yeah. Thank you,” Hope answered, not really sure what her course of action would be, but a cup of coffee couldn’t hurt. The hostess walked her to a booth in the corner. Hope reached for a menu when the door to the kitchen swung open and Hope caught sight of a flash of blond hair reminiscent of her own. Kara delivered a plate of onion rings and ketchup to the table across from hers, turned, pulled out her order pad, and headed to Hope’s table.


  The sight of Kara’s face had Hope’s next breath caught in her throat. She had used makeup to cover as much as she could, but the purple and pink bruising around Kara’s eye looked angry and painful. Her lip was swollen on one side and a laceration jutted just below. “You weren’t returning my calls,” Hope offered meekly, her stomach sick at the sight of her battered sister.


  Kara raised a shoulder and took a step closer to the booth, her voice low. “I didn’t want to upset you. You went to a lot of trouble for me already, kiddo. You’re in the clear.”


  “Who did this?” Hope asked, anger curling in her stomach.


  Kara studied the floor. “Please. Who do you think?”


  “But you paid him. What more does he want?”


  “A hell of a lot more money apparently. He said interest went up and he wants another 20K.”


  “Of course he did.” Hope shook her head. This wasn’t about money. This was about power. Dominic wanted Kara under his thumb because he knew he could control her. “So we need to rethink this.”


  Kara signaled the hostess and took a seat in the booth across from Hope. “Nothing to rethink, Hope. I don’t have any way out of this. I’ll keep Dominic happy for a little while longer, come to work each day and wait for him to get tired of me.”


  “That’s not a good plan.”


  “Listen, it’s all I’ve got. I’ve gone over this every which way.”


  Then something occurred to Hope. “Where are you staying? You haven’t been back to the apartment.”


  A small smile touched Kara’s lips. “There’s a guy I’ve been sort of seeing. I’ve crashed with him the past couple nights.”


  Perfect. When she thought of the lineup of guys that had paraded in and out of Kara’s life, it was like a lineup of America’s Most Wanted, and that was so not a complication she needed. “Are you kidding me right now?”


  “You’d like him, Hope. And it’s not like what you’re thinking. He’s the perfect gentleman. In fact…” Kara glanced over her shoulder and scanned the room before waving over a middle-aged guy in a striped tie. “You can meet him right now. Be nice or I’ll kill you.”


  As the man approached, Kara stood and took his hand. What in the world? This was so not her usual fare. This guy was clean cut, with short dark hair, a faint goatee, and a bit of a stomach folding over his khakis. “Hope, this is Elliot. He’s one of the managers.”


  “The night manager. It’s so nice to meet you,” he said cheerfully and then marveled as he studied Hope. “Wow. You two look so much alike. I knew Kara had a twin, but it’s different to see in person.” Elliot pumped her hand, grinning the whole time. He was personable. And normal. And he had a job. She felt like she’d entered the twilight zone. But you know what? Maybe this wasn’t such a bad twilight zone.


  “Nice to meet you, Elliot. You two met here at the diner?”


  “We did,” Elliot said and smiled at Kara. “At first I thought she hated me, but then she started smiling at my jokes.”


  “Because they’re horrible,” Kara said, but she was grinning. “I smiled at how bad they were.”


  “They are pretty bad,” he said. Hope watched as the two of them exchanged a look, one of those “you’re amazing” exchanges. It was sweet, if not utterly unexpected. “Hey,” Elliot said. “Maybe we can all grab dinner sometime. I’d love to get to know Kara’s family more.”


  “That sounds like fun,” Hope said.


  He nodded and glanced between them. “Well, I’ll let you two talk.”


  Once Elliot was out of earshot, Kara turned back to Hope nervously. “Well?”


  “He seems really nice, Kar.”


  Kara seemed to make a decision. She leaned in nervously, her fingers gripping the outside of the table. “I really like him. As a person, I mean. He’s decent, and kind, and he tries to be funny, which is cute in this whole other way. When we’re not together, I think about him a lot. Have you ever felt that way about someone?”


  Hope smiled at the all-too-familiar description as of late. “Yeah, I have.”


  “It’s kind of crazy to think about, but this feeling I have, it’s like I don’t ever want to be without it.”


  “And Elliot feels the same way?”


  Kara sat back against the booth. “I think so. But it’s like I’m afraid to get my hopes up. Good things don’t happen to me. They just don’t.”


  The sentiment was heartbreaking, because Kara did deserve a guy like Elliot and more. “Don’t you dare sell yourself short. You deserve to be happy.”


  “Yeah, well, not if Dominic has anything to say about it.”


  “Does Elliot know?”


  Kara nodded and gestured to her face. “It’s not like I could hide it for long. He was outraged and scared, but he doesn’t know anything about this life, Hope. He came to New York from Iowa to be an actor. Iowa.”


  Hope took a deep breath. “We’re gonna figure it out.”


  “I know.” She offered Hope a weak smile and it tore at her.


  In an attempt to lighten the mood, she sat a little taller. “Now what does someone’s favorite sister have to do to get a cup of coffee around here? And maybe a short stack?”


  Kara laughed. “Now that I can help you with. Coming right up.”


  


  *


  


  Mallory studied the sky from the window of her apartment the next evening. The normally swirling pinks and oranges of dusk had been replaced today with an angry grouping of charcoal clouds that seemed to signal a brewing storm. The beeping scroll on the bottom of her TV seemed to agree.


  She checked her watch and hoped they made it to the anniversary party before the rain hit, but Mother Nature was one person she seemed to have very little influence over. Her late-afternoon appointment had canceled, which had afforded her the opportunity to come home and change from her business suit into a red cocktail dress. Was it possible she’d been told on a handful of occasions that she looked killer in the dress? Sure. Was it also within the realm of possibility that she’d selected it with the full understanding that Hope was her date? Most definitely.


  Mallory surveyed herself in the mirror as nerves she found ridiculous fluttered in her stomach. Subtle red lipstick, her hair swept back on one side, and diamond teardrop earrings helped complete her look. She’d located the remote and silenced the news reporter advising residents to stay in if at all possible when the door to the loft buzzed. She located her clutch on the counter and slid the door open, only to halt everything right then and there, because dear Lord in heaven.


  Standing there in silver heels and a black cocktail dress that fell across one shoulder was Hope. She had her hair fastened into a knot at the nape of her neck, with a free strand falling in an elegant tendril across her forehead. Mallory knew she should say something, utter some sort of customary greeting, but she found herself thrown in a manner she wasn’t prepared for. She’d never thought of Hope as someone who’d own a dress. She had a definite softness to her, but Mallory had always noticed the edge most. Apparently, there was still a lot about this woman she did not know.


  Mallory shook her head. “You look…”


  “Is it all right?” Hope asked, her eyes wide as she glanced down at her dress. “I wasn’t sure exactly. You said it was a fancy party, so I did my best.”


  “No. It’s better than all right.” But Mallory was only halfway engaged in reassuring Hope, because the other half of her was still reacting in delicious ways to the image in front of her. She’d been physically attracted to Hope from the beginning. She was capable of admitting that, but the reaction her body was having now had her questioning whether they should just forget this party altogether and step back into her apartment.


  “Oh,” Hope said and smiled. “Thank you. You look great too.” The words didn’t give much away, and she might have thought Hope was unmoved at the sight of her, except for the fact that her gaze seemed noticeably drawn to the slight glimpse of cleavage the red dress offered. Yep, jackpot. Maybe this dating thing wasn’t so daunting after all.


  “Shall we?”


  “After you,” Hope said.


  They were lucky enough to find a cab quickly in the midst of rush hour, a shocking feat, but Sly, Mallory’s doorman, was the best ever. Their ride to the Upper West Side, however, was met with raindrops on the cab’s windshield.


  “Should you give me the rundown on who we might encounter tonight?” Hope asked, and traced a delicate pattern across the top of Mallory’s hand. Mallory stared at the contact and took in the diabolical things it was doing to her body.


  “Not if you keep that up, as I won’t be able to concentrate on much else.” Hope met her gaze with a smug grin. They were going to flirt their way through this night, it seemed.


  “Sorry,” she said, still enjoying herself. “Go on.”


  “My parents will be there, of course. Robert and Marjorie Spencer.”


  Hope nodded. “Robert and Marjorie of the Upper West Side Spencers. Got it.”


  Mallory smiled at the categorization. “That would be them, kind but pretentious people. They mean well. My mother’s a meddler. My father’s a workaholic. I take after him.”


  “What do they do?”


  “Both attorneys,” Mallory said. “Though my mom doesn’t work. Just wanted the prestigious degree, I guess. She does donate her services to various charities when they need paperwork drawn up or legal guidance.”


  “Wow. They’ve done well for themselves.”


  “They have. The money, however, is family money. It’s always been there, though we were never encouraged to rely on it. Achievement was everything and we were pushed hard.”


  “Wow. They must be so proud of you then. You’ve accomplished a lot.”


  Mallory tilted her head back and forth. “More so now. But in the beginning, when I told them I wanted to buck the corporate path and start my own business, they were furious, as small-business owner was probably less impressive to report to their friends. Just gave me something to prove.”


  “I see. It lit a fire.”


  “It did, and it hasn’t gone out since.”


  Hope took this in, her expression unreadable. “Who else will we encounter?”


  “My siblings. All but my little sister Ellen, who’s in college in London. The golden child. But my three brothers will be there, talking about the market and their latest tee time. Kind of obnoxious, I’m warning you now. My sister Chelsea, however, is driving in from Vermont with her family. She’s good people.”


  But they were out of time for further explanation as the cab pulled alongside her parents’ building nestled just on the corner of Ninety-seventh Street, right up against the park. With views alone worth several million, it was a property that had been in her family for generations.


  “Okay, now I’m nervous,” Hope said, staring up at the structure.


  “You’re here for me. Focus on that.”


  Hope passed her a look that said not a problem and they journeyed upstairs. The elevator opened to the foyer of her parents’ home, and an attendant met them instantly to secure Mallory’s coat.


  “Ms. Spencer,” he said.


  “Hi, Henry,” she said, smiling. Henry had been a part of her growing-up years and was responsible for teaching her chess at a young age. She considered him family.


  The luxurious living room bustled with guests, the hum of chatter drifted casually through the space along with waiters carrying trays of canapés, crostini, and jumbo shrimp.


  “Whoa. Lot of people here,” Hope said quietly.


  “Well, we are about half an hour late.”


  “Thirty-five minutes to be precise,” her mother said, appearing just behind them.


  “Happy anniversary, Mom!” Mallory said and kissed her mother on both cheeks.


  “This is a pretty dress,” her mother remarked. “I’ve always loved you in red.”


  “Thank you,” Mallory said.


  “Is it designer?”


  “Possibly. Let me introduce you to Hope Sanders.”


  Her mother’s eyes brightened and she turned energetically to Hope. “Why, hello!” She moved in for the requisite double-kiss, and Mallory watched as Hope maneuvered what was probably an unexpected greeting. The double-kiss was a signature with this group. “Are you two…?” Her mother’s gaze alternated between Mallory and Hope.


  “Here to celebrate your anniversary? Why, yes, we are!” Mallory said with gusto.


  Hope laughed and her mother pouted. “Mallory never brings us dates. Never.”


  That’s because I rarely go on them, Mallory thought. But times might be changing.


  “There’s my tiny girl,” her father said and pulled Mallory into a warm hug that came with the recognizable scent of peppermint and aftershave.


  “Hi, Daddy. Happy anniversary!”


  “Thank you. And who is this?” he asked, studying Hope expectantly.


  “This is Hope. I brought her to help me deal with all of you.” At Hope’s caught-in-headlights expression, Mallory squeezed her wrist. “Kidding. But only a little.”


  “Welcome to our home,” her father said to Hope, kissing her on either cheek before moving past them to work the room.


  Mallory shook her head subtly as she watched him. On first glance, one would think he was a politician, the way he handled people. She found herself often taking notes. Robert Spencer was well known in the city for being charismatic, good-looking, and smart, and if she generated half the respect he did, her career would be something to be proud of.


  “Your parents are nice,” Hope whispered in her ear, once her mother rejoined the party.


  “They are. But you haven’t met my brothers yet. I apologize profusely in advance.” They stepped down from the entryway into the living room, and Mallory snagged them two glasses of champagne from a passing tray. She gestured to their surroundings. “Welcome to my youth.”


  Hope looked around, honestly astonished at what she saw. This place was opulent in a way she hadn’t been prepared for. High ceilings, marble flooring, accessorized with what had to be antique furniture. “Are those actual marble columns?” she asked, pointing to the two round pillars on either side of the room.


  “In fact, they are.”


  Hope tried to imagine what it must have been like to grow up in a place like this and honestly had no clue how to even begin that fantasy. “And you grew up here? As a child?”


  Mallory sipped her champagne, watching Hope in amusement. “I did. I know how odd that must seem. This place looks more like a train station than a New York City apartment. I get it.”


  “It’s not odd. It’s you. I’m just trying to picture it. Where did you play?” she asked, remembering the forts she and Kara had constructed in their matchbox of a bedroom, or the basketball games in the streets she often watched until she was big enough to join in. But living in the city, in an apartment where half the place was breakable, didn’t exactly lend itself to that kind of free play.


  “At the park occasionally. I also had a lot of lessons. Art, language, flute, so not a ton of downtime.”


  Hope held up a hand. “Hold the phone. You play the flute?”


  “I used to play the flute. Hello, Mrs. Masters,” Mallory said to an older woman passing their way. “But it’s a thing of the past.”


  “I’ll need to hear a flute recital after this.”


  Mallory shook her head, but the corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “No. Not going to happen.”


  “Can you play ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’?”


  “We’re not having this conversation,” Mallory said, folding her arms.


  “I’d like to request that one and possibly ‘She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain.’ I’ll sing along. It’ll be magic.”


  “You’re trouble.”


  Hope raised a shoulder. “True. But I get the feeling you like trouble.”


  “A recent occurrence apparently,” Mallory said in wide-eyed mystification. “Do you play anything?”


  “I’m working on the strings of your heart,” she said dramatically.


  Mallory covered her mouth. “That was possibly the worst come-on line in history.”


  “Oh, I’ve got worse.”


  “Please tell me that’s true.”


  Hope gestured with her champagne glass to an older gentleman approaching an even older woman. “See that guy? He’s now saying to her, ‘are those your eyes or did diamonds just fall from the sky?’”


  “That’s horrible. Truly bad.”


  “But now she’s going home with him,” Hope explained. “It’s gonna be a hot night.”


  Mallory covered her mouth to stifle the laughter. “We’re going to hell.”


  “No, we’re not. But Mrs. Diamonds-For-Eyes over there is about to take a trip to heaven.” This pulled even more laughter as it turned out that stuffy parties actually had the potential to be a lot of fun.


  “What’s this about heaven?” Hope turned as a slightly taller, slightly older version of Mallory approached.


  “Chels!” Mallory said, pulling the other woman into a tight hug.


  “Mallory Spencer in red. I love it,” the woman said.


  Mallory scanned the room. “Where are my nieces and nephews?”


  “Upstairs with a movie. I’m no fool. You can catch up with them this weekend. In the meantime, introduce me to your friend,” she said and turned expectantly to Hope.


  “Hope, meet my sister, Chelsea. She picked out all of my clothes until I was eight.”


  “When she refused to let anyone tell her what to do any longer.”


  “Chelsea, meet Hope.”


  “A pleasure,” Chelsea said, extending her hand. But her gaze lingered on Hope, as she seemed to try to make up her mind about something. “Did you two meet through friends?”


  “Not entirely,” Hope said, glancing at Mallory.


  “Business then,” Chelsea stated matter-of-factly.


  Hope shook her head apologetically, and Mallory held up one finger. “Hope owns an establishment I’m rather fond of. I’m a patron of hers.”


  “And what establishment is that?” Mallory’s mother said, rejoining the group. She turned to Chelsea in appreciation. “You’re getting more out of them than I did.”


  Hope opened her mouth to answer, but Mallory beat her there. “Hope owns one of the hottest craft-cocktail bistros in New York.”


  A craft-cocktail bistro sounded awesome. She should use that. “Mallory is being nice,” she said, leaning in. “I hope that description matches one day, but for now, the bar’s doing okay.”


  Mallory’s mother smiled widely. “Another entrepreneur, like Mallory. Where did you go to school?”


  “Oh,” Hope said. “I didn’t. I guess you could say I’m self-taught.”


  The smile on the mother’s face didn’t budge. Hope got it. Lack of schooling wasn’t exactly a badge of honor for an accomplished family like this, but she was proud of what she’d managed on her own and wasn’t planning to apologize. To anyone. She was doing okay.


  “Well, there’s nothing wrong with that,” Chelsea said, a bit too emphatically. “School is not the route for everyone. That’s for sure.”


  “Where did you go?” Hope asked Chelsea.


  “Yale.”


  She nodded. “Impressive.”


  “Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I should check on my children and see which one is tied up. It varies. Mother, I think Mrs. Barksdale’s attempting to flag you down. Don’t you dare agree to anything for that charity of hers. You have no time as it is.”


  Mallory’s mother raised her eyebrows and regarded them. “My eldest daughter can be bossy. Enjoy yourselves, girls. Have some shrimp.”


  “Let’s do brunch this week,” Chelsea said to Mallory, and then they were gone. If the exchange had unnerved Mallory, she sure didn’t show it. Cool as a cucumber over there.


  “Thirty more minutes and we can sneak out,” Mallory said apologetically to Hope.


  “We don’t have to do that. We can stay as long as you’d like.”


  “What if I want us to sneak out?” And that’s when Hope understood that Mallory had other plans for them, and that meant thirty minutes couldn’t come fast enough.


  “Other plans work for me too,” she said, quietly.


  The sound of a spoon against a glass rang out across the room. “If I could be so bold as to have everyone’s attention,” Mallory’s father said from the top of the entryway steps. The room fell silent and all eyes turned to Mr. Spencer. “You’re here tonight for one very special reason, and that is to help me celebrate thirty-seven wonderful years with my wife, Marjorie. Thirty-eight years ago, I got down on my knee and asked the love of my life to be my bride. She made me the happiest man alive and said yes. Six children later, and I have never been more in love with you, my dear. I’m still the happiest man alive.” He raised his glass and the rest of the party followed suit. “You’re the reason for my smile tonight. Happy anniversary. To many more, my love.”


  The toast was met with spirited applause, and Hope was surprised to see tears in Mallory’s eyes.


  “I’m not a crier,” she told Hope. “I’m not. It’s just, he doesn’t get sentimental all that often, so when he does I just get a little—”


  “It’s sweet,” Hope said and brushed a tear from Mallory’s cheek. “That was a fantastic speech. Your parents love each other very much.”


  “Yeah,” Mallory said, smiling. “Sometimes I forget that in the midst of their extra-shiny veneer, but it’s real between them. Makes me wonder if I’ll ever have anything close to that.”


  “Never say never,” Hope said sincerely.


  “Mayday,” Mallory said, her eyes wide. “Brother number two is on his way over.”


  “Number two?”


  “Troy. But I prefer to number them.”


  “That sounds ominous.”


  “Mallory,” the tall, dark, and handsome brother said.


  Was everyone in this family good-looking? Screened first for genetic superiority? This guy looked like Prince Charming incarnate.


  “Troy.”


  “We haven’t seen you at the club.”


  Mallory nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been working. Plus, I’m not really a fan of the club.”


  He smirked. “You’re saying you don’t work out anymore?”


  Wow, the guy made it sound like a cardinal sin.


  “I do. I just choose to use a gym closer to where I live.”


  “Suit yourself.” And with that, he was gone. No hello to Hope. No show of warmth to his sister. Not even a “see you later.” It had been a really odd exchange. Mallory, while put together and quite formal at first, seemed to come with a depth of character. But it was easy to see how growing up in a world of privilege could have the opposite effect. It just went to show Hope that it didn’t matter if you were raised rich or poor, you could still have total assholes in your family.


  “I apologize for him,” Mallory said. “He probably had to go check his stock portfolio or something equally obnoxious.” She held up a sweeping hand in presentation. “So now you’ve met my brothers.”


  “Well, just Troy.”


  Mallory shook her head. “If you’ve met one, you’ve met them all. They’re the same person at varying heights. It’s kind of impressive if it didn’t also suck times three.”


  Hope laughed. “That’s kind of severe.”


  “You’d think, but no. I try to minimize interaction with them and stick to my sisters instead.”


  Despite Troy being Troy, Mallory was enjoying herself more than she thought possible at a rubbing-elbows gathering. The difference turned out to be the company. It was fun to have someone to navigate the party with, trade whispers here and there.


  After a good thirty minutes of small talk, introducing Hope to her parents’ friends and proclaiming the greatness of the party overall, Mallory felt she’d put in her time and could probably now sneak away without recrimination.


  She turned to Hope. “Let me get my coat. Then you and I are headed to a real dinner.”


  “Cheeseburgers?”


  Mallory laughed. “I could do cheeseburgers.”


  “And an old-fashioned.”


  “That’s specific. I’m guessing you know a place?”


  Hope passed her a look. “Of course I do. I know the best place.”


  “Give me five minutes to impersonate a ninja and I’m yours.”


  “I like the sound of that.”


  “Easy, tiger,” Mallory said, placing a hand on Hope’s arm, a touch that sent electricity moving all the way up her body. She steadied herself as the chemistry she had with Hope was beyond even sizzle variety. Shaking herself out of the Hope-induced haze she’d become overly familiar with, she set out on her coat mission. As Hope had not come with a coat herself, the mission was rather simplistic.


  However, Mallory had details to tend to. She had learned that when sneaking out of a formal gathering early, it was best not to announce one’s sneaking. Surreptitious was the way to go. She also knew that the best way to bypass the formal coat-retrieval process, which called massive attention to the intended sneaking, was to secure one’s own coat from the coatroom via the connecting door to her father’s study. Ninja indeed, Mallory thought. She then proceeded to make it safely, and undetected, into the oak-adorned office her father used on days he prepared cases from home. She could pick up faint traces of tobacco from the pipe he smoked when he was feeling extra thoughtful. In fact, that sweet aroma took her right back to childhood. She flipped on the light and moved quickly through the space when—holy hell. There against the bookshelves stood her father and Janice, the receptionist from his office, sucking face. What’s worse, the buttons of her blouse were undone and his hand was snaked up the front of her shirt. Mallory closed her eyes to erase the image, but it hadn’t worked, because upon opening them, there they were.


  “I apologize,” Mallory said calmly, holding up a cautionary hand. “I thought this room was empty.”


  Her father and Janice stared at her, caught and clearly unprepared with any sort of explanation, but really what could they say? She retreated from the study, but at her own pace, as she tried to process what the image actually meant. Her father was screwing his secretary. That’s what that meant, right? And not only that, but he was doing so in their home, not a half hour after delivering a speech about how much he loved his wife. Mallory wasn’t sure, but that seemed unthinkably low. She had a knot in the center of her chest, and strangely, she felt thirsty, like there was sandpaper lining her throat. Better to get out of here first. Find Hope. Leave the damn coat.


  But, on second thought, no.


  She’d done nothing wrong and was not sacrificing her favorite black trench with the soft pockets in the midst of a rainstorm because her entire perception of her young life had been shattered with one flick of a light switch at the wrong moment. Correction, the right moment, because that flick had illuminated more than just the room.


  “Henry, my coat, if you don’t mind.”


  “Of course, Ms. Spencer.” And then quieter, “Is everything all right? You look a little pale.”


  She shrugged, swallowing the truth and feeling heavier for it. “I’m fine, Henry, but thank you.” But she didn’t feel fine. Her face felt hot, her mind raced, and she wondered absently about what else in her life was a sham. The world felt wildly unsteady, and she placed a hand against the wall.


  “Mallory, are you okay?” Hope asked, moving toward her. She nodded and presented her game-face smile, the one she used for killer client presentations. She could present remarkable calm when called upon.


  “Just waiting on my coat and we’ll be on our way.”


  “Ninja skills failed?”


  “Something like that,” she said with a serenity she did not feel.


  “Hey, I think we’re about to face some rain,” Hope said, glancing out the picture window on the back wall. Angry raindrops pelted the glass, and an ominous clap of thunder shook the room, causing guests to murmur. It was so ridiculously appropriate to the way she felt right now that Mallory almost laughed.


  But she was contending with another sound, the ticking clock in the back of her head, as it was only a matter of time before her father resurfaced and either A, played debonair party host and pretended none of it ever happened or B, wanted to talk to her about what she’d just witnessed. Oh, and wouldn’t you know it, there he was. Her coat hadn’t been fast enough. Seriously, where was Henry? Her gaze moved to her father as he closed the door to the study, a bright smile on his face as he shook hands with the first guest he came to. Option A it was! How exciting! She felt a little sick.


  “Here you are, Miss Spencer,” Henry said from behind her. If she ripped the coat from his hands and tossed a “thank you, Henry” over her shoulder as she pulled Hope toward the elevator, it was only because urgency trumped manners in that particular moment. She would try and make it up to him later. He really was a good-hearted guy, if not the fastest with coat turn-around.


  “You were anxious to get out of there,” Hope said on the elevator as she studied her curiously.


  Mallory nodded, not really ready with words to explain away her actions, as the image of her father and his mistress played back in her head like some god-awful movie stuck on repeat. Hope seemed to accept this confirmation, and they rode the rest of the way in silence.


  But Hope stayed close to her, passing her little check-in glances that made her feel safe, looked after, on a night when she felt things falling from her control. She filed that fact away for examination later. But they were nice, the check-ins. “You still up for that burger?” Mallory asked as they exited the elevator. She needed a distraction in a big way.


  “If you’re coming with me, I’m up for anything.”


  Mallory blinked against the words. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


  Hope smiled at what probably seemed like a weird question, but Mallory really needed to know. What did Hope see when she looked at Mallory? What was the draw? They had a physical attraction, sure. And maybe that was enough for Hope, but it would be nice to know.


  “Because I happen to like you.”


  “I like you too.”


  When they reached the exit of the building, they were greeted with not just rain, but big wet drops that bounced into predominant puddles along the sidewalk. This was major rain, and for whatever reason, her parents’ doorman was MIA. Hope turned to her. “Stay here and be likable, and I’ll get us a cab.”


  “Hope! Wait!”


  “What is it?” Hope asked, turning back, just before stepping out into it all.


  “You cannot stand out there on the sidewalk in your beautiful dress. We can wait it out. See if it lets up.”


  “You don’t know who you’re dealing with here. Who said anything about standing? I’ll have a cab in 2.3 seconds. It’s kind of a gift.” And without another word, she was out the door before Mallory could protest further. And Hope did hail a cab rather quickly, but it took only a few seconds before the storm soaked her through and through.


  Mallory, with heels in hand, then made the mad dash to the open door of the waiting cab and found herself laughing by the time she got inside. How was that possible? After what had transpired that evening? But she knew the answer. Something about Hope whisked her away from the world. Perhaps, it was how different she was from most of her friends and family. Whatever the case, she was a valuable escape on a night like this one, and that was so what she needed right now. To forget what she’d just seen and to push the real world far, far away before it crushed her. Mallory was known for her strength, but she was feeling anything but strong.


  She turned her face against the backseat of the cab and studied Hope. Concentrate on Hope, she told herself. Don’t think about the rest. Hope pulled her hair out of the knot at the base of her neck, and Mallory watched the release as it fell freely around her shoulders, wet from the storm. Sensual, that was the word for it. The skin across Hope’s chest glistened with droplets, and the black dress clung to her in a whole new way.


  “So what happened to 2.3 seconds?” Mallory asked, gesturing with her head to Hope’s condition.


  “Flag on the play. We had storm interference.”


  “I don’t think you can flag a conversation,” Mallory said, and raised an eyebrow.


  “Yes, you can,” Hope said in confidence. “Just did, in fact.”


  “You’re kinda cheeky.”


  “Cheeky? You sound like Mary Poppins. A very attractive Mary Poppins though, so bonus.”


  “No one has ever made that comparison before,” she mused.


  “Well, have you ever called them cheeky? Try it. See what you get.” The smile dimmed on Hope’s face. “So are you going to tell me what happened back there? I already know something did, so don’t try to downplay it.”


  Discussion was not part of the plan. “If it’s okay with you, I’d rather not. Let’s talk about something else.”


  “Like?”


  “How your failure at cab hailing has yielded…other rewards.” She let her gaze travel from Hope’s eyes to her lips, down the line of her slender neck, to the dip in her dress. Mallory’s body tightened uncomfortably as a consequence, and she adjusted in her seat out of necessity. Then and there, Mallory made an executive decision and met Hope’s eyes.


  “I can do without the cheeseburger if you can.” Yep, this was exactly the kind of distraction she needed. She watched as understanding crossed Hope’s face and her lips parted subtly. It was all Mallory needed. She leaned forward to the cab driver and changed their course.


  Her place, it was.


  She was in control of her own destiny and it felt good.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  While Hope still wasn’t sure what had gone on earlier in the evening to spark a change in Mallory, it was clear now that she was on a mission. It was a sexy mission, which was one of the better kinds, but it did leave her curious.


  Mallory hadn’t said much since they exited the cab, and when they arrived at the apartment, her lips were on Hope’s before she even had the door open, stripping her of most of her capacity to think clearly. Hope had to admit, the wet clothes added a certain something, as the red dress Mallory wore was now a shade deeper, and her semi-wet hair framed her face in an intoxicating halo under the sconce light in the hallway. But it was her mouth that had Hope’s attention, all hot and insistent in the best way possible. Mallory pulled away but only to open the damn door that seemed to be in the way of everything good Hope could imagine.


  And she wasn’t feeling very patient.


  They stumbled into the darkened apartment, finding each other easily and meeting in a sexy exchange of lips, tongues, and touches, both light and firm. “Should we turn on a light?” Hope asked, between kisses.


  “No light,” Mallory said easily. Moonlight crisscrossed the loft’s living room and illuminated the path that Mallory led them down to her bedroom, tugging Hope gently by the hand. The room was beautiful, from what she could see of it. The high ceilings of the living room extended into the bedroom. Mallory’s bed faced an expanse of unobstructed windows that invited the twinkling lights of the city to dance in front of them now. But the view a little closer to her was better. She cupped Mallory’s face with her hands. God, she was beautiful.


  “Are you sure?” Hope asked.


  Her answer was a searing kiss that had Hope forgetting the question and yearning for contact as her heart rate escalated and her arousal skyrocketed. Now. She needed more now. As Mallory kissed her into oblivion, she slipped a hand behind Hope and lowered the zipper to her dress. It fell to the floor, and with an intake of air, Mallory’s eyes roamed her body. She hadn’t worn a bra, and Mallory let out a little gasp at the sight. Mallory’s lips parted and she trailed a hand from Hope’s shoulder down across her breast, to her stomach, and inside the curve of her thigh, nearly bringing Hope to her knees. Hope couldn’t contain the murmur of pleasure that escaped her lips.


  “Hope,” Mallory whispered, stepping into her space and kissing her neck, slowly, skillfully.


  Mallory did everything well, Hope noted peripherally, and seduction seemed to be no exception. She eased Hope backward until the back of her knees brushed the bed before lowering her down entirely. From where she lay on the bed, Hope looked up at Mallory as the red dress came off, followed by the strapless bra, revealing the perfectly full breasts she longed to touch again. When Mallory lowered herself on top, skin on skin, Hope thought she’d come undone. She pushed up against Mallory and trailed her hands down Mallory’s bare back, enjoying the warmth of her smooth skin. They were moving together already, legs intertwined, as there was no way not to be.


  Mallory was lost in the most wonderful sense. She kissed down Hope’s body, amazed at how soft she was, how wonderful she felt beneath her. Mallory was fully in control of the moment, and that’s exactly how she needed it to be tonight. Driven by need, she was shocked at how quickly her body responded to Hope, who was easily the sexiest human she’d ever come in contact with.


  Hope attempted to reverse their positions, but Mallory had a goal and had yet to achieve it. She eased off Hope and ran her fingers up Hope’s inner thighs and lightly across the cotton of her panties between them, eliciting a moan, a hotly erotic sound that Mallory wanted more of. She refocused on her breasts, kissing, licking, sucking, pulling a nipple fully into her mouth and letting her tongue play. She could do this for hours, she realized, moving on to the next breast. She was aware of Hope straining against her, knew how wet she was, but Mallory wasn’t ready yet. Hope whimpered quietly, seeking some sort of release, but Mallory pressed on, tasting, caressing, pushing, and licking. “What do you need?” she finally whispered in Hope’s ear as she continued to massage her breasts and circled her thumb around each nipple.


  “You,” she managed, her hips moving against Mallory’s thigh in a rhythm that told Mallory she wouldn’t last much longer.


  “Soon,” Mallory assured her and stole a scorching open-mouthed kiss because it was too tempting to pass up. She spent some time on the slender column of Hope’s neck and found it a very sensitive spot for her, as it pulled another moan from Hope’s lips that only encouraged Mallory further.


  Hope couldn’t believe the need she experienced. The attention from Mallory was beyond torturous, and she was about to ignite under her thorough touch. The buildup had been nice, but now she craved release in a way she’d never quite known. She was shaking for Mallory, unequipped to handle much more of the throbbing. Mallory kissed down her stomach, pausing at the waistband to her underwear before sliding them down her legs. Good God, the anticipation was excruciating. Mallory parted her thighs gently and placed an open-mouthed kiss on one inner thigh and then the next. “Please,” Hope managed, moving her head against the down comforter as the aching became incessant. “Mallory, please.”


  Finally ready to comply, Mallory swiped across Hope’s center with her tongue, the sensation nearly levitating her off the bed. But Mallory held her in place and continued to explore, applying little bits of pressure to where Hope needed it most before pulling it back. It was diabolical, the things Mallory was doing with her mouth, but in the most wonderful way. Liquid heat moved through her veins, and she slid her hands into Mallory’s hair, still moving against her mouth. Mallory gave her what she wanted, but did so on her own schedule. When she pushed inside, Hope saw white. Mallory filled her expertly before retreating and entering her again. Her body, already on fire, erupted. Need tore Hope apart as the pressure rose steadily, climbing higher and higher with each flick of Mallory’s tongue until a powerful release shot through her with a shattering intensity. But Mallory didn’t stop and sent her further into a sweet oblivion before bringing her back down slowly, gently.


  “God, I loved every second of that,” Mallory said, planting a soft kiss on the underside of her jaw and stretching out next to Hope. But all Hope could do was stare, still not fully a part of the here and now. She knew Mallory came with a certain quiet drive about her, but this experience had gone above and beyond. Overachiever? Yeah, she’d agree.


  “What did you just do to me?” Hope asked, turning onto her side to better see Mallory, who brushed a strand of hair from Hope’s forehead.


  “I think I just had my way with you,” Mallory said in satisfaction.


  “Is that what you call it? Because I have a few other choice words.”


  Mallory’s mouth formed a tiny outraged circle, and her eyes went wide. “Language, Ms. Sanders.” It was clear she was teasing, but it was the cute kind.


  Hope raised an eyebrow. “After what you just did to me, I don’t think you have a lot of room to talk about manners and decorum.”


  Mallory bit the inside of her cheek as she considered this point. “I did make you wait a bit, didn’t I?”


  Hope stole a lingering kiss. “Ya think?”


  “Couldn’t help it. I was busy,” Mallory said sweetly as Hope moved on top of her.


  “I think I’m going to make you a drink. Do you have simple syrup?”


  “Wait. You’re going to make me a drink?”


  “That’s what I said. I make great drinks.”


  “I’ve heard this. But we’re kind of otherwise engaged.”


  “What? Did you want me to do something else right now?” she asked, tracing the outside of Mallory’s breast and watching as her eyes widened and her lips parted at the contact.


  Mallory’s eyes fluttered closed and she bit her lip. “You’re a tease and you know it.”


  “What?” Hope asked, feigning shock. “Never. Is that a no on the simple syrup?” She got out of bed then, which prompted a sigh from Mallory at the loss. Hope moved naked about the room, looking for something to put on that wasn’t a wet cocktail dress.


  Mallory watched her movements with a lazy smile. “That’s a no on syrup. If you’re looking for clothes, that’s a shame because I’m enjoying this visual. But you’ll find a robe on the back of the door,” Mallory said. Hope slipped into Mallory’s blue robe, loving that it smelled amazing, like the hair she’d just nuzzled. “I’ve never seen anyone wear my robe before. I like you in it. I’m thinking it may look better on you than it does on me.”


  “I completely disagree with that statement,” Hope said, resisting the very powerful urge to skip the drink and take what she really wanted. Mallory lying there nearly naked and looking sexy as hell was a temptation she was hard pressed to resist. But there’d be time, she told herself. Plenty of time. And good things come to those who wait. “You coming?” she asked Mallory before heading out to the kitchen.


  “I can’t believe this is happening,” Mallory said in amusement.


  Hope opened the fridge and surveyed what she had to work with. It didn’t really matter. Give her some booze and she could make a drink out of anything, but it turned out she was in luck. “This is great news.”


  “What’s great news?” Mallory asked, emerging from the bedroom.


  “You have fresh mint. No one ever has…” But the words died on her lips because Mallory wore a T-shirt that said Game Over that came just to the tops of her thighs. She looked appetizing, and if Hope’s lust meter had already been pushing over the top, it might have just busted altogether at the amount of skin on display. Plus, Mallory had the most awesome legs, olive-toned and smooth. Hope wanted to run her hands across each and every inch of their length.


  “You forget what you were saying?” Mallory asked and slid up and onto the counter.


  “No. I just…” She covered her left eye with her hand, giving up. “You know how to work a T-shirt.”


  Mallory smiled. “You noticed.”


  “This plan is beginning to backfire.”


  “It better not. I want that drink you promised me. I happen to be very thirsty.”


  Hope closed her eyes and cursed herself. “Fine, even though I’m now the stupidest woman alive, fine. Right. Drink coming up. A very fast drink.”


  “Well, I’m really more of a sipper,” Mallory pointed out.


  Hope met her eyes and shook her head. This whole thing was her fault. “Do you have a pestle and bowl?”


  “This is sounding fancy.”


  “It really isn’t.”


  Mallory pointed to a lower cabinet, and Hope found what she needed and went to work crushing a few mint leaves while Mallory looked on.


  “When did you first know you were good at it, making drinks, crafting cocktails?”


  “Well, I wasn’t always,” she told Mallory. “I sucked at bartending for about the first two years. Then I met Thompson. That was his last name, but it’s what everyone called him. He owned this little hole-in-the-wall place on Seventh that was packed every night. It was because the guy knew what he was doing when it came to making good drinks. The décor didn’t matter. I was hired on as a waitress initially but paid attention to everything he did, watched his techniques, memorized his recipes, and learned how much the little things matter. Glass temperature, sugar balance, and how a less-than-precise pour can ruin the whole drink. When he caught on how interested I was, he opened up quite a bit, took me under his wing. Over time, I became kinda popular behind the bar myself.”


  “Oh, I bet,” Mallory said. “I’ve seen it firsthand.”


  Hope chuckled.


  “And what about the business side of things? How did you go from behind the bar to owning it?”


  “Now that took a lot of time. A decade.” Hope poured some sugar and water in a pan and heated it. As Mallory didn’t have simple syrup, she’d make some herself. “I pretty much read every book I could get my hands on that talked about restaurant management, business ownership, and entrepreneurship. Talked to a lot of folks who’d done it before me and learned the pitfalls to watch out for. The rest was just about saving enough cash.”


  “Wow. That’s impressive. You’re impressive.”


  Hope measured the rum against the lime juice she’d squeezed. “Speaking of impressive, try this,” she said, topping her masterpiece with a couple of mint leaves. She carried the glass over to Mallory and held onto one for herself.


  “To drinks in a thunderstorm,” Mallory said, touching Hope’s glass with hers.


  “And to beautiful women on countertops,” Hope added. “You know I’m never going to get this image out of my head.”


  “Is that such a bad thing?” Mallory asked. “Wow. This is good.”


  “A mojito,” Hope informed her. “Lusting after you? No, it’s not bad. And it certainly wouldn’t be a new thing.”


  “I remember the first time you sent me a drink. I thought it was super cliché.”


  Hope grabbed her heart as if wounded. “I cannot believe you just said that. I was nervous, doing that, and I never get nervous.”


  Mallory seemed to soften. “That’s actually very sweet. And now I feel horribly guilty. Come here so I can kiss you.”


  Hope moved until she stood in front of the counter and settled in between Mallory’s legs. She leaned in and kissed Mallory slowly, thoroughly. As they kissed she placed her hands on Mallory’s thighs and inched upward until she heard Mallory’s breath hitch and she broke the kiss. Her breathing ragged and her lips swollen, Mallory pointed at her beverage on the counter next to her. “Not finished yet,” she said.


  “We can come back for the drink later,” she said, kissing Mallory’s neck.


  “It’s too refreshing to leave behind.” Mallory sipped from the glass. “And though I am playing a little hard to get, I really like this drink and have to finish it.”


  “Okay, fine,” Hope said with a sigh. She slid up onto the countertop across from Mallory. “Did you play sports as a kid?”


  Mallory smiled. “I did. Varsity tennis. I was all-state.”


  “Wow. Remind me not to play you. Let me guess. Student council?”


  Mallory pointed at her face. “President.”


  Hope laughed. “I’m gonna guess summa cum laude.”


  “And valedictorian.”


  “Seriously?” At the question, Mallory passed her a look, which prompted Hope to laugh and hold up her hands. “Sorry, of course you were valedictorian. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Mallory took another sip from her glass and Hope did the same.


  “What were you like in school?” Mallory asked.


  “I was a decent student. On the honor roll here and there, though I didn’t do a lot in the way of extracurricular activities. That required transportation and there wasn’t a lot of that.”


  “What about your mom?”


  “Worked nights, so we were mainly on our own after school. She tried, but there were bills to pay.”


  Mallory nodded. “I can’t imagine what that must be like.”


  “I’m happy you didn’t have to. Your parents seem great, by the way.”


  At the comment, Mallory glanced at her drink, a distant look now present behind her eyes. “I was lucky.” And then refocused the attention back on Hope with an upshift in energy. “When did you stop dating boys?”


  “You’re changing the subject,” Hope said.


  “That’s totally allowed.” God, she was cute. And way too far away, but Hope pressed on.


  “I never started,” Hope said.


  Mallory inclined her head. “Seriously? You just always knew.”


  Hope shrugged. “I don’t know about always, but I knew enough to never date a guy. You?”


  “Buddy Laughlin was my boyfriend until late in my junior year of high school.”


  Hope enjoyed the look of disdain on Mallory’s face. “And how did that go?”


  “Shockingly not well. Our parents were best friends. It was this match made in heaven that simply wasn’t.”


  “Mallory.”


  “Yes?”


  “Did you break little Buddy’s heart?”


  Mallory laughed. “I’m afraid so. He still won’t look me straight in the eye. It’s all very awkward. He was at the party tonight.”


  Hold the phone. “And you didn’t point him out to me?”


  “That would have been awkward.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m kinda into awkward. Do you know what a loss I’m experiencing right now? Do you?”


  “I can’t even imagine.”


  Hope placed a hand over her heart. “And the only thing that could possibly remedy this oversight is if you found a way to make it up to me.” Hope eased off the counter and reclaimed her spot in front of Mallory, who eyed her progress in amusement.


  “And how could I do that, do you think?”


  “Well, I’ll need to be kissed,” Hope said and moved in closer. As Mallory’s eyes met hers, they darkened with heat. She set her nearly empty glass on the counter and took Hope’s face in her hands slowly, purposefully. She leaned down and brushed Hope’s lips before deepening the kiss. And that ever-present magnet that seemed to exist between them snapped to attention, as Hope couldn’t keep her hands off Mallory. She slid them up the warm skin of Mallory’s legs to her upper thighs, taking note of the hitch in Mallory’s breath at the intimacy of the touch. She pushed her tongue into Mallory’s mouth and enjoyed the taste of alcohol and lime, all the while inching her hands higher until her thumbs met at the apex of Mallory’s thighs, which pulled a quiet gasp.


  The damn T-shirt, which had looked so good on Mallory earlier, was now in her way, but she wasn’t ready to be done with it quite yet. Her hands were on the move and she was enjoying every intoxicating second of it, and that was how Mallory made her feel. Intoxicated with desire, with a need for her.


  That need was out in full force tonight. Her body was infused with hot arousal as she settled on Mallory’s breasts, full and amazing in her hands. Yeah, no more T-shirt. She pulled her mouth from Mallory’s and lifted the offending shirt over her head to reveal the perfection beneath. As she stared at Mallory on display for her, now in nothing but her panties, she swore quietly, reverently, because she was that beautiful. It had been a long time since she’d felt anything remotely close to what Mallory was able to elicit in her, and scary as it was, she wanted more.


  She lowered her head to Mallory’s breast and pulled a nipple into her mouth, moving her tongue across it once, twice, and a third time before skating her teeth across its surface as Mallory clung to her. She repeated the process and moved on to the other breast.


  “Hope,” Mallory breathed, seeming to search for purchase. Her hips moved subtly, signaling her need. With her hands on Mallory’s ass, she drew her closer. As the robe Hope wore had come untied, she could feel Mallory’s panties, damp against her bare thigh. She closed her eyes to steel herself against the pulsing intensity that moved through her. It would have been nice to go slow, it really would have, but in this moment, Hope couldn’t remember the logic behind that mentality. Because Mallory made her forget everything, including her own name.


  All she knew was that she needed this.


  Now.


  She made quick work of the panties, and with Mallory already ready for her, she slid her fingers inside, prompting Mallory to throw her head back and whimper quietly, a sound Hope would never forget. It wouldn’t take much, she could already tell. The warmth that enveloped her as she pushed into Mallory had her closing her eyes and reveling, only not for long, because she wanted to watch Mallory when she came, to experience all of it.


  She wrapped one arm around Mallory’s waist to steady her as she moved in and out of her with her other hand, gaining speed to match the thrusts of Mallory’s hips. Just as it seemed she was close, Hope pressed a purposeful thumb to Mallory’s center and watched in awe as she called out and tossed her head back, clenching Hope’s hand, moving wildly in a gorgeous display against it. Hope leaned into Mallory and kissed her neck as she moved her hand slower and slower still, easing her back down again.


  Mallory visually traced the texture of the ceiling, and she scrambled to return to herself. Her world had just been rocked, she knew that much, and she took a moment to figure out the rest. She was on the kitchen counter with Hope still inside her, of that much she was aware. And the pleasure that still moved through her was staggering. This had been hot; they were together.


  She wrapped her arms around Hope’s neck and kissed her.


  “You are so sexy,” Hope said between kisses.


  “Yeah?” Mallory asked. “Because I’m not even sure what that word means after what you just did to me. On my counter, no less.”


  “You don’t like the counter?” Hope asked, those sky-blue eyes dancing with amusement.


  “I love the counter now,” Mallory said, slipping her hands into Hope’s robe. Her robe. “Is that what you do with all the girls? Get them onto counters and then have your way with them?”


  “I’ve never done this with anyone,” Hope said, meeting her eyes, and Mallory knew it was true. The knowledge resonated, and her chest experienced a rush of emotion in a manner she hadn’t expected. Whoa. Where had that come from? Before she could marinate further, Hope scooped her into her arms and carried her toward the bedroom.


  “We’re going back to bed?” Mallory asked.


  “Why, yes, yes we are.”


  But they didn’t do a lot of sleeping. In fact, sleep took a definite backseat that night to other tempting activities between the sheets, as they explored each other into the wee hours of the morning.


  Mallory, her head tucked into Hope’s shoulder, lay there sated, exhausted, and contemplative. She stole a glance at the clock. It was after three. She only stayed up that late for work. Hope smoothed her hair and Mallory smiled up at her.


  “What are you thinking about?” Hope asked, then placed a kiss on her temple.


  “I found out tonight that my father is screwing his secretary.”


  Silence reigned.


  Hope eased to the side to better face Mallory. “I’m sorry, what?”


  Mallory shook her head. “When I went to get my coat, I saw them. Together in his study, just after he made an eloquent anniversary toast to my mother in front of the world.”


  “Mallory, I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you say something?”


  “What do you say when the person you look up to most is not at all who you thought they were? And while the whole thing is horrific, and something I’ll probably have to process later, you made it better just by being here. This should have ranked as one of the worst nights in my life, and it would have, if not for you.”


  Hope slid down the bed until she lay face-to-face with Mallory. She touched her cheek. “Well, there was nowhere else I wanted to be.”


  Mallory smiled and kissed her, this woman who was so much more than she’d ever given her credit for. She’d walked into this thing between them begrudgingly, blaming the overt physical attraction she had for Hope for their kissing sessions early on. But maybe it wasn’t just physical, she thought, as a wash of genuine feeling moved through her. The concept was a little too terrifying to examine in that moment, so she sidelined it in favor of the spark that kiss had ignited. It seemed she didn’t tire easily of Hope.


  “Are you going to talk to him about it? Your father?”


  Mallory eased herself on top and inserted her thigh between Hope’s legs. “I don’t really want to talk about him anymore,” she said, and lost herself in the feel of the woman beneath her. Their coming together was much more leisurely this time around, but no less intense. They were more familiar with each other now, but the magnetism didn’t dwindle. When she brought Hope to climax with her mouth, she was near the brink herself and gave herself over to Hope’s skillful touch moments later.


  Afterward, Hope held her for a long time, and Mallory reveled in it, enjoying the night, clinging to it, and afraid of what the harsh light of morning would bring.


  


  *


  


  “So it’s official, you guys are a thing?” Brooklyn asked from the treadmill next to Mallory’s. They ran together a couple of mornings a week in front of the giant picture window at the fitness club down the street from the loft. Running kept Mallory’s head focused and in the game. As she pushed her body, she stared out at the bustling city below as the stress eased off her with each stride. Their morning runs were also her chance to check in with Brooklyn, their one-on-one time, which she’d come to value quite a lot.


  “I don’t know if I’d go that far, Brooks. But I like her. A lot.”


  “But you’re officially dating?”


  Mallory considered the question. “It kind of feels that way, but we haven’t discussed it formally. It’s a little gray, if I’m being honest.”


  “Does that mean sex was had?”


  Mallory opened her mouth to answer and closed it, not sure how much she wanted to say. It didn’t matter though, as Brooklyn saw right through her.


  “Oh, my word, it has. That’s why you’re all loose and smiley. You got laid properly. It was properly, wasn’t it?”


  “God, yes,” Mallory said, then passed Brooklyn a follow-up look for emphasis.


  Brooklyn sent one hand into the air and let out a cheer, which garnered several curious stares from nearby runners. She turned to the onlookers and informed them politely, “Mallory Spencer has re-entered the dating world. Hence, the cheering.” She turned back to Mallory. “I should take out a press release, as this is kinda hot news.”


  “What you should do is lower your voice and stop bothering the other runners.” But it was kind of fun, the high she was on from her time with Hope. She reminded herself to remain cautious and in control, however. That was key.


  “Impossible,” Brooklyn said. “I’m excited. I have to be free to express my emotions, Mallory. In fact, I’m so keyed up now that I’m ready to make this run my bitch.” Brooklyn turned the dial on the treadmill, and Mallory heard it whir in response to the acceleration. Never one to be outdone, she followed suit, matching Brooklyn stride for stride. Though her calves screamed and her shoulders pulled, Mallory welcomed the workout and relied on it to clear her head, as there was a lot going on in there. In addition to wrapping her mind around the really awesome night with Hope, she’d yet to fully examine the events at her parents’ anniversary party, nor had she mentioned it to anyone but Hope. But the memory stung acutely even now.


  She’d have to talk to him eventually, her dad.


  The city was too small not to, and come on, this was her father she was talking about, which is what made the whole thing so surreal. The guy she turned to for everything. But the anger that flashed alongside the memory reminded her how upside-down the world felt of late, for both the good and the bad. It was a little jarring—and one of the reasons Mallory hated roller coasters.


  They brought chaos.


  “So did she stay over?” Mallory distantly heard Brooklyn ask. She forced herself to rejoin the conversation.


  “Stay over?”


  “At your place. I just assumed it was your place. Was it her place? I’ll need the sexy details, please.”


  “How about just some basics?”


  “Only if they’re sexy basics.”


  “Fine. My place. She stayed over but left early. She had some sort of delivery at Showplace.”


  “Was there a good-bye kiss?”


  Mallory smiled. “There was. A good one.”


  Brooklyn shook her head as she ran. “I cannot believe you landed Hot Bartender. Do you know how many of those girls at Showplace would kill to be you?”


  “Yeah, well, don’t get ahead of yourself. It was one night.” They ran on. “One really sexy night,” Mallory amended with a grin.


  


  *


  


  Tuesday at Showplace had Hope in her groove. She sashayed subtly with the music, moving her hips to the beat as she topped off a tray of Gingersnap Smashes with a couple of mint leaves and slid the tray to Sophie. “Here’s your order for table twelve.”


  The special they’d run for the Smash had exceeded all of Hope’s expectations. To say they were a hit was an understatement. She checked her reserve stock of Smash ingredients and figured she could make it through the night if the demand held steady and didn’t escalate. She mixed a rum and Coke and slid the drink across the bar to its owner, then turned her attention to the next customer. “What can I get you?” she asked, glancing up. She relaxed into a smile when her eyes landed on Mallory’s. “Hi, random customer,” she said and placed a square napkin in front of Mallory. “And what can I make you?”


  Mallory slid onto a bar stool and looked pensive. “Well, bartender, I think I’ll try one of those Gingersnap Smashes the world is raving about.”


  “I think I can make this happen for you,” she said, purposefully overdoing her tried-and-true cool-bartender voice.


  “Excellent.”


  “How was your day today, ma’am?” Hope asked.


  Mallory smiled at the formal role-play. “Oh, you know. Busy. I’m feeling a little tense.”


  Hope measured the whiskey into the shaker. “You probably need to have that tended to.”


  Mallory looked wistfully skyward. “If only I knew someone with good hands.”


  Hope let her jaw fall open and pointed to herself. “Oh, my God. I just thought of someone.”


  Mallory joined her in amazement, shaking her head. “My luck continues.”


  Hope poured the contents of the shaker into a cocktail glass, garnished with a squeeze of lemon and some mint leaves, and placed it, presentation style, in front of Mallory. “So, hi,” she said in all seriousness, meeting Mallory’s gaze.


  “Hi,” Mallory said back shyly, which was so unexpected her stomach did a series of hard-core flip-flops. Mallory was never shy. She didn’t even know that was a possibility. And while she wanted to stare into those fathomless blue eyes for a few dedicated moments, the girl two stools down from Mallory had her hand up. Horrible timing, as she didn’t want to move.


  “What can I get for you?” she asked the blond girl with the ponytail, and placed a napkin in front of her.


  “What do you recommend?” she asked and tossed in an extra bat of her eyes. Classic. Hope sent her an easy smile.


  “We’re running a special on the Gingersnap Smash. It’s a craft cocktail. I think you’ll like it.”


  “We’ll take two,” she said, inclining her head to her smiley friend.


  “Got it,” Hope said, and snagged two glasses. She went about making the drinks, but she felt Mallory’s eyes on her, which made her hyperaware of the way her body responded. Heat prickled the back of her neck, and all she wanted to do was take Mallory by the hand and find a quiet spot to hear about her day and maybe follow through with that promise of a massage, which could totally lead to more. She was never one for ruling out the more.


  “Your movements are so precise,” Mallory said, as she stirred her drink with her cocktail straw. “It’s like a perfectly choreographed dance. Do you ever spill anything?”


  Hope smiled as she shook the drinks in the shaker. “Spilling is for amateurs, Park Avenue.” She tossed the short glass into the air, where it spiraled before returning neatly to her hand, just in time for her to pour the contents of the shaker.


  “Okay, now you’re showing off,” Mallory said. She was right, but for Hope, showing off was part of the fun. She opened her mouth to answer Mallory but was stopped short by their youthful neighbors.


  “My friend here would love to know your name,” Blond Ponytail said, interrupting Hope’s flow. She looked to the smiling brunette, who tossed her hair on cue.


  “It’s Hope.”


  “Cool. I’m Lisa,” the brunette said over the music and then pointed to the blonde. “This is Cami.”


  “Nice to meet you guys.” She placed a drink in front of each of them and held up the credit card Cami had supplied. “Shall I close it out?”


  “No,” Cami said, sipping her drink, her eyes still on Hope. “Let’s keep it open.” Hope passed Mallory a subtle look of apology. “So have you worked here long?” Sigh. She saw where this was going and turned back to Cami. Normally, she’d indulge a customer like this. Show them a little of the attention they seemed to want before moving on to her next order, but she’d been thinking about Mallory much of the day and here she was, just feet away. All she wanted was a little one-on-one time with her. Instead, she forced herself to answer the question as pleasantly as she could muster. “About a year and a half.”


  “Well, you’re really good at your job,” Lisa said. Cami sent Lisa a more-than-obvious look of encouragement, and Lisa nodded. “So what’s your story, Hope?”


  Hope inclined her head slightly. “My story?”


  “She wants to know if you’re single,” Cami clarified.


  “Because, have you seen yourself?” Lisa added, laughing.


  Mallory had never really thought of herself as the jealous type, but watching these young girls stare adoringly at Hope definitely had her focused attention.


  “Am I single?” Hope asked, drawing out the final word. “Hmm. That’s an excellent question, Lisa. The jury seems to still be out on that one.”


  “Is it that complicated?” Lisa asked.


  Hope met Mallory’s eyes and smiled. “We should ask my friend,” Hope said and turned to Mallory quite pointedly. “Mallory, would you say my love life is complicated?”


  Mallory blew out a breath and looked skyward, wondering how to navigate this very loaded question. She could say yes and keep the mystery alive, because wasn’t mystery part of the allure in life? Mallory certainly enjoyed it. But you know what, why not just go for it? Walk out on the limb and see where it got her. “I don’t think it has to be.”


  Hope nodded in an overly serious manner. “You’re very astute. It doesn’t have to be complicated. Exactly. And in that case,” she said, turning to Lisa, “I am involved with someone. It came on kind of suddenly. As in moments ago.”


  Mallory would be lying if she said the comment didn’t give her a little thrill. She enjoyed the wide-eyed nod the girls gave Hope before slowly turning to Mallory as understanding struck. For lack of anything better to do, she waved at them. And in a kind of perfect moment, they waved back.


  Hope leaned across the bar once the girls reluctantly took off. “That might have been one of my favorite exchanges in life.”


  “Yeah?” Mallory asked.


  “Well,” she said, her eyes darkening. “One of.”


  Mallory’s stomach tightened at the implied memory. “You cannot say really sexy things to me when I’m here to talk business with you.”


  “I didn’t say anything sexy.”


  “You suggested sexy things and you know it.”


  “Suggesting sexy things is totally not against any rules I’ve ever lived by.”


  Mallory didn’t know what to say to that. “I guess that’s true.”


  Hope straightened. “You sure like to be in charge and make all the rules.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s kind of my thing.”


  “Oh, I know. You want to go to my office, Miss Rulemaker, and have a work-related conversation?”


  “Yes, I wanted to touch base with you about some graphics for next week and a proposition from Big Top.”


  Hope raised a very sensual eyebrow. “I’m interested.”


  “Great. But this is business, nothing—”


  “Sexy,” Hope said. “Got it.”


  But just as Mallory rose from her stool, something caught Hope’s attention just behind her. Mallory turned and found herself in the most surreal position, staring at a girl who looked identical to Hope. She glanced back at the real Hope to be sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. But, nope, there she was. The twin sister, she reminded herself. Only they were in the same room this time, making the whole thing extra trippy. There were key differences, however. She could see that much now. The sister had shorter hair and a small mole to the left of her eye, which showed the remnants of a bruise. She also looked older somehow, if that was even possible. But beneath it all, the same vibrant blue eyes looked back at Mallory now. Genetics was an amazing thing.


  “Hey, you two. Wasn’t expecting to see you guys,” Hope said. That’s when Mallory registered the middle-aged man standing next to Hope’s sister, holding her hand rather sweetly.


  “I was wondering if you had a minute,” the sister said. Hope glanced at Mallory and back at her sister.


  Understanding the dilemma, Mallory jumped in. “No, Hope, it’s perfectly fine. You and I can finish up another time.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “You don’t have to go anywhere,” Kara said to Mallory. “This should only take a minute.”


  Then Hope seemed to remember herself. “Oh, sorry. Kara, this is Mallory. Mallory, Kara.”


  Kara passed a look between the two of them and raised a knowing eyebrow at Hope, who sighed. “Yes, we’ve been seeing each other.”


  “Thought so,” Kara said with a smile. “I can still read you like a book.” Then, turning to Mallory, “Twin thing.”


  Kara was certainly much nicer than the first time Mallory had encountered her. Looked a lot more pulled together too. Perhaps the guy she was with was part of that.


  Mallory smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Kara.”


  “You too.” Kara took a minute to introduce Elliot, and after some pleasantries Hope interrupted.


  “Kara, what’s going on? Everything okay?” She looked more nervous than Mallory had ever seen her and signaled Teddy to take over the bar.


  “Before you say anything, hear me out,” Kara said, palms facing out.


  “Okay,” Hope said. “But please get to it, as you’re freaking me the hell out.”


  Without a word, Kara produced her left hand, and the modest diamond ring told the story for her. Hope stepped forward and looked from the ring to her sister’s expectant face. “You’re engaged?”


  Kara was teary-eyed when she nodded, and Mallory somehow knew this was the real deal for her. She didn’t know this woman at all, but love was hard to fake.


  Elliot turned to Hope in earnest. “I know you must be thinking that this happened kind of fast, and it did. But I love your sister with all my heart, and I will do right by her.”


  “And this is what you want?” she asked Kara.


  “More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”


  Mallory saw the edges of Hope’s mouth tug before she broke into a full-on smile.


  “Then I’m happy for you.”


  “Thank you.” Kara moved into Hope’s arms, and the sisters hugged in a sentimental display that brought a lump to Mallory’s throat. The tears brimming in Hope’s eyes were new to Mallory as the love she clearly had for her sister was evident. Who knew Hope was such a softie?


  “So will you guys get a place together?” Hope asked the happy couple.


  Elliot and Kara exchanged a look. “That’s the second part of the news,” Kara said. “Elliot has asked me to move back to Iowa with him. We’re leaving tomorrow.”


  Hope took a minute. “I’m sorry. Did you say tomorrow?”


  Kara glanced nervously at Elliot. “Things with Dominic are heating up, and it’s best if I get out of town.”


  Hope nodded resolutely. “I get it. I just wish you didn’t have to go.”


  Mallory frowned, wondering about Dominic and what kind of trouble this guy was bringing to Kara’s life. Did that faded bruise around her eye have anything to do with it?


  “It’s not just Dominic,” Kara said. “There’s a time to come to New York and a time to leave. I’ve been here my whole life and what has it got me?” She glanced up at Elliot and smiled. “I’m ready to start a new chapter. We’ve already found a rental house online, and it has the cutest little yellow door. I can waitress, and Elliot’s thinking about opening a restaurant of his own down the line.” Kara blinked back fresh tears. “I’ll miss you, baby sister. Maybe you’ll come visit soon?”


  “I wouldn’t miss that chance,” Hope said, wiping the tears from Kara’s cheeks. She turned to Elliot then and was back to business.


  “Listen, I’m trusting you with my sister. And I don’t do that with just anybody.”


  He nodded. “I understand, and I take that notion very seriously.” He wasn’t necessarily the best-looking guy on the block and definitely not the coolest. But something about Elliot spoke of kindness, and Mallory believed what he said. After a final hug, Kara and Elliot left the bar hand in hand. Hope stood there silently, seeming to contemplate what had just transpired. She looked lost. Alone.


  “You okay over there?” Mallory asked after a few moments.


  “Just so sudden, ya know?” Hope forced a smile, but it was less than convincing. “Kara and I haven’t been close for years. But it’s still hard, you know, to see her go, even if it’s for the best.”


  “And why is it for the best?” Mallory asked, picking up on a piece of the puzzle that seemed to be missing.


  “It’s not important.”


  And with that, Hope rounded the bar and went back to work, taking drink orders almost as if none of it had happened. A coping mechanism, Mallory decided. Yet, it was the second time Hope had pushed her away, kept details of her life purposefully to herself. It stung a bit, but Mallory forced herself to move past it.


  She took a seat at the bar and stayed close, just in case Hope wanted to talk. If nothing else, she’d know Mallory was there.


  But it didn’t seem to matter. Hope was closed off to her now and kept her head down as she worked, limiting her interactions with the customers and with Mallory. Maybe Hope was the type who needed space when she was upset. Mallory had really no way of knowing. And while she still had a lot of questions about what had gone down here tonight, now wasn’t the time.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  The next morning started slowly for Mallory. For whatever reason, she struggled to keep her head in the game. A quick stop at Starbucks had gone horribly awry, as she’d been given an Americano for Evelyn when all she really needed in life was a latte for Mallory. Apparently, Starbucks seemed to have a handle on the current state of her life, a mirroring effect that had her intrigued and a little frightened by Starbucks.


  “Bam. Big Top art,” Hunter said, sliding a series of mockup ads onto Mallory’s desk. “I am a warrior of all things advertising. Don’t tell me they’re not brilliant, because they are, so you’d be lying.”


  Mallory glanced down at the array, and though she’d only had a moment to peruse them, Hunter seemed to have slayed the assignment. The ads were themed out according to various movie genres, and each was paired with a color scheme. They came with edgy slogans too, handed to them by the Big Top Boys, as they’d come to call them.


  “Not Your Mom’s Movie Theatre,” Sam read over her shoulder. “I love that these guys are willing to slap that on an advertisement.”


  Mallory nodded. “They’re all about in-your-face campaigns, which is probably good experience for us to acquire. Subtlety is not exactly a word in Timmy’s vocabulary.” At the mention of his name, Hunter and Samantha high-fived—it was a new office pastime.


  Brooklyn whirled around in her desk chair and faced the group. “So what’s the word on Showplace? Any further talk about a deal between the two accounts?”


  “There has been movement,” Mallory told her. “Timmy wants Hope to create a specialty cocktail menu for them, and he plans to credit Showplace as the creators on all versions. In return, he also wants to hold Big Top’s next movie-premiere party for contest winners at Showplace.”


  “Is Hope thrilled?” Brooklyn asked. “She should be. This is pretty major.”


  “She doesn’t exactly know yet. I tried to discuss it with her, but we were interrupted. Did you guys know she has a twin sister? One who’s apparently in some kind of trouble and moving to Iowa?”


  “You just said a lot of things right there. Seriously, a twin?” Hunter asked. “She hasn’t mentioned that, but it’s also not like we’ve had drawn-out discussions about our families either.”


  “But here’s the thing,” Mallory said, then remembered herself. “I’m sorry. If you guys have work to do we don’t have to talk about this now.” As if on cue, Hunter perched on the side of Mallory’s desk, Samantha grabbed a chair and sat, and Brooklyn wheeled herself over. All blinked at her expectantly. “Okay, I guess that answers that question.”


  “Go on,” Samantha said. “Spill.”


  “I feel a bit like things between Hope and me are spiraling.”


  “Spiraling can be good.” Brooklyn said. “You spiral her. She spirals you.”


  Hunter pointed at Brooklyn. “What she said.”


  Mallory shook her head. “You guys should go on tour.” Hunter and Brooklyn high-fived, which she should have seen coming.


  “You were saying?” Sam asked, steadying the ship.


  “I guess I’m admitting that I’m into Hope much more than I meant to be at this point. It’s still so early between us, and now I feel like I’m spiraling—”


  “Out of control,” Samantha said automatically.


  Mallory turned to face her, latching onto the sentiment. “Yeah, I guess so.”


  Sam took over. “It makes sense. You care about Hope. And that makes you vulnerable to her. Vulnerability takes away a certain amount of control, and we all know that you—”


  “Have to be in control,” Hunter deadpanned.


  “In order to exist on Earth,” Brooklyn added.


  “Or the world will cease to turn,” Sam said.


  Mallory stared at them. “Okay, that may be a tad harsh.”


  “Mal,” Hunter said. “You choreograph our elevator rides based on who needs to get out first.”


  “Yeah, well, it saves time if you’re standing in the right spot and can exit promptly.”


  Hunter shook her head. “Just proving my point right now.”


  Mallory took a deep breath. “Maybe that’s it, the control thing. I don’t know. What I do know is that she has a tendency to shut me out of certain parts of her life, and while I get it, it also makes me feel wildly—”


  “Out of control,” her friends said in unison.


  “Yeah…that.”


  Hunter looked thoughtful. “So you guys are getting kinda serious then?”


  Mallory opened her mouth to respond, but Brooklyn beat her there. “Fantastic sex has been had. Glorious sex. More-than-once-in-a-night sex.”


  Mallory stared at Brooklyn, incredulous. “You have no discretion, you know that?”


  “I don’t when it comes to sexy stories. Shouldn’t have to.”


  “There’s been sex?” Sam asked.


  “Yes,” Brooklyn told her. “Sex has been had. And good sex.”


  “More. I’m going to need more,” Samantha said, all dreamy-eyed.


  “And more you shall have,” Brooklyn told her. “From what I can tell, Hope knows what she’s doing in the bedroom, which can I say, based on how she makes those drinks, has me not at all surprised.”


  Mallory stared on in mystification. “Do you even need me here?”


  “Of course we do,” Brooklyn said, undeterred. “It was a sleepover date, but Hope had to head into work the next morning, all tired and sexy from their ravenous night.”


  “Oh, she was, too,” Mallory said, remembering the visual. “Tired from all the ravenous.”


  Hunter nodded her approval. “Ravenous is hot.”


  “And then there was an up-against-the-wall good-bye kiss. All passionate and handsy.”


  “I love handsy.” Sam sighed. “Handsy is my favorite.”


  Mallory balked at Brooklyn. “I never said it was up against a wall.”


  “Was it?” Brooklyn asked.


  “Yeah, actually, it was.”


  “Thank you.” Brooklyn pressed on. “She slid her hand into Mal’s hair and owned her with that kiss. I’m pretty sure Mal owned her right back.”


  “I’m gonna need to splash some water on my face,” Samantha said, fanning herself.


  “Good call,” Brooklyn said, joining in on the fanning. “Suddenly, I’m intensely interested in planning my honeymoon. In detail.”


  As the girls headed off in various directions, Mallory was left right back where she started: uncomfortable with where her heart was headed, as it seemed to have broken up with her head altogether. Which was tragic, as she happened to like her head. She depended on it, counted on it. Without control, without logic, who was she?


  Two hours later, Mallory was in the midst of putting together a presentation for Foster Foods when her phone buzzed from where it sat on her desk. She froze when she saw her father’s name on the readout, and a chill moved across her skin at the thought of speaking to him. The photo that stared up at her from her phone was of the two of them last Christmas Eve, laughing near the Christmas tree. How different that photo seemed to her now. Was he sleeping with his assistant then? When had it started? The questions that bubbled in succession propelled her into action, and she answered the damn phone.


  “Hi, Dad,” she said as neutrally as possible, keeping her blood pressure even and manageable.


  “Hi, kiddo. How’s your week?” It was how he started most calls, with pleasantries that seemed so out of place now it was ridiculous.


  “My week’s been fine. What can I do for you?”


  “I was hoping we could have lunch. Talk.”


  While she wanted nothing more than to hang up the phone and push the issue aside, the hurt that had grown harder and harder to ignore demanded her attention. And that meant she needed answers. Not only that, but she needed to look him in the face and tell him that what he was doing was wrong. “When?”


  “I’m in court all next week, but the following Monday is open.”


  “Monday it is.” It was understood that they’d meet at Adolpho’s, half the distance between them, at their standard noon meeting time.


  “Great. See you then, sweetheart.”


  “Please don’t call me that,” she said, without even fully processing the sentence. It felt wrong now in light of everything, yet saying that to him now felt just as bad.


  “Very well. See you Monday.” They said good-bye, and she clicked off the call with a sigh. Why did everything have to be so complicated?


  Mallory was used to order, to things leveling out, to calm efficiency. This week had been anything but. First her father was a lying cheat, and then hot sex with Hope, followed by a total freeze-out after the sister drama, and now this lunch with her father. She fell back against her chair and studied the ceiling, because at least that wasn’t falling in around her.


  Yet.


  


  *


  


  Hope needed to put things right with Mallory, that much she knew. Kara’s unexpected announcement the night prior had thrown her in a manner she hadn’t been prepared for. In retrospect, it was fantastic news for Kara that she’d found someone who’d be there for her, who she genuinely loved and loved her back. It was even better news that she was getting out of New York City and away from scumbags like Dominic, who would only take her right back to where she’d started.


  However, arriving at that point had been a journey, unfortunately a journey Mallory had to watch play out in front of her. Hope had pushed her away in the midst of the emotional roller coaster. And while it had been for only a split second that she caught a glimpse of the hurt in Mallory’s eyes, it had been there.


  And hung over her still.


  She checked the clock. Mallory would still be at work, but maybe near the end of her day. She fired off a text as she walked from the bar to her office.


  


  We never got that business meeting.


  


  Then she waited, her nerves in overdrive. A few moments later, her phone buzzed.


  


  You are correct. When are you free?


  


  She smiled as she typed.


  


  Now. Come by and be all businessy, please.


  


  It took longer for Mallory to answer this time, which had Hope on edge. But when her phone finally buzzed, relief hit.


  


  You’ve twisted my arm. On my way.


  


  When Mallory knocked on the door to her office fifteen minutes later, she looked…fantastic in another of those incredible business suits. It was as if they’d been manufactured with the sole purpose of making her want to take them off Mallory. This one was maroon and showed the lapels of a gray dress shirt underneath. And there were heels, which affected her on a whole separate level.


  “Hey,” Mallory said, and her lips curved into a smile. “How are you?”


  Hope detected a hesitation in the way she spoke, which made sense given the last time they’d seen each other. But she wasn’t unfriendly. “I’m doing great. Better now that we get to have this super-important meeting.”


  Mallory inclined her head to the side. “Are you making fun of our meeting? It’s a serious meeting.”


  “I would never. But it’s possible I called it as just a big excuse to get to see you.”


  Something about the way Mallory was looking at her softened and she took the opportunity to move in for a—


  “Ah, ah, ah. This is a business meeting, Miss Sanders.”


  “Can’t it be many things though? A multifaceted business meeting? I’m just saying let’s think this through.” Hope blinked at Mallory, offering her most innocent eyes.


  “Don’t give me that traitorous puppy-dog look.” Mallory shook her head. “Doesn’t work that way, champ.”


  She sashayed to the desk, and the subtle back and forth of her hips had Hope captivated. Surely, they could work something out.


  “You have the best walk, Spencer. As in, A-plus on the walking.”


  Mallory straightened. “I’m detecting a distinct lack of focus.”


  “Negative. I’m highly focused.”


  “Let’s redirect it to the laptop screen where I have several mockups for you of this month’s promotion. You might remember the Gingersnap Smash.”


  “Only vaguely at the moment.”


  Mallory pressed on undeterred. “I realize we’re already partway into it, but getting some branding out there is a good idea. Get customers educated about the monthly specials and build buzz around what’s coming next.”


  Okay, that part she heard. “I think that’s a wise move. I vote yes.”


  Mallory smiled. “That’s because you’re a savvy business owner.”


  “Did you just claim me? Is there a Savvy brand on the back of my shoulder?”


  “Why? Did you want there to be?” The twinkle in Mallory’s eye told Hope that all was well between them, and God, she wanted it to be. She dropped the flirtatious banter and met Mallory’s eyes. “I’ve missed you,” she said sincerely.


  “I saw you yesterday.”


  “Still.”


  Mallory touched her cheek. “I’ve missed you too. A lot.”


  Hope pulled her in and wrapped her arms around Mallory, then held her for a moment. When she released her, Mallory’s arms still circled her neck.


  “So what happened yesterday?” Mallory asked. “I felt like you checked out on me after your sister left.”


  Hope nodded. “That’s because I did. The thing is, I’m not used to this, to having someone else to consider. I think I might be bad at it.”


  “You kind of are.”


  “Hey!” Hope said, in mock offense.


  “It’s okay. I’m not sure I’m the best at it either.”


  “What makes you bad at it?”


  Mallory looked skyward as if finding the right words. “I think it’s hard for me to let go, to let myself feel. When I do, it’s like I’m in some sort of free fall without a net.”


  “You’re scared of all of this.” Even if Mallory hadn’t nodded, Hope could already see the answer in her eyes.


  “What a pair we are,” Mallory said quietly. “You’re closed off and I’m afraid to let go. I’m not sure there’s hope.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m right here.”


  Mallory regarded her in mystification. “Did you just say something funny?”


  Hope shrugged demurely.


  “You did. You were just funny. Hot Bartender from Showplace has actual comedic chops.”


  “I like it when you call me Hot Bartender.”


  Mallory shook her head, rejecting the notion. “Please. Everyone calls you that.”


  “I only like it from you.” Hope leaned in for a kiss and was met with a soft finger to her lips instead.


  “Business meeting, remember?”


  Hope sighed. “I do. You have a lot of rules, Park Avenue, and sometimes I think they exist just to torture me.”


  “They give me a framework from which to operate.” Mallory disentangled herself from Hope and pointed at the screen. “So which one do you like best?”


  Hope stared at the options and what she saw was pretty awesome. “These are great, Mallory.”


  “You really like them?”


  “I love them,” she said, marveling.


  Mallory blew out a breath. “For whatever reason, I was more nervous about showing you these mock-ups than I can remember being with a client in years.”


  “Really? It’s only me,” Hope said.


  “It’s stupid, isn’t it? But I desperately want you to think we do good work, and I’m never nervous when it comes to business. Never.”


  “Well, I more than like them and know without a doubt that you guys do excellent work.” She gestured to the poster in the center of the screen. “I’m drawn to this one most. The color scheme mirrors the colors of the bar.”


  Mallory nodded, seemingly happy she’d zeroed in on that particular design. “That one’s Hunter’s favorite as well. We just wanted to provide you with some alternate choices.”


  “This one is the definite winner. But is it possible to get the font bigger here?” Hope asked, pointing to the word smash. “So that the word pops out, as if it’s jumping from the page?”


  Mallory laughed and typed the note into her phone. “Smash should jump from the page. Got it. Now, let’s talk about Big Top for a moment.”


  “Okay, let’s,” Hope said.


  “Timmy wants you to consult on their seasonal cocktail menu, and he’s willing to credit the bar. He also wants to hold his next movie-premiere party here late next month.”


  Hope couldn’t believe what she was hearing. A complete no-brainer. This sort of relationship was exactly the kind of thing that could make a difference for a business like hers. “Where do I sign?”


  Mallory laughed. “I take it that’s a yes. I’ll let Big Top know and we can start scheduling meetings. Anything else we can do for you?”


  Hope shook her head in wonder. “You’re kind of amazing, you know that? I can’t believe you didn’t lead with that news.”


  “Well, I didn’t want to barrage you. Objectify, sure. Barrage, no.” Mallory winked, closed the laptop, and placed it in her bag. “I’ll let Hunter know about your choice so she can finalize the artwork and start the printing process. She’ll also begin some social-media push about the promotion. Oh, and the budget allows us to purchase a little print space so I’m perusing different options there.”


  “You’re kind of a rock star at this,” Hope told her.


  “Aww, you noticed.” Mallory headed for the door.


  “Wait. You’re leaving?” This was bad, because she wanted Mallory to stay. Needed her to. Even if all they did was talk a little more. Mallory was like this breath of fresh air that made Hope forget about things like the bar’s financial woes or the fact that her sister was leaving. When she was with Mallory, she could let all of the rest fall away. And here she was, in such close proximity and effortlessly smokin’ at the same time.


  “I have to go. More work to do.”


  Hope nodded, the emptiness evident. “Okay. I understand.”


  With door in hand, Mallory turned back to her. “But I would love it if you came over later tonight. We can spend some one-on-one time together. Not a business meeting in sight.” Mallory offered a smile and Hope did a mental backflip.


  “Is eleven too late?”


  “It’s not. See you then, Hot Bartender.”


  


  *


  


  Mallory held Hope tight as she brought her down from orgasm gently with her mouth. She moved up her body, kissing first her breast, then her collarbone and her throat. Finally she found Hope’s lips and kissed her long and hard, leaving her mouth swollen and perfect. Moments before, Hope had burst into wild shudders in her arms, and it had easily been one of her favorite visuals.


  “Remember that control thing you have?” Hope asked, recapturing her breath. Mallory nodded, and smiled as she looked down at Hope. “I think you like to practice it in the bedroom.”


  “A definite possibility.”


  It had felt good to take exactly what she wanted and steadied her somehow to take the reins after such an off-kilter week. They were still new to each other, but she was learning Hope’s body. What she liked. Where she was most sensitive. God, did she love each new discovery.


  “Do you always wear matching underwear sets? Because I’m all in favor,” Hope said, referencing Mallory’s attire. While Hope was completely naked—Mallory had taken care of that—she still wore her burgundy and black combo, one of her favorite sets.


  “I guess I do.”


  Hope shook her head slowly. “How am I going to survive you?”


  She traced the outside of Hope’s breast. “I trust you’ll find a way.”


  “I’m going to have to try.” With that, Hope sent her hands down Mallory’s back, down to her ass, where she cupped it and pulled Mallory tight against her. Mallory gasped and closed her eyes at the onslaught of sensation the proximity evoked. She was beyond ready and had been for some time already. Before she knew what hit her, Hope had her on her back, eyes flashing.


  “Kinda proud of yourself right now, aren’t you?” Mallory asked and nipped gently up at Hope’s lips.


  “Kinda am.” Hope pulled the cups of her bra down, releasing her breasts in one motion. As she circled a nipple aggressively with her tongue, Mallory moaned quietly, too good not to. And then her bra was gone completely, and then her panties, which was good. At this point, she didn’t need a pre-show. She rocked her hips against Hope’s thigh as the throbbing between her legs became nearly unbearable. She’d been turned on since she first touched Hope, and now her desire rested somewhere beyond calculation.


  Hope crawled down her body as Mallory sucked in much-needed air. The touch of Hope’s tongue against her center was almost Mallory’s undoing. Hope blew a breath over Mallory that shot her heart rate into the stratosphere. She moaned quietly, because Hope’s tongue was back, and God, did it do things to her. Hope tasted, teased, and tormented Mallory until she’d balled the sheet in her fists and writhed in hot desperation beneath Hope’s mouth.


  Her muscles quivered as the pressure continued to build. Hope entered her then, swift and sure, and the result had Mallory lurching from the bed as fireworks exploded behind her eyes in glorious release. Hope had an arm wrapped around Mallory’s waist to hold her in place, all the while pumping harder, taking Mallory to heights she could scarcely fathom. She called out as one spasm shot into another and then another. She gave herself over to Hope fully, wondering if she knew what Mallory was feeling, which was entirely too much. In bed, they fit together perfectly, Mallory realized, still moving against Hope’s hand. They had been explosive together once again.


  “That was probably the sexiest experience of my life,” Hope told her as she settled next to Mallory in bed. “You do things to me that I still haven’t quite figured out.”


  “We’re pretty awesome in bed together.”


  “Yes, but I was talking about all of it.” It was an honest admission, and there was nothing guarded or shielded in the way Hope looked at her now. This was the two of them, connecting openly and honestly. “Every time the door to the bar opens, do you know I glance up to see if it might be you?”


  “You do? I didn’t know that.”


  Hope nodded and then covered her eyes. “And I can’t believe I just admitted that. You probably think I’m super lame now.”


  “The lamest,” Mallory said, grinning back at her. “Except you’re not. I like that you do that. My turn.”


  Hope smiled at the game and propped her head up on her hand, listening.


  “I wonder what you’re doing a lot, so I’ve figured out your schedule a bit, when you head to work and when you generally leave. That kinda makes me your own personal stalker, huh?”


  “I’ve never had one of those before.”


  Mallory laughed. “Please. You have like eighteen at Showplace.”


  “They don’t count.”


  “They don’t,” Mallory said, moving in for a long and languid kiss, finishing with, “And they certainly don’t get to do that.”


  Hope blinked. “I’m sorry. What did you say? My mind quit working there for a second as this hot, naked girl was making out with me.”


  “Your life is so hard,” Mallory told her. A pause. “How’s your sister?”


  At the question, uncertainty flashed on Hope’s face, quickly replaced with resolve.


  She was trying and the effort warmed Mallory.


  “They’ve arrived in Iowa. Kara says she can’t decide if it’s like something out of a Lifetime movie or the Twilight Zone. Lots of farmland, small little stores, quaint little houses, and extra-friendly people.”


  “It sounds kind of awesome. The Midwest has a charming culture. But she’s doing okay?”


  “She sounds the happiest I’ve ever heard her. This was the right thing for her. She’s a recovering addict, Mal, so she needed a change.”


  Mallory nodded. It made a lot of sense, given what she’d seen of Kara.


  “And Dominic, who is he exactly?”


  Hope sighed. She clearly didn’t want to go down this path, but Mallory felt it was important to push a little.


  “Don’t do that. Please don’t pull away.”


  Hope met her eyes. “He’s a lowlife Kara borrowed money from. Unfortunately, he’s a powerful lowlife who didn’t take too kindly to her wanting to sever ties, even after she paid the debt. That’s why she needed to go. He was never going to let up.”


  “I don’t even know what to say. Did you report him to the police?”


  Hope smiled as if she’d said something cute. “It doesn’t really work that way with these kind of people.”


  “That can’t be true.”


  “Trust me,” Hope said. “You take Dominic down and a lackey’s waiting to step up and seek revenge in his name.”


  “That sounds horrible.”


  “It has been. But she’s out of the way now, and despite the fact that I’ll miss her, this is her shot at a stable future. A real life. I’ll visit her ten times a year if that’s what it takes to keep her happy and grounded.”


  “You’re a good sister.”


  Those words seemed to resonate with Hope, and Mallory wondered if anyone had ever said them to Hope before. The thought made her heart reach out. She wanted Hope to know all of the amazing things about herself. She wanted to tell her and show her in every way she could.


  And she would…


  


  *


  


  Sunlight streamed in from the floor-to-ceiling windows of Mallory’s bedroom, and Hope blinked back against the light. Her limbs felt heavy, her body relaxed and boneless in the most wonderful way. She turned and found Mallory asleep next to her on her stomach, the sheet pulled back revealing the smooth expanse of her back. She smiled and ran her hand down its length and finished with a soft kiss to her shoulder.


  Nothing.


  Mallory, she had found, was a very deep sleeper, in addition to being a bed hog. She took note of the fact that Mallory slept square in the center of the bed and would whether Hope was there or not. It was kind of endearing. She decided to let Mallory sleep and would go about making some coffee for them and possibly seeking out breakfast.


  “Bagels are here!” a voice called from the living room. And that’s when a stocky dog with short little legs pushed open the door to the bedroom and regarded her with adorable brown eyes.


  Whoa. An interesting development, indeed.


  “Hello, strange dog,” Hope said quietly. The new arrival licked her hand and took a seat as if he knew the place well.


  Curious, Hope slipped into her jeans and pulled on a T-shirt of Mallory’s. “Mal,” she whispered. “Hey, sleepyhead, I think you have a guest. Make that two.” The dog wagged his tail.


  Mallory’s only response was to curl onto her side and pull the sheet tighter around her waist. Adorable. Well, okay. Looked like she was on her own. After running her fingers through her hair to tame it, she peeked around the corner, relaxing at the sight of Hunter rummaging through Mallory’s fridge.


  “Mallory’s asleep,” she said by way of greeting.


  Hunter straightened and turned. She paused a moment before breaking into a lazy smile. “Well, look who’s here.”


  Hope shrugged one shoulder and slid onto a bar stool at the island. “It was a long walk back to my place.”


  “Oh, of course it was,” Hunter said, overly sympathetic. “You had no other option than to see if Mal would take you in.”


  “Actually, she invited me over herself.”


  Hunter studied her. “So are you guys turning into a real thing and not just a fun thing?”


  To Hope, it wasn’t even a question. “While I’m having a great time, I’m not in this for fun.”


  “Okay.” Hunter looked as if she was gathering her thoughts. “I like you guys together. I do.”


  And here it came. “But?”


  “Tell me what you like about her.”


  “Seriously?” Hope asked with a smile. “Are you planning to write down my answers?” But Hunter wasn’t smiling, and Hope knew it was important for Hunter to know that her feelings were honorable. Thereby, she sobered quite a bit and spoke from her heart. “She’s quirky without realizing she’s quirky. That whole organize-the-world thing is not only admirable but enjoyable because she can’t not do it.”


  “That’s true. She can’t stop herself,” Hunter said. “Good call. What else?”


  “Well, beyond the fact that I’m ridiculously attracted to her, I love how spoiled she is while at the same time generous beyond all measure. Then the myriad of smiles. She has her ‘on’ smile, which she reserves for business or polite conversation, and then there’s her dreamy smile when she’s in her own head and thinks no one’s watching her.”


  Hunter smiled. “That’s a good one. I like that smile.”


  “But my favorite is the one she reserves for genuine happiness. It’s my goal to see that smile as much as possible. Should I go on? Because I can. I like her relationship with you guys, her accomplishments, her drive, her humor.”


  Hunter held up a hand. “I think I got it.”


  “Good, because those things are important to me,” Hope said.


  Hunter inclined her head to the side. “I believe you. But I need to say this anyway. You can’t hurt her. Do you understand? Because she may seem tough and together and like she can handle anything, but underneath all of that is a girl who’s a lot more vulnerable than she seems.”


  Hope nodded. Mallory was one of Hunter’s best friends, and she was looking out for her. “Do you honestly think I’d be reckless when it comes to Mallory?”


  “No, I don’t. But I need you to understand that I will hunt you down if you are.”


  Hope smiled. “Got it. You have my word.” She peered around Hunter. “Should I make up something to threaten you about, or did I hear you say bagels earlier?”


  Hunter grinned at Hope and reached for the white bag on the counter just as the door to the loft slid open.


  “Doughnuts are here,” Sam called. “Fantastic doughnuts have at long last arrived for humans to consume! Oh, hello, there,” Samantha said, freezing and regarding Hope. She then exchanged a knowing smile with Hunter.


  “Hi,” Hope said back. “You guys deliver bagels and doughnuts? That’s kind of great service.”


  Sam nodded. “Hunter’s barbaric and prefers bagels. I’m sensible and thereby understand that doughnuts make the world go round.”


  Hunter held up a finger. “I love doughnuts too. Always have.”


  “But you think bagels are better, which is insane.”


  “I do champion the bagel in a full-on baked-goods war.”


  Sam held a hand out in the air in punctuation. “Do you see?” she asked Hope.


  “I do.”


  “Outrageous.”


  Hope enjoyed the playful banter that highlighted the differences between Samantha and Hunter. While Hunter was very go-with-the-flow, Samantha seemed to be a lot more structured in her approach to life. Hope could tell that much simply from the way they ordered their drinks. It intrigued her, the way people paired up. What drew one human to another—which naturally had her thinking about herself and Mallory, who would surely be waking up any minute, right? Was it odd that she already missed her? Should she alert her that her friends had arrived?


  “Sorry about busting in on you,” Hunter said. “We didn’t know Mal had company.”


  “Is this a regular Saturday-morning occurrence?” she asked in amusement.


  Sam tilted her head from side to side in consideration. “Pretty much. Sometimes Mal busts in on us. But I’d say we generally do more of the busting.”


  “Wedding plans are exhausting,” a voice said from the doorway. Hope looked up to find Brooklyn entering with a bottle of champagne. “Mal has orange juice, yeah?”


  “In the fridge,” Hunter supplied. “She has pulp and no-pulp.”


  “Mal likes to cover the bases,” Brooklyn said, then paused mid-step, her girlfriend nearly colliding into her. “Hope! What an amazing surprise to find you here! In the morning, no less.”


  Hope didn’t know where to go with that, so she smiled sheepishly instead. “Good to see you, Brooklyn.”


  “Mimosas all around?” Jessica asked. She scanned the room. “Where’s Mallory?”


  “Late to the party, apparently,” Mallory said, taking in the room from the bedroom door with the dog at her feet. She wore a white T-shirt and gray sweatpants. Hope couldn’t help admire how they clung low to her waist. “You sleep a few extra minutes and the cavalry rides in.”


  “Hiya, Mal,” Sam said, presenting a newly assembled plate of doughnuts. “Hungry?”


  “We also have bagels,” Hunter said, winking.


  “Not the bagels-versus-doughnuts showdown,” Mallory said and stole a glazed doughnut with chocolate frosting. Sam shot up a hand in victory, and in adorable response, Hunter stole a kiss.


  “Fine,” Hunter said, holding Sam’s face in one hand. “Doughnuts one, bagels zero.”


  As the group chattered animatedly, Mallory made her way to Hope and handed her a tear-off of the doughnut. “Good morning,” she said quietly.


  “Good morning back,” Hope said, her volume just as low. Their eyes met and held in one of those private exchanges where a lot passed between them without a single word spoken. She loved having that kind of connection, the kind you didn’t even have to work hard for. It was just there. Mallory then tucked a strand of hair behind Hope’s ear. “You okay with all of this? The Saturday-morning barrage? I probably should have warned you this could happen.”


  “Shocking at first, but now I think it’s fun,” she told Mallory. “No one shows up unannounced at my place with dogs and breakfast, and I keep waiting for them to.”


  Mallory laughed. “Thank you for seeing the silver lining. Also, I love you in my shirt, so I might need to make out with you later.”


  Hope looked skyward. “I mean, I might be free for that. Busy schedule, ya know.”


  Mallory gasped and passed her a smile, the very smile Hope had just told Hunter about, the one that melted her heart from the inside out. As Mallory’s friends prepared plates and drinks, Jessica and Brooklyn regaled the group with war stories from the wedding-planning trenches. They heard about photographer interviews, wedding-cake tastings, videographer meetings, and colors for flowers. If you pushed aside how exhausting the whole thing seemed, underneath it all was a thick layer of romance that had Hope smiling.


  She’d been to exactly two weddings in her life but found the whole concept kind of awesome. Two people swearing in front of the world that they want only each other forever? That took some kind of confidence. Looking at Brooklyn and Jessica now, it was clear that they knew what they had and didn’t intend to let it go. She wondered if she’d ever make such a public commitment. She glanced at Mallory, and her heart squeezed in that warm, wonderful way. There had to be something to that squeeze, right? It wasn’t a squeeze for nothing. Maybe one day…


  “I just don’t know what I’m going to do if it rains,” Brooklyn said. “I have all of these images in my head of a drowned-rat version of myself pouting in all of the photos, and no one likes a pouty bride. I don’t.”


  Jessica took her hand and kissed the back of it. “If it rains,” she said calmly, “you and I will have the best possible time in that rain. It will be the most fun any two people have ever had at a rainy wedding, and we will tell the story of that rainy, romantic wedding to our kids one day and they will love it.”


  Samantha pointed at Jessica. “Now that was a good answer.”


  Brooklyn seemed to think so too, as she was staring at Jessica with a dreamy, faraway look in her eye. “I’m suddenly not so worried about rain anymore,” Brooklyn said. “How do you do that? And I also have a ton of work to do, so we better head home. Now.”


  Samantha leaned in to Hope. “That’s code for sex.”


  “Got it,” Hope said, laughing and taking mental notes. They were a fast-paced group with their own shorthand, but a lot of fun at the same time.


  “We should get going too,” Hunter said. “Get out of these guys’ hair.”


  And with a swift cleanup of the kitchen, the four friends were gone just as quickly as they’d arrived. Hope turned back to Mallory, who was nestled on the sofa. “Wow.”


  She shook her head and smiled. “They’re a handful, but they’re my family.”


  “Well, you should consider yourself very, very lucky.”


  “I do. And I’m not lying about how good you look in my shirt. I kinda think you’d look good out of it too. It’s hard to say which is better.”


  Hope didn’t need any more prompting. She slowly pulled the T-shirt up and off and inclined her head to the side. “I figured you needed all the information.”


  Mallory was up and moving toward her before she even finished the sentence. It turned out she really, really loved Saturday mornings at Mallory’s.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  “Sam, how are we coming with the vendor negotiation on that new hosting company?” Mallory asked.


  “We’re close, but not close enough. Why?”


  “Because Foster is having site problems again, and I swear we need a new provider.”


  Sam swiveled back to her computer. “Let me see if I can speed things up a bit. Work my mojo.”


  “I’m counting on it,” Mallory told her. “Hunter, any movement on the Serenity ad for July?”


  Hunter slid off the kitchen counter. “I emailed the final product to you an hour ago.”


  “My bad. I haven’t had a second to even check.”


  She turned to Brooklyn, who was staring at the wall, meaning she was in creative mode. “Brooks, I don’t want to interrupt, but where are we with Foster’s cereal line?”


  “I’m staring at the wall, Mal. I’m working on it.”


  Mallory knew when to be patient. “That’s exactly what I was hoping for, but is it at all possible to stare at the wall just a tad bit faster?” That earned her a glare from Brooklyn. “Or not. You know, take your time.”


  It was late Friday morning, and Mallory felt like she’d been going sixty miles an hour for the past three days. She’d yet to watch a television show, go running, eat a meal uninterrupted, and what was worse, lay eyes on Hope, for three days. Sometimes when it rained at Savvy, it poured. Unfortunately, it usually fell to Mallory to pick up the slack. True, she could ask for more help from her friends, but they were working hard as it was. Sometimes though, it felt a little like they went home to their own lives at the end of the day and she stayed back to live and breathe Savvy twenty-four / seven. She didn’t begrudge them the work. In fact, she loved it. But at times she wondered what it would be like to leave work at work too.


  Her cell phone, which she’d turned facedown on her desk to avoid distraction, buzzed against the hard surface. She flipped it over in case it was a pressing client concern, surprised and a little happy to see the incoming call was from Hope. She should let the call roll over and focus on her afternoon.


  She should.


  Good business owners did that.


  Mallory, however, was apparently onboard with going to corporate hell and thereby slid her thumb across the screen and accepted the call that already had her stomach tightening.


  “What are you doing?” Hope asked immediately.


  Mallory smiled against the phone, as the sound of Hope’s voice had a way of transporting her to someplace lighter. Just hearing the question had the world slowing down for her. “I’m about to spend an hour returning email. What are you doing?”


  “Waiting for you.”


  Mallory paused. “Waiting for me for what?”


  “To play hooky and spend the afternoon with me somewhere fun.”


  “While that sounds amazing, I can’t just skip out on work.”


  “Yes, you can.”


  Mallory stared at the ridiculous to-do list open on her desk. “That’s impossible. We’re already running behind on several deadlines.”


  “You need a break,” Hope said with authority. “Whatever you’re late on will still be late tomorrow morning, right?”


  “It will be later.”


  “And the world will still turn. Come out and play, Park Avenue. It’ll be a time.”


  Mallory took a deep breath and stared at the ceiling, now tempted in a way she never thought possible. She’d never played hooky from work. Hell, she came in when she was sick. Was she actually capable of this kind of corporate debauchery? Would she still be allowed in restaurants? Would people judge her on the streets? With her heart thudding away, she made an important decision.


  “Where and when?”


  Thirty minutes and a quick change later, Mallory spotted Hope right where she said she would be, in front of the Central Park Zoo. Hope stood as she approached and beamed at her, pulling her into her arms in an embrace that Mallory relished. She loved the way Hope smelled. She didn’t know if it was her cotton laundry detergent or the faint scent of citrus from her shampoo, or everything wrapped into one, but it reminded her of a breezy summer day, much like this one.


  “So, hi,” she said to Hope, releasing her but still keeping her hands at Hope’s waist and drowning a moment in those baby-blue eyes. Three days was too long. Too damn long. That’s when panic set in again when she remembered what she was doing here. “You should know that this is not at all like me and that I’m a little terrified right now.”


  Hope nodded. “I kind of thought you might be. But here’s the thing: you need to give yourself a break on occasion. Not every week, but once in a great while, it’s called for.”


  “There’s just so much to—”


  Hope touched her chin and gave the tiniest shake. “And you’ll get it all done. You might even do a better job if you allow yourself a chance to recharge and come back refreshed and ready to take on the world. Plus, I’ve never been to this zoo, and I wanted my favorite person with me to explore.”


  “So I’m your new favorite person?”


  Hope placed a soft kiss on her cheek. “Did I forget to mention that? Because you are. You’re a variety of favorites for me lately.”


  Mallory smiled at Hope, grounded once again, and gazed at the entrance, the line to get in made up of families, tourists, and couples. “We used to come here when we were kids. I haven’t been back in years though. Let me ask you, why the zoo?”


  Hope gestured to the sky. “Well, have you seen today? It’s beyond gorgeous. I work in a bar, so seeking out the sunlight is a must, much the way it should be for you. Plus, something about a zoo says recreation. It’s hard to think about external struggles when there’s a baby goat cavorting in front of you.”


  Hope had a valid point, and suddenly Mallory couldn’t wait for the distraction. “Ohhh, take me to these baby goats.”


  “Gladly.”


  And not only did they see the adorable goats, but mountain lions, snow monkeys, red pandas, and more. But Mallory’s favorite, by far and away, were the sea lions.


  “Do you see his little face?” Hope asked, inclining her head. “I’d have to give him anything he wants. Five fish? Fine. Eight? Okay.” They’d covered the zoo in its entirety but had circled back to Sea Lion Park in the center to spend a little more time with the cute rascals.


  Mallory handed her box of popcorn to Hope. “They love the sun. Just look at them. I feel like they’d sun themselves on that rock all day.”


  Hope nodded. “These sea lions don’t mess around.”


  “Well, why would they? They’re city sea lions.”


  That got a laugh. “I forget that we’re still in Manhattan. It feels so removed out here.”


  Mallory nodded. “Right? It sorta puts everything in perspective though. In the middle of all the hubbub, gridlock, and foot traffic, these guys just want to take a nap in the sun and a dip in their pool. Maybe snack on some fish later.”


  Hope looked at Mallory pointedly. “You could take a page from their book, you know?”


  Mallory shot her a look. “Are you judging me right now?”


  “Nope. I would never, especially if it means I don’t get to put my hands on you later, because you’re wildly attractive to me right now, all relaxed and happy.”


  Mallory met Hope’s eyes. They sparkled and Mallory swallowed against the rush they gave her. “There might be some action later. But I’m not committing. It’s not like I’m easy.”


  “Trust me when I say nothing about you is easy, which is why you’re awesome.”


  “Good save.”


  “Thank you. But seriously, Mal, you need to cut yourself some slack now and again. Loosen up and live a little more.”


  She nodded. “I cannot believe I’m saying this, but you’re probably right. Thank you for today. I feel, I don’t know, like a human being again. I’ll have to pick up some pieces tomorrow, but it will have been worth it.”


  “I love that you feel that way. I was afraid you’d hate me for dragging you away.”


  “Not a chance. Now take a photo with me.” Mallory moved around behind Hope and rested her chin on Hope’s shoulder as they smiled at Mallory’s phone. The resulting photo was a keeper, she thought to herself. A reminder of how wonderful one afternoon could be.


  “Want to grab a beer at one of those outdoor cafés outside the park?”


  “Alcohol at two o’clock on a workday? I don’t think I’m allowed until after five. There’s gotta be some kind of law.”


  Hope looked skyward and paused, eyes closed. “I just checked and you are. It’s amazing! Let’s go.”


  Mallory laughed as Hope tugged her arm. “How did I get mixed up with you?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s kind of awesome.”


  “It is,” Mallory said.


  They paused outside the zoo and shared a kiss. A sweet, simple kiss that felt much like the afternoon—something to remember.


  


  *


  


  “So we have a problem,” Teddy said as Hope rounded the bar the following Sunday morning. She picked up a clipboard and surveyed the day’s work schedule. Four scheduled wait staff should be plenty for a Sunday. She might even need to cut one early.


  “Is it the grocery order?” she asked Teddy. “Don’t worry about it. I didn’t get it in on time on Friday, but Sal promised he’d put a rush on it. Instead of morning, we’ll take a late-afternoon delivery.”


  Teddy’s face didn’t relax the way Hope expected it to. “Not the grocery order.” Okay, she didn’t like the way he was looking at her. She set down the clipboard.


  “What’s going on?”


  He glanced to his right at the maintenance guy she’d contracted to take a look at the blinking light fixture and dropped his voice. “Can we maybe take this in your office?”


  “Sure.” She followed him there, struggling to predict what was about to come her way. Teddy was the consummate calming force of the place. If something had him this concerned, it was bad. She closed the door behind them. “Give it to me.”


  “The night deposit is gone.”


  She paused. The sentence didn’t compute. “Explain gone.”


  “You were out last night, so I did just as I always do when I fill in. I moved the cash from the register to the deposit bag in your desk. When I came back later, the money was gone. The bag was empty.”


  She stared at him. “The bag had Friday night’s take too.”


  “What?”


  She shook her head. She’d stayed with Mallory on Friday night and had planned to deposit both nights together. “I never made it to the bank.”


  “Shit.”


  “Damn right, shit. Teddy, you should have called me.”


  He ran a hand through his hair. “I was hoping to figure it out before I had to. This isn’t the kind of thing I wanted to admit happened on my watch.” He continued to babble on, to apologize and make excuses, but she’d stopped listening because she couldn’t afford to lose two nights of cash like that. She was already behind after the draw she’d made to help Kara.


  Wait. She paused as a memory sparked. When she’d counted out the money for Kara, she’d left the rest of it in a locked box in her drawer, one down from the drawer containing the deposit bag. Not her most responsible move, but it was too late now. The box had been locked and so had the drawer, but the thought that it might have been lifted too made her sick to her stomach. As Teddy talked, Hope tried the drawer and cringed when it opened without resistance. No box. Her eyes slammed shut at the sight, and her heart jumped into her throat.


  “Christ.”


  “I know. I’m sorry, Hope,” Teddy said.


  “Who was in here?” she demanded, standing.


  He held up his hands. “As far as I know, just me.”


  “Unless you took the money, someone else was here.”


  “Right, right. I know that.” She’d never seen him look that way, gray and wide-eyed. She took a moment and remembered herself. Teddy was a good guy and good at his job.


  “Hey,” she said, snagging his focus. “I didn’t say this was your fault.”


  He nodded. “I know. It’s just…fucked up and I’m sorry.”


  “Me too.” They took a moment, each lost in their own thoughts. “Maybe you should check on that maintenance guy. Give me a few minutes to think.”


  Once she was alone, Hope sank into her desk chair and tried to assemble the pieces, to find a way to make it all make sense. What was she going to do? It had been tight enough before all this, but with the loss of that cash, the bar couldn’t make next month’s rent. There’d be no way, and all her backup cash was now gone, so…if there was ever a moment to cry, this would have been it. Fortunately, Hope wasn’t built that way. She swallowed back the urge to knock everything off her desk and stared at the wall instead, imagining all the ways she’d failed.


  


  *


  


  Adolpho’s Ristorante was bustling when Mallory stepped into the entryway at eleven fifty-five that Monday. The Italian restaurant was a hidden gem that she and her father had discovered while walking a side street one afternoon when looking for a new place to lunch. It easily became their go-to. The quaint little eatery had black chairs with red-velvet cushions and guitar music piped in over the sound system. The eggplant Parmesan was to die for, but somehow all of those details rang hollow to her now as she inched closer to a conversation she quite honestly was dreading.


  She scanned the small dining room. As it consisted of maybe fifteen tables, she was able to spot her father easily enough. He stood when he saw her approach, and instead of the customary bear hug, he placed a kiss on her cheek and motioned for her to sit. The formality of the gesture seemed to match their new awkward dynamic. He was dressed in a suit, which told her he’d be appearing in court later that afternoon. The old version of herself would have asked about the case immediately. Today, however, she wasn’t much interested.


  “How was your weekend?” her father asked as they sat. She blew out a breath, so not in the mood for small talk.


  “It was fine. Thank you.”


  “And how have things been with that new potential client, the movie-theater chain?”


  She closed her eyes. “I can’t do this with you. Not after…”


  He nodded, seeming to understand. “I’m sorry that happened at the anniversary party. You shouldn’t have seen any of that, and I apologize.”


  “You’re sorry it happened, or you’re sorry I saw? Because those are two different things.” The waiter chose that moment to take their order. Somehow unable to order her favorite, Mallory opted for a small salad instead. A cold, crisp salad felt somehow appropriate to the occasion.


  Once the waiter had gone, her father studied his napkin. “I behaved poorly. There’s no other way to describe my actions.”


  “Ya think?”


  If he was startled by the way she spoke to him, he didn’t let it show. In typical attorney style, he’d always had a way of not showing his cards, a quality Mallory used to envy. “I know I screwed up,” he told her. “It was my anniversary party, for God’s sake, but sometimes the world’s more complicated than we want it to be.” He rubbed his forehead in the way he always did when faced with a problem he didn’t quite know how to solve. But that was the thing. He always solved it. He’d always been Superman in her assessment, and finding out he wasn’t that at all crushed her.


  “How is sleeping with your secretary complicated? It’s the oldest cliché in the book. How long has it been going on?”


  “Three years,” he said, meeting her gaze.


  She sat back in her chair with a thud, as she hadn’t been expecting that. “You’ve been screwing Janice for three years?”


  “I don’t want to hear that language from you. I know you’re mad, and you have every right to be, but it wasn’t like that.”


  “Then what was it like, Dad? Tell me.”


  “I’m in love with her.”


  Blow number two. Now that one she hadn’t seen coming and had to give her head a little nudge in order to process the information. “I’m sorry, you’re in love with Janice? What about Mom?” This couldn’t be happening.


  “Your mother and I had many wonderful years together, but we haven’t had a proper marriage for a long time now. Surely you picked up on some of that.”


  No, actually she hadn’t, because her parents had always projected a happy, well-balanced relationship that Mallory had long admired. She held on to the arms of her chair tightly as things seemed wildly upside down and images of her happily married parents flashed in succession behind her eyes. “Does Mom know?” she finally managed.


  He nodded. “We’ve never kept secrets from one another. I have the utmost respect for your mother.”


  “I don’t believe this. So you’ve just stayed together for what?”


  “For you kids, for our friends, for the convenience. It was a lot to undo. But this particular event—”


  “You mean me walking in on you at your anniversary party with another woman? That event?”


  He winced. “Yes. It made an impact. Your mother and I had a long, hard talk. This isn’t easy to say, but we’ve mutually concluded that we should divorce. She knows I’m talking to you about this, and she’s planning to call you later today.”


  And there was blow number three, right on schedule. This was shaping up to be just a fantastic lunch. Really, they should do this more often. “So that’s it then? You and Janice the secretary are going to ride off into the sunset together? What about Mom?”


  “Your mother will keep the apartment.”


  “She’ll be all alone.” He hesitated and Mallory balked, and slowly understood that this was so much worse than she ever realized. “She won’t be alone, will she?”


  “She’ll talk to you all about it.”


  “Dad.” Mallory pressed the issue. “I need to hear it. Now.”


  He paused, as if figuring out the right course of action. They’d had a plan and she was stepping on it. “Your mother has had some rather affectionate feelings for Forest Holloway for some time now.”


  “The tennis pro from the club?”


  “He’s a nice guy.”


  “He was my tennis instructor. I don’t believe any of this is happening. What do you expect me to do with this information? Your parents get divorced when you’re nine, not thirty.”


  He covered her hand with his. “Take some time. When you’re ready, we’ll be here. It’s going to be a time of transition for all of us, but we’ll get through this.” They then moved into one of the most awkward lunches she’d ever experienced, alternating between eating in silence and attempting some semblance of small talk. Mallory was angry, that much she knew. But she had too many sources to wade through. She was angry with her father, her mother, and with herself for not picking up on any of it. But underneath it all, she was hurt and disillusioned. If her parents, who were smart, successful, and gracious individuals, couldn’t find a way to make it work, then what was the point?


  She walked the few blocks to the subway in a kind of stupor, trying to make sense of it all. What would this mean for Christmases, birthdays, family get-togethers? Would she now be dividing her time between both sets of parents? Would she have stepparents? Janice was maybe fifteen years older than she was, if that. Her head spun and her skin felt cold. Maybe she just needed to push it out of her mind for now. Focus on other things.


  On the train, she took out her laptop and did her best to work on some of the language for the upcoming Foster Foods pitch, but her mind just wouldn’t go there. It was like she was broken, incapable of proper focus. She shut her laptop and made an executive decision. Fifteen minutes later, she stood outside of Showplace. It pushed her so outside of her comfort zone to talk about the personal details of her life, yet at the same time she was supposed to be pushing herself harder to relinquish a little bit of that control. That meant exposing her vulnerable side to Hope, as terrifying as that seemed. And right now, she felt about as vulnerable as she ever had been.


  With a deep breath, she pushed open the door. She scanned the bar, which was fairly quiet, given it was the middle of the afternoon. Teddy stood behind the bar, and a waitress spoke to a couple at a table. No Hope. Teddy smiled as she approached. “Mallory, you’re looking stunning as ever today. Can I get you a drink?”


  “No thanks, Teddy. Is she here?”


  His eyes dimmed a bit. “No. Probably won’t be in until later. She’s working out some things off site today.”


  “Oh.” Mallory said, intrigued by how purposefully vague he seemed. “I guess I’ll text her then. Thanks, Teddy.”


  She sent Hope a text, but she didn’t answer. Maybe she was home. Her building was only a few blocks down. She could stop by and see if Hope was around. She’d actually never seen her place.


  


  *


  


  Hope hung up the phone, frustrated and not sure what to do about it. Her landlord wasn’t the most understanding guy, and it didn’t help that she’d asked for an extension twice last year. What he didn’t understand was that things had been infinitely better this year, and that these were circumstances outside of the business. He had nothing to worry about, but she just hadn’t been able to convince him of that.


  Bottom line. She needed money. She’d made a call to her uncle but had to leave a voice mail. She could talk to a bank about a temporary loan. Three thousand would get her through. It was possible the landlord of her apartment building could extend her a month and she could pick up some cash there. Regardless, she wasn’t about to give up. She’d seen worse times and made it through.


  The knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. Fully expecting Mrs. Warkowski, Hope headed to the door. She was pretty sure Matt Lauer wasn’t on in the middle of the afternoon, but perhaps Alex Trebek was broken. But, turned out, it wasn’t Mrs. Warkowski at all.


  “Hi,” Mallory said and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear.


  “Hey,” Hope said back. Regardless of her day, Mallory had a way of making her smile, which she realized she was actively doing in this moment. “I was so not expecting you.”


  “I realize that. And I can go if you’re busy,” Mallory said, gesturing behind her. “I stopped by the bar and Teddy said you were out, so I thought maybe you were home and then—”


  “Mallory?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You should come in and stop explaining.”


  “Got it.”


  Hope followed Mallory into the room, taking in the space through new eyes. “It’s not much,” Hope told her. “But it’s home. I like it.”


  Mallory scanned the living room and turned back to her. “I like it too. It’s very you.”


  “Define me.”


  “Attractive without a lot of fuss. It’s one of your selling points.”


  “I could maybe get some curtains.”


  “Do you want curtains?”


  “I feel like you would.”


  Mallory nodded. “True. But that doesn’t mean you have to.” They were off to a weird start today. Things felt a little off-kilter.


  “How’s your day so far?” Hope said, settling onto the couch. Mallory joined her there but didn’t answer right off.


  “It’s sucked,” she said finally. “How’s yours?”


  Hope glanced at the ceiling. “About the same. What went wrong on your end?”


  Mallory hesitated. “You first.”


  “Oh, no. It’s a long, drawn-out story that you don’t want to hear. Trust me.”


  Mallory inclined her head, those blue eyes big and earnest. “Trust me when I say that I do.” Mallory took Hope’s hand and threaded their fingers.


  It was quite a sight, their hands, and Hope stared at them, basking in the warmth the image inspired. As much as she didn’t want to involve Mallory in any of this, she’d promised she’d try not to hold back. She said the words before she could talk herself out of it.


  “We had a robbery at the bar. Some money was taken. Now you.”


  Mallory sat up a little taller. “Hold on. When did this happen?”


  “Saturday night.”


  “Okay. So someone stole from the register?”


  Hope got up and walked the length of the living room, because she didn’t want to explain any further. She wasn’t excited about the idea of confessing to one of the wealthiest people she’d ever met that she was now in woeful financial trouble as a result of this break-in. Hell, Mallory already heard all the gory details about her addict sister and her affiliation with a highly dangerous dealer. Hope had worked her ass off to get where she was in life, and good things were just starting to come her way. Why did Mallory have to be here to witness all of the backsliding? Embarrassing—that’s what it was.


  “Hope, talk to me. That’s what I’m here for.”


  “What if I don’t want to talk?”


  “Well, that’s just silly,” Mallory told her and crossed the short distance between them until she stood in front of her. She slid her arms loosely around Hope’s waist and looked up at her. “Kiss me.”


  “What?” Hope felt her lips tug into a half smile at the out-of-place request. “While I’m always happy to kiss you, what prompted the request?”


  “Well, you and I seem to have no problems whatsoever when it comes to the sexy kissing and other extracurriculars. I just thought maybe we need a reminder of an area of our relationship we should try to live up to.”


  The logic wasn’t flawed, and it wasn’t like she’d ever pass up a chance to kiss Mallory. Plus, she looked extra cute today with that full-on determination thing happening. Hope lowered her head to Mallory’s lips and lost herself. And as their lips and tongues tangled, she sank further into Mallory, who smelled like fresh berries today.


  “I needed that,” Mallory said, leaning her forehead against Hope’s.


  “Me too. God. Let’s do more.”


  Mallory placed a finger on Hope’s lips. “Later. The robbery.”


  Hope nodded and took a step back. “Someone stole the night deposits from Friday and Saturday night from my desk at the bar, as well as a locked box that contained some money I was saving. A lot of money.”


  “Whoa,” Mallory said, wandering blankly back to the couch. “That’s horrible.”


  “Yeah. The whole thing has kinda thrown a wrench in my pay-the-rent-on-time goal.”


  “No fallback funds?”


  Hope winced at the question and the fact that she now had to answer it. “Not anymore, no.”


  “Hope, you can’t leave money in your desk like that.”


  “I know. It was a stupid thing to do, and I had every intention of getting it to the bank, but it’s not like I can change it now.”


  “Did you call the police?”


  “Of course I did.” These were normal questions, but somehow they came with an edge that made Hope feel inept, like Mallory had to check her homework for her. Call it a pride thing, but it annoyed her. “I filed a report on Sunday.”


  “Have you interviewed staff?”


  Hope covered her eyes with her hand. “Mallory, please. I have it under control.”


  “What are you going to do about the shortfall on rent?”


  “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll figure it out, okay? Can’t we just worry about us?”


  The question didn’t make sense to Mallory, because to her it was all one thing. What was it about relationships anyway? Why did they have to be so ridiculously complicated? The memory of lunch with her father, the understanding that her parents’ marriage was over and that it was never what she thought it was, played heavily in the forefront of her mind. Maybe this whole love thing was a sham. But no, she had to try. She found Hope’s eyes and attempted to explain.


  “But you’re part of us. And I do worry, because you happen to matter to me. A lot.” Mallory reached for her bag and pulled out a checkbook. “So how much do you need?”


  Hope pointed at the checkbook automatically. “No. Uh-uh. Absolutely not.”


  Mallory stared at her, not understanding. “What’s the problem? I don’t mind helping.”


  “Well, I mind you helping.” The incredulous look on Hope’s face caught Mallory off guard. Because why in the world would she refuse Mallory’s help?


  “Hope. Consider it a loan. You can pay me back when you have it.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t want your money.”


  “Okay. Then what’s your plan?”


  “I have a call into one of my uncles to see if he can—”


  “I’m standing right here with a checkbook in my hand,” Mallory said, the anger and hurt escalating now. “Why is it that I’m good enough to have a little fun with, but when it comes to matters of real life, you want me completely out of the way?”


  Hope held her hands out in obvious frustration. “Because I can take care of this myself.”


  “Obviously not,” Mallory said. The comment hung in the air, and for a moment no one moved. It had sounded better in her head. Mallory could admit that much.


  “Wow.”


  Mallory closed her eyes briefly. “That’s, of course, not what I meant.”


  “Or maybe it’s exactly what you meant.” Hope’s eyes flashed. “You’ve got it all together, Mallory, and I applaud you. I do. But I’m sure the trust fund from daddy helped just a tad, so please don’t try to teach me the finer points in life, because I, for one, am doing it all on my own.”


  The comment landed and lodged somewhere quite close to home. “Fine. Figure it out for yourself. It’s what you want anyway.”


  “You have no idea what I want.”


  She met Hope’s eyes. “Truer words have never been spoken.” She glanced around, mystified by her present situation. “What am I even doing here?” she asked the air around her. With a dismissive shake of her head, Mallory reached for her bag and walked quietly from the apartment and didn’t look back.


  As she made her way onto the street, the hum of the traffic rang extra loud and the street seemed way too crowded. Faceless individuals bustled past on their way somewhere that mattered. She battled a series of unidentifiable emotions as each took its turn with her, twisting into uncomfortable revelation.


  Remorse.


  Sadness.


  Loss.


  But it was for the best, wasn’t it? If it could hurt this badly now, what about in a year? Five? Twenty? There was a reason, she now realized, that she’d avoided love all this time. Today, and all she’d learned and experienced, was an excellent example. Because love ripped you apart and left you there to reassemble the pieces of yourself.


  This wasn’t for her.


  And looking at how her parents ended up, what was the point?


  She walked slowly, all the while trying desperately to figure it all out.


  


  *


  


  Four hours later and Hope realized she needed to head into work. The afternoon had been a god-awful one, and she still wasn’t past it. The money situation was still very much up in the air, but it was the argument with Mallory that had her raw.


  With perspective, she could see that Mallory’s heart had been in the right place. She just hadn’t been in the headspace to compensate for that. They were so different, the two of them, which widely had to come from the way each of them grew up. Mallory didn’t understand what it was like to struggle for everything you had, to be proud of yourself one minute and then struggling again the next. But then again, it wasn’t like Hope had taken the time to enlighten her either.


  She sighed as she descended the steps. Night fell around her, calm and cool. The stars peeked out from behind a few stray clouds; the kind of night Hope normally relished felt inconsequential and bland.


  First fights were rough.


  Not that she had a lot of experience with them. Mallory was the first woman she could safely say mattered to her, beyond any sort of casual dating. Mallory mattered, which is why as she walked she played their interaction over and over again on some sort of horrific loop. Then she thought of all the fantastic times they had together, laughing, talking, kissing as the sun came up.


  Hope could have handled it all better.


  She could have explained to Mallory why it was hard for her to accept the loan, when she wanted Mallory to see her as someone self-sufficient and successful. Or she could have swallowed her pride and accepted help from someone who’d yet to disappoint her.


  She closed her eyes at the reality. Because what had she done instead? Gone and pushed Mallory away once again—maybe for good this time.


  Intent to figure this out and make it right, she pulled her phone from her pocket.


  “Hey, Teddy,” she said when he answered. “I’m on my way in but need to make a stop first.”


  “Take your time,” he said over the din of the bar. “Your Boy Wonder has everything under control. I’m making these Smash things like it’s my job. Oh, wait, it is!”


  She laughed. “Well, someone’s in a good mood.”


  “Just that kinda day,” he said. “The bar’s hopping in a good way. It misses you.” She smiled and cut through the narrow alley that would drop her closer to Mallory’s building.


  “I’ll be there before you know it.”


  “I have some interesting information to pass on to you when you get here.”


  Her interest was piqued. “As long as it’s not bad news, I’m all in.”


  “Quite the opposite,” Teddy said. “You’re gonna like this.”


  She clicked off the call and lifted her gaze just in time for a fist to hit her square in the face. She felt the concrete against her cheek first, followed by the blow to her ribs, and then another, and another.


  And then it was dark.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  It was the end of the workday and Mallory heard Samantha packing up behind her. The other two had packed it in earlier, but she had no intention of leaving any time soon, however, and kept her face in her laptop, toggling away on the presentation she was prepared to nail that week for Serenity, a New York-based spa with a history of being hard to please. They liked things done a certain way, but it was Mallory’s goal to make them see the light. It turned out Savvy knew a thing or two about advertising. Now if she could just get them to listen…


  “Wanna come over for dinner tonight, Mal? I’m making my famous pasta and pesto.”


  She kept her eyes on the screen. “No, thanks. I’m gonna burn the midnight oil a bit tonight. Knock out this presentation.”


  “You’ve been slogging away at that thing all day. You haven’t come up for air once. You okay?”


  “Totally fine,” she said. Not true at all. She’d mired herself with work-related tasks all day to occupy her mind and keep her from ruminating too long on the events from yesterday, also known as one of the worst days of her life thus far. She should inaugurate it somehow, if it didn’t upset her so much to think back on it. Her mother had called, just as her father had professed she would. She let the call go to voice mail. The one call she had waited on, however, hadn’t come. She’d broken down and texted Hope late last night when her heart got the better of her head.


  


  Can we talk?


  


  The lack of response hurt almost as much as the argument itself.


  So she tried not to dwell on it. Try being the operative word.


  “You’ve been beyond quiet today,” Sam said. “Something’s up.”


  Mallory shook her head. “Nope. All is well.”


  A pause.


  “Mal. Look at me.”


  She couldn’t do that. She just couldn’t, because if her eyes met Sam’s, all bets would be off.


  “Mallory,” Samantha said quietly, a gentle hand on her shoulder. That did it. She glanced up at Sam and the waterworks began. That’s just the way it was. She couldn’t lie in the face of her best friends. They had a way of disarming her, and it was pointless to fight it.


  “Hey, hey,” Sam said in a soothing voice and pulled up a chair. She wrapped her arms around Mallory, who in the midst of the embrace let go entirely and sobbed into Samantha’s shoulder. The tears flowed freely and Mallory struggled for air. Sam released her and with her thumbs brushed the tears from Mallory’s face. “I’ve got you, you know that?”


  Mallory nodded, because she did know. She could count on Sam and she found comfort in that.


  “Water. You need water.” Moments later, and Sam presented her with a glass and an expectant look. “It’s time for you to tell all.”


  Deep breath.


  She recounted to Samantha the events of the day prior, backtracking to the anniversary party for reference, seguing into the lunch with her father, and ending with the argument and lack of response from Hope. When she was finished with all of it, Sam looked back at her wide-eyed and sympathetic. “Oh, Mal. Why didn’t you say something right away?”


  “What was I going to say?” She shrugged. “My parents haven’t been in love for years and have instead participated in illicit affairs? My girlfriend wants me to be part of her life most of the time, but not all?”


  “Actually, yes,” Sam said, gesturing emphatically. “That’s exactly what you say, because that’s what you’re having to sort through and you’ve been doing it on your own, which is too hard. Trust me, I’ve been there. And when I was, you were there for me.”


  Mallory nodded. “It has been hard. But maybe I just need to push through the hard, ya know? Because love, I’m finding, is not all it’s cracked up to be.”


  “So that’s it then?” Sam asked, clearly onto something.


  “That’s what?”


  “You’re in love with Hope.”


  “I didn’t say that. But…maybe.”


  “Maybe?”


  “Fine. I am,” Mallory said in frustration. “But that doesn’t magically make everything tie together in a nice, neat little bow. The world is full of complications.”


  Sam nodded, taking all of this in. “It sounds to me like you’ve hit a rough patch with Hope. And then to top it off, this thing with your parents has shaken your confidence in the whole concept of love, which to be honest, you were already gun-shy of to begin with.”


  “Yeah, I guess there’s some truth in that.”


  “No one said love was a picnic. I mean, it can be,” Sam said, getting all dreamy-eyed. “But sometimes you want to shake the other person, because laundry has a certain day, you know? And one should honor that.” She made a toss-away gesture. “Bottom line. It’s a lot of work, but it’s worth it, Mallory. If you love this woman, don’t give up.”


  Mallory turned back to her computer. “I don’t know. I just…I can’t right now.” She held up her phone to reference Hope’s lack of response to her message. “And apparently she can’t either.”


  Samantha nodded in defeat. “Give yourself some time but know that I’m here. We all are.”


  “Thanks, Sam. I’ll get through it.” She depended on the strength of those words but wasn’t quite sure she believed them. It had been only twenty-four hours, and already it felt like an overwhelming emptiness was growing within her at the idea of moving forward without Hope. She brushed the thought aside because she was a strong, capable woman who’d accomplished a lot in her life. She could and would move past this.


  Life was better when things were simpler. Matters of the heart were best left alone.


  Three days later, and Mallory only felt worse. Curled into her couch in her pajamas with a cup of tea, she tried to reconcile this new version of herself that she scarcely recognized. She had no appetite, no motivation, and distinct lack of focus. Plan “Work Yourself to Death” seemed to have failed dramatically. As she channel-surfed, settling decidedly on Dateline, she heard a knock at her door. She padded her way to the door and begrudgingly slid it open to find her three friends clad in pajamas and carrying an assortment of items. She spotted wine, ice cream, candy bars, and cookies. “Did you guys rob a convenience store?” she asked.


  “We’re calling an MC,” Hunter said. “Let us in.”


  Mallory turned her head and passed them a sideways glance. “We have drop-in MCs now? Since when? Is that a thing?”


  Brooklyn pushed past her into the apartment. “It’s a thing since we decided you wouldn’t come otherwise.”


  “We’re planners,” Samantha added with a grin. And like a team of little elves, the three of them worked together in her kitchen on a chocolate spread she had to admit looked kinda awesome.


  “You brought the chocolate-dipped potato chips?” she asked with an interested eyebrow as Samantha whisked the tray past her and placed it on the coffee table.


  “I think they’re a new staple,” Brooklyn said, snagging one and crunching into it. “I’m a little in love with them. Brooklyn’s babies, I call them. BBs.”


  Her friends settled around her on the floor, and Hunter handed Mallory a glass of wine. “Why does this feel more like an intervention than an MC?” Mallory asked, glancing around at each of her friends, who regarded her solemnly.


  “Psshh,” Hunter said. “I would never distribute alcohol at an intervention.”


  “Good point,” Mallory said, nodding. “Still feels a little ambushy, just so you know.”


  Sam considered this. “So we should work on subtlety then?”


  Mallory held her thumb and finger very close together.


  “Got it. Now onto the reason for the MC.”


  “Right. That,” Mallory said, not really into the whole concept tonight. Her goal was to get through this thing quickly.


  “Brooklyn?” Sam prompted.


  “On it.” Brooklyn turned in seriousness to Mallory. “You’re not yourself. And I don’t even mean the new awesome version of you we’ve had the last couple of months. But you’re not even the less-happy Mallory from before, and I, for one, can’t watch it anymore.”


  Samantha met Mallory’s gaze and lowered her voice. “I hope it’s okay, but I told them about your parents.”


  Mallory shrugged. It’s not like they weren’t going to find out eventually anyway. The whole world would know. New York society would be talking about it for a good couple of weeks before moving on to better fodder. “Part of life, I guess. People divorce all the time.”


  “Yeah, but not your people,” Hunter said. “It’s different when it’s you. We’ve had some family hiccups of our own and can identify to a certain extent. My dad’s kind of an asshole. He’s working on it, I guess, but he’ll probably always be one part asshole.”


  Brooklyn raised her hand. “My parents gave me away.”


  “And while mine seem to be happily married,” Sam told Mallory, “my father is wildly addicted to Monday Night Football. So there’s that.”


  Mallory pointed at Sam and looked to the others for a verdict. “That one doesn’t count, right? Tell me she doesn’t get credit for that.”


  Hunter and Brooklyn nodded. “Yeah, Sam,” Brooklyn said. “Not really helping with tales from the Brady Bunch. You just sit quietly for this part and send encouragement. We got this.”


  “I can do that,” Samantha said and offered a thumbs-up sign.


  Mallory turned to her friends and tried to explain. “My parents have always been wrapped up in the fast-paced world of New York society. I didn’t much get it, but that’s fine. It was their thing. But they were in love, you know, and that was everything to me. It carried weight and, in a way, helped form who I am. And now all of that is gone, replaced with the image of my dad and his half-dressed secretary. Disappointing is all. It’ll take some revamping.”


  Hunter winced. “I’m so sorry that happened.”


  Mallory shrugged. “Well, at least we’re all playing with the same cards now.”


  “I wish you’d called us that night,” Samantha said. “We’d have been there for you.”


  Mallory thought back on who had been there for her. The way Hope had pulled her in tight as if she were the most precious thing in the universe. She’d felt protected, cherished even. It had been exactly what she’d needed in that moment. She offered her friends a watery smile. “I was with Hope. She was great.”


  “Which leads us back to the reason for the MC,” Brooklyn said. “You need to talk to Hope. Don’t let this parents thing mess with your head.”


  “Yeah, well, I don’t think she wants to talk to me. Plus, I don’t think I’m cut out for this kind of thing. I thought maybe I was, but nope. Not so much. I’m good on my own, you guys. I work better that way. There’s a lack of stability when your heart is on the line that I don’t have the stomach for. Hope is the kind of girl who could do real damage. She matters that much.”


  Hunter shook her head at Mallory, and her eyes flashed in a way Mallory didn’t often witness. “This is bullshit and you know it. You’re stronger than this, Mal. Since when do you slink away from something you desperately want? And you know you want Hope, so knock it off.”


  The comments stunned her to a certain extent, but Hunter was right. This kind of surrender was unlike her, and she hated knowing she’d given up. But still…she also didn’t know if she had any fight left in her. “What am I supposed to do, Hunter? Head to the bar and force her to talk to me?” She had tears on her cheeks now, uncharacteristic tears, but it wasn’t like she could hold them back any longer.


  “Yeah,” Hunter said, even more riled now. “That’s exactly what you need to do. When a prospective client doesn’t take your call, you don’t just give up. You try to contact them another way, right? I’ve seen it time and time again.”


  Brooklyn placed a cautionary hand on Hunter’s shoulder. “Hunter, stop. She’s crying.”


  “I’m fine,” Mallory said through her tears, but she wasn’t. She sobbed and struggled for air, understanding that she wasn’t fine at all. It felt like the world was falling in on her and she had no idea how to compensate.


  “No, I’m not gonna stop,” Hunter said to Brooklyn. “Because crying is good. She needs to deal with everything once and for all and stop pretending like it’s all okay.” Hunter moved to Mallory and wrapped her arm around her. “We love you, Mal, and we’ll be here for you every step of the way, but I won’t let you roll over and accept everything that happens to you.”


  Sam nodded. “You deserve to be happy, Mal, and should put every bit as much into yourself and your own life as you do your business.”


  “I don’t know how to do that,” she managed, “when there’s so much more at stake.” She turned the words over in her mind as images of her and Hope kissing on the beach, eating lobster rolls on the pier, watching the sea lions at the zoo, and making love in her apartment drifted past. God, they’d been good together. A sob escaped her throat, and Samantha squeezed her hand.


  “That’s how you know it’s worth fighting for,” Sam whispered and handed her a tissue. “If it isn’t capable of ripping your heart out, it isn’t love.”


  But it was. It was totally and completely, one hundred percent love, and she’d never experienced that before, so of course this was hard. Why wouldn’t it be? She took the tissue and dried her tears. Deep-breath time.


  Because as scary as this was, she wasn’t done.


  Mallory wanted more memories with Hope.


  And damn it, she liked that Hope was different from her. It wasn’t what she’d planned for or imagined for herself, but it was what had her excited for each new day.


  “I do deserve to be happy,” she said finally. She was with the hot bartender, one she happened to be madly in love with. She swallowed against the word, as it still terrified the hell out of her. “So what do I do?”


  “The dark-blue top,” Brooklyn said matter-of-factly.


  “I’m sorry, what?” she asked.


  Brooklyn looked at her like it was the most obvious thing on the planet. “You need to wear the dark-blue top when you head down to the bar. It’s classy and sexy and shows a little cleavage. You always get looks when you wear it.”


  “I do?” Mallory asked.


  “Big-time,” Hunter said. “Listen to Brooks. Wear the top.”


  “And the black, slender jeans and black heels. You rock in heels,” Brooklyn said.


  “Totally true,” Sam said. “You have killer legs. I mean I’d kill to have them, so they’re killer.”


  Mallory stared at her friends, mystified. “Why haven’t you helped with information like the blue top and heels before?”


  Sam looked at Brooklyn and Hunter. “I got this one.” She turned to Mallory. “We find it’s best not to tell you what to do in the grand scheme of things. So we pick our moments. This happens to be one of them.” A pause. “So what are you waiting for? Go wash your face, put on some lip gloss, and locate the blue top.”


  “Wait. Now? You want me to go down to Showplace now?” Mallory asked.


  “Yes, now,” Brooklyn said, taking Mallory’s wineglass and pulling her up. “There’s no time like the present to go after what you want. Time to win over the girl you love, Mal. It’s kind of a big deal, so go put on the blue top.”


  Mallory stared at them as fear thrummed away in her chest. “Are you guys sure about this? Maybe I should work up to some big declaration.”


  “Are you sure?” Sam asked. “That’s the question.”


  Mallory felt confidence bubble up in her chest with a kicker of excitement. She nodded. She could do this. She could actually do this.


  “Go for it,” Hunter said and gestured to the chocolaty goodness around them. “We got all this.”


  Fueled by nerves and adrenaline, Mallory changed and ran a brush through her hair, tossing it just a bit so it had that shine. With a touch of marshmallow lip gloss, she was set. Her friends stood in her living room, waiting for her.


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” Brooklyn said.


  “You look gorgeous. No, beyond,” Samantha said. She took off her earrings and gave them to Mallory. “For luck.”


  “Thanks, Sam.”


  Hunter kissed Mallory’s cheek and met her eyes. “I’ve looked up to you and admired you for as long as I can remember. We’re all behind you one hundred percent.”


  She took a deep breath and studied the faces of her best friends. “Guess I’m gonna do this. Thanks, you guys. Regardless of what happens, I’m glad you came over tonight and put me back together.”


  And that’s actually how she felt suddenly, like she was herself again: Mallory Spencer, capable of taking on the world.


  


  *


  


  As Mallory approached Showplace, the music from the DJ booth inside bled onto the sidewalk as a group of girls opened the door and made their way inside. A glance in the window told her it was a typical Friday night, packed, which made this whole thing all the more daunting. Feeling her confidence waver a tad, she pushed open the door and forced a smile.


  She passed her typical table, occupied tonight by a group of chatty coeds. The loud beat from the music seeped into the floor, and she felt its rhythmic pulse all around her. Not immediately seeing Hope at the bar, she scanned the room from the dance floor to the dartboards to the cocktail tables to no avail. She walked to the bar where Teddy and one of the waitresses juggled drink orders as a large group of patrons waited patiently. Teddy glanced up at Mallory and then down again before pulling a double take. “Mallory,” he said above the noise. “You’re here.”


  “Yeah. Hey, Teddy! I was looking for Hope. Is she in her office?”


  At the question, his forehead creased and he exchanged a glance with the waitress, who nodded at him. He turned back to Mallory. “No, actually. She’s not in tonight. Why don’t we talk for a second?” He came around from behind the bar and ushered her to Hope’s office, which was empty. A chill moved across her skin at how strange this all felt.


  “What’s going on?” she asked. “Hope took tonight off?” Teddy hesitated a moment, which had Mallory’s blood pressure climbing second by second. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. “Teddy, what’s going on?”


  “She didn’t want me to tell you.”


  “Tell me what? Teddy, I like you a lot, but I swear I’m gonna come unglued if you don’t get the words out quicker.”


  “She’s at Mount Sinai and pretty banged up.”


  Her heart lodged in her chest. Her hand fluttered to the chair as she struggled to understand. “Wait. She’s in the hospital? What happened?”


  “Something about a guy named Dominic thinking she was someone else. That’s about all the detail I got out of her. She’s been pretty weak but got out of the ICU as of today. She still has some recovery ahead of her.”


  She heard his last few words distantly, as she was already in motion moving quickly. She hailed a cab expertly and arrived at Mount Sinai twenty minutes later, confused and terrified.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The beeps and whirs of the machines drifted to Hope distantly as she woke. She’d been asleep for at least a couple of hours, that much she knew. The doctor without the hair had mentioned something about keeping her on a low-level sedative so her ribs could heal. That was totally okay with her, as it felt like she was hit by a truck each and every time she inhaled.


  Her headache was better though. That would make the doctor with hair happy when he stopped by later. She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling, which held a different shape than she was expecting. That’s right. New room. They’d moved her down the hall, which meant her condition was improving. She turned and stared at the cup of water on the end table next to her. God, she was thirsty, but the prospect of reaching for the water was so not worth the pain it would inflict.


  “Are you thirsty?” a calm voice to her right asked. She turned and blinked against the image, as she wasn’t sure it was real. She’d been hit on the head, after all, and had had a number of crazy dreams about Mallory since. But this wasn’t one of them, she realized, as no amount of blinking erased the picturesque visual in front of her. She was real and she was here, looking like an angel at her bedside. Mallory smiled down at her. She looked pale, and tears glistened in her eyes, but she was smiling. “Hey, there.”


  “Hey. What are you doing here?” Hope managed to ask, glancing around the empty room as she noted that her own voice still sounded gravelly and unfamiliar.


  “Not your brightest question,” Mallory said and moved the cup with the straw to Hope’s lips so she could drink. The water was cool and refreshing, and she managed three swallows. “Good?” Hope nodded and Mallory set down the cup.


  “Where else would I be?”


  “At your place, living your life.”


  Mallory shook her head. “Not when you’re here.” She gently traced what Hope knew to be a large bruise around the side of her cheek. “Who did this to you?”


  “Teddy shouldn’t have told you about this.”


  “He said it was Dominic. They thought you were Kara?”


  Hope nodded. “Listen, Mallory. It was nice of you to come, but I’m sure you have things you should be doing. You and I are—”


  “At a hospital, while you’re getting better. And I’m here to help with that.”


  Hope found her eyes. “I don’t need your help.”


  “You seem to say that a lot. Problem is, I’m done listening. You need me and I need you.”


  Her head was swimming again and she felt a distinct lack of energy to push back.


  “I have people,” she managed to point out. “You can go. My mom stopped by earlier, and Teddy.”


  “I’m glad. But you and I are different, and you know it. I’m not going anywhere.”


  Those were the last words Hope heard as she drifted off again.


  I’m not going anywhere.


  She dreamt of her and Mallory walking along a beach, picking up seashells every once in a while and letting the day guide them where it might. They kissed when the sun went down and stayed up late talking. When she opened her eyes again, the clock on the wall told her it was nearly five a.m. Mallory was asleep in a chair to her right and rested her head on Hope’s mattress alongside her. Hope couldn’t believe it.


  I’m not going anywhere. She heard the words again in her mind as she glanced down at the sleeping woman next to her.


  Mallory looked angelic in the moonlit room. Hope lightly touched her hair, soft and silky. The sensation caused Mallory to stir and raise those big blue eyes to Hope. “You okay?” she asked in her sleepy Mallory voice. “Do you need anything?”


  Hope shook her head as sleep claimed her once again. This time she dreamt of a lazy morning, in which she awoke with Mallory in her arms. They’d teased each other before tossing on some clothes and heading to breakfast hand in hand.


  The room was much brighter when she woke the next time. She heard Matt Lauer’s voice from a television in the next room and wondered if Mrs. Warkowski was doing okay on her own. She glanced around her own room and realized that she, too, was alone, which left her feeling a little empty inside. Mallory must have snuck out sometime during the night, which was a good thing, even if it didn’t really feel that way.


  “Morning, sunshine,” Mallory said, coming around the corner. She wore the same blue top from the night before but looked fresh and chipper carrying a cup of coffee and shopping bag from the gift shop. How was that even possible, the chipper thing?


  “You’re still here,” Hope said as much to herself as to Mallory.


  “Of course I’m still here. How’s your head?”


  Hope checked in with herself and was surprised to find she didn’t have any sort of headache. That was a first in several days. “It feels great. My left side is still killing me though.”


  Mallory smiled. “I’m glad that at least the headache’s gone. The ribs are gonna take a while. I did some Google research on the computer at the nurse’s station. I also got the skinny from your nurse, Janine, since you fell asleep before filling me in. She thinks I’m family, so go with that. A concussion, two cracked ribs and one broken, which is horrible, but you might be out of here as early as tonight depending on what the doctor says when he stops by.


  “I also talked to my father, who’s already placed a call to the district attorney’s office. They owe him a number of favors and have promised to take a very close look at Dominic and company. Apparently, several other open cases are attributed to him, and this one serves him up on a platter. The DA is kind of thrilled, and my father thinks he’ll be picked up this morning.


  “In better news, the police already have the two guys that did this to you in custody. A witness from the scene picked out their photos from a lineup. Open and shut. So it’s likely they’ll roll over on ol’ Dominic if they’re offered a deal. Though the police do have more questions for you when you’re up for it.”


  Hope stared at Mallory nonplussed. “I don’t understand. You did all of that this morning?”


  She nodded. “I can get a lot done when I’m motivated.”


  “That’s an understatement. You scare me.” Hope shifted uncomfortably, her side still beyond painful. Each breath took its toll.


  “Hey, maybe don’t move so much, okay?”


  “Just frustrating being stuck in this bed.”


  Mallory nodded sympathetically. “Your nurse, Janine, says that breakfast is on the way in five minutes, so why don’t we sit you up a bit?” Hope stared at Mallory, mystified. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  Hope shook her head. “I told you to go yesterday.”


  “Right. And I ignored that. Ready to sit up?”


  Hope nodded and, with Mallory’s assistance, managed to slide upward and rest against the pillows Mallory placed behind her. The world looked much better right side up. She found herself facing Mallory and took this opportunity to explain. “You and I, Mal. We’re tricky, so I think I told you to go because I didn’t want there to be any confusion about what was—”


  “I didn’t ask you to marry me, superstar. You prefer a friend right now to a girlfriend? Fine. We can be buddies. But you need someone, and that someone can be me.”


  Well, this was unexpected. She eyed Mallory skeptically. “So you’re my buddy now, huh? My pal? And that’s all right with you?”


  “That’s me. Buddy Mallory. Speaking as your buddy, do you think the break-in at the bar and what happened to you are connected?”


  Honestly, it wasn’t a crazy question and had been one she’d asked herself. “While I suppose it’s possible, they feel like separate events to me. Dominic wouldn’t sneak in and steal from me. He’s more of a taker.”


  Mallory nodded. “Given what’s happened to you, I want to help with the rent. You can think of it one hundred percent as a loan. I know it goes against what you’re comfortable with, but sometimes when rough times hit, you have to do what you have to do. I can charge interest if that helps.”


  Hope closed her eyes. She was already late in making the payment, and as she lay in that hospital bed, she’d been acutely aware of the seconds that passed and worried what each meant for her business. She could face eviction and lose the whole thing. So while she hated what she was about to say, honestly, in her present condition, she didn’t know another way. “Fine. But I will pay you back. I promise. Sixty days at the latest, and please, tack on interest.”


  “It’s a plan. You can write up the details for me. Oh, and here’s your breakfast, right on cue. Hi, Janine.”


  “Hey, Mallory. You were right about that spa discount. I booked a massage at Serenity for this weekend with that code you gave me.”


  “Perfect,” Mallory said, beaming. “You’ll love it there. Ask for the water with the fruit in it when you’re all done.”


  Mallory turned as Janine set a tray in front of Hope. “How do you feel about English muffins?”


  Hope shrugged. “I’m not picky.”


  “Better than most of my patients,” Janine said on her way out.


  “How do you want to do this?” Mallory asked, gesturing to the English muffin. “You can eat it plain, or with butter, or jam. So many options. Just tell me which.”


  “I can do it,” Hope said. Mallory raised an eyebrow and looked on as Hope raised her arm and winced at the stab of pain that shot through her. “Fine. Yes, please, to the butter. And can I say that this sucks? Because it does.”


  “I know,” Mallory said, meeting her eyes. “But you’ll be back to yourself in no time. In the meantime, people are waiting on you hand and foot, which in any other circumstance would be awesome. Focus on that.”


  “Trying.” She watched as Mallory went about preparing her food, and something twisted inside of her at the care she took with each action. Mallory had been there from the second she heard what had happened and hadn’t wavered. Hell, her own mother had only stopped by for ten minutes to check on her, but this woman in front of her, who she’d repeatedly pushed away and shut out, was going above and beyond.


  For her.


  “How are you doing?” she asked Mallory. “It couldn’t have been comfortable sleeping in that chair.”


  “Better now. It’s been a hell of a fifteen hours, but I finally feel like I have a grip on everything that’s going on.”


  “That’s because you’ve seized the remote control.”


  Mallory smiled at her knowingly and set down the English muffin, which she’d broken into smaller sections. “Yes, a little of that.”


  “Are you going to head in to work now?”


  “No. I let my friends know what happened. They wanted to race down here, but I told them you might be discharged later, so they’re going to wait.”


  “Mallory?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You’ve been great, but don’t feel like you have to miss work to babysit. You probably have some big important client meeting, for all I know. I’ll be okay if you need to go.”


  “I don’t have any big important client meetings that can’t wait. Plus, I have one goal, and one goal only right now, and that’s getting you well. All the rest can wait. Okay?”


  The sentiment struck a powerful chord in Hope and she relaxed against the pillow, emotion flaring in her chest as she watched Mallory try to figure out the TV remote. She was special. You didn’t encounter people like her too often in life.


  Hope filed that fact away.


  


  *


  


  “How in the world I let you talk me into this, I have no idea,” Hope said as they made their way gradually into Mallory’s apartment. It had been easier than Mallory thought it would be, getting Hope from the cab to the elevator. She could walk pretty much on her own, as long as they took it extra slow. Anything that required movement of her left arm was a bit more difficult, however.


  “Because I’m very persuasive,” Mallory told her, sliding the door closed behind them. “It’s a gift.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “Hey!” Mallory said, passing Hope a glance.


  “Please. You love persuading people to do things.”


  She looked skyward. “Yeah, I kinda do. Let’s get you settled.” She stood nearby as Hope gingerly lowered herself onto the couch, just in case she needed help.


  “Now what can I get you? Nursemaid Mallory, here.”


  “I’ve had Buddy Mallory and now I get Nursemaid Mallory? This day just gets better and better. Water?” Hope asked. “I’d kill for some water. And maybe a sidecar of Scotch.” Mallory eyed her. “Kidding. The pain pills have me fuzzy enough as it is.”


  It had been just after eight that night when Hope had been officially discharged from the hospital and sent home with a bottle of pain pills and instructions to rest. The idea of sending Hope to her own apartment to fend for herself just wasn’t an option in Mallory’s mind, so she’d managed to convince Hope to stay with her.


  And after delivering the glass of water, Mallory turned her attention to unpacking the bag she’d packed for Hope earlier in the day, settling her in a bit. This presented a momentary dilemma for Mallory, because while she’d be more than happy to let Hope stay in her room as she always had in the past, she also knew that under the present circumstances, it was less than appropriate to push that angle. Hope was injured and skittish, and in this capacity, she was Hope’s friend. Nothing more. So instead, she carried the bag into the small guest room across from her own room and went about setting out Hope’s things for easy access.


  “Want to maybe get some sleep?” Mallory asked when she re-entered the living room and found Hope relaxing her head on the cushion. It was only nine thirty, but Hope’s body probably needed the extra rest and she looked beyond exhausted.


  “Just walking a little bit kind of took the wind out of me, but I think maybe I’ll watch some TV first, if that’s okay. I probably need to chat with Teddy too. Make sure everything’s okay at Showplace. And update Kara and let her know I’m out of the hospital. She’s been freaking out.”


  “Teddy’s a pro. That place is in good hands. You need to focus on you. Can you do that?”


  Hope nodded. “I can try.” After a brief phone call to Kara, Hope turned to an episode of Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives, and Mallory took a seat in the club chair next to the couch and looked over some of her notes from work. Every once in a while she’d catch Hope smile at something on the show or laugh quietly at the zany host with the spiky hair. It hadn’t escaped Mallory that she damn well could have lost Hope this week, and the idea was almost too much to consider. Watching her now, in this quiet moment, she knew how lucky she was that Hope was not only all right but going to make a full recovery.


  “Do you ever watch this show?” Hope asked her, gesturing at the credits now rolling on the television.


  Mallory focused on the question, pulled from her thoughts. “Once or twice. It’s much more fun with you in the room though. You seem to enjoy it. I like that.”


  “I do like it.” They shared a smile. “You’re super studious over there though. What are you working on?”


  “I landed us a new dog-food client not long ago. Brooklyn put together a great commercial spot for them, and now we’re trying to organize the logistics of the shoot. I’ve got some pricing that Samantha sent me for locations. I’m compiling it all to present to the client this next week.”


  “It’s fun to watch you work. You get the tiniest little crease just below your eyebrows when you concentrate.”


  Mallory absently touched her face. “Do I?”


  “You do. It’s kind of…well, you get one is all.” She was withholding, that much Mallory could tell. The air was thick between them. So much still unsaid about…everything. Hope moved them out of it. “I should probably get some rest. Thanks for all your help today.” She used the armrest to ease herself into a standing position and walked slowly to the guest room. As she moved, Mallory winced along with her, hating the fact that Hope was in pain and wishing she could do something, anything to take it away. “Good night, Mallory.”


  “Good night, Hope,” Mallory said. She gazed at the picture window behind her as the lights of the city danced and her heart thudded away, lonely for what had once been and longing for what would probably never be again. Life was tricky, that’s for sure, and matters of the heart were proving to be the trickiest. Speaking of which, she really owed her mother a phone call after the numerous voice mails she’d left. She’d get on that tomorrow and maybe—


  “Mallory,” Hope said quietly from the guest room. “Could you come in here for a sec?”


  “On my way.” Mallory set her notes on the coffee table and walked to the guest room. Hope had one arm free from her shirt and stood there looking beyond frustrated.


  “It’s stupid, but I think I need you to help me get dressed.”


  Mallory took a moment with that one before snapping to attention and taking hold of the situation. “Sure. No problem.” Totally professional. In fact, she excelled at professionalism. It was in her DNA. “So I’m thinking if you just let me slip this over your head. There. Perfect. And now I’ll slide the shirt off your left arm slowly. You only have to raise it a tiny bit. That’s it,” she said, sliding the shirt off Hope’s injured arm and freeing her of it altogether.


  She turned and folded the shirt, setting it on the nightstand before returning to Hope. Professional or not, she blinked at the expanse of skin on display to her now, the curvy tops of Hope’s breasts visible from the bra she wore. “Turn around,” Mallory said quietly. Hope met her eyes briefly but did so without a word. Mallory unclasped the maroon bra and set it with the discarded shirt on the nightstand. She’s injured, Mallory reminded herself, and should not be subject to objectification right now. She reached for the new T-shirt Hope had set out to sleep in, swallowing against the fact that Hope was topless and standing in front of her. Finally, giving her head a little shake, she refocused her actions and helped Hope slide into the sleep shirt. “And there you go,” she told Hope with a gentle pat to her good shoulder. “All good?”


  “Yeah. Thanks,” Hope said, meeting her eyes and holding on. The moment hadn’t been lost on her either, that was for sure. Apparently, chemistry superseded shattered relationships and broken ribs. They were human after all.


  “You’re welcome.” Mallory nodded an extra time or two and moved to the door as if on automatic pilot. “Good night again.”


  A week later, Mallory returned to her apartment for lunch, a habit she’d developed since bringing Hope to stay with her. Hope’s progress had been slow, which frustrated her, but it had been steady all the same. Today, Mallory found her scribbling notes on a pad of paper on the couch. “Thank God I’m right-handed,” she told Mallory when she arrived home. “Or I’d have thrown this pad across the room by now. It’s hard enough to hold it in place.”


  “You seem to be doing a good job from here. What fancy thing are you working on?”


  “A few ideas for Timmy’s cocktail menu. We did a conference call this morning. He’s looking for something that rotates seasonally. Summer’s up first, so I’m naturally thinking fruit-influenced.”


  “Naturally,” Mallory said, enjoying the cheerful visual. Hope was smiling today, clearly in creative mode, and it stole Mallory’s breath to see her so into her work. With everything about her so vibrant, she lit up the whole room. God, she’d missed seeing that in Hope lately, and just like that, her energy shifted up. “You look like you’re feeling better.”


  “I am. Shower time is down to ten minutes from thirteen. Progress. Hold your applause.”


  “Okay, but only because you demand it. Can I make you lunch?”


  “Too late. I made you some,” Hope said and gestured with her chin to the sandwich she’d laid out for Mallory. “Fresh turkey with a slice of avocado and garlic mayonnaise. Your favorite. Oh, and a side of salt-and-vinegar potato chips because I’m no fool. I still don’t understand how you like those things, however.”


  “They have bite,” Mallory said, lifting the plate. “Like me.”


  “You think you have bite?” Hope retrieved the plate she’d made for herself and had set aside until Mallory arrived, this one with regular potato chips like a normal person. She picked up a chip and gestured at Mallory in a circle. “Grow up in my neighborhood and you’ll see tons of people with real bite. It isn’t pretty either.”


  “I have lots of bite. You don’t know.”


  Hope laughed. “Okay then, clearly, I’m mistaken.”


  “Clearly,” Mallory said and took a seat at the island next to Hope. “Have you not noticed my power suits and killer heels? Total bite. Please don’t neglect to register the killer heels, because they’re Jimmy Choos.” She gestured to the navy-blue, pinstriped pants suit all the way down to the pumps she’d worn to work that day and watched as Hope gave her a once-over.


  “I have, in fact, noticed the Jimmy things. And the business suits. Because, well, hard not to…” She felt the warmth move into her cheeks.


  Mallory bit into a chip and smiled. “Wait a minute. Are you blushing right now?”


  “No way.” Hope stared back at Mallory, who looked glamorous and like the girl next door all wrapped into one. How was that even possible? One thing she did know for sure was that she liked being there when Mallory came home for lunch. Hell, she liked making her lunch. There was something decidedly domestic about it.


  But at the same time, alarm bells sounded, and due to recent events, she wasn’t sure she should entertain those kinds of thoughts about Mallory. It was a fact she’d been trying desperately to face, and if Mallory hadn’t shown up at the hospital, it would have been decidedly easier.


  But she had. She’d been there for Hope and that was everything.


  Yet, logistically, they were still a very bad idea.


  Hope wasn’t exactly Park Avenue material and never would be. The prospect of always feeling like she fell short of the ideal would surely eat away at her over time if they were together, and then where would they be? What she and Mallory had was more powerful than anything she’d ever experienced. The girl only had to flash a smile and Hope was putty in her hands, and she had the distinct feeling it worked both ways. But they could tear each other apart if they let themselves, and that wasn’t good for anyone.


  They weren’t a match.


  So instead of continuing the line of flirtation that had cropped up, they ate their lunch in that easy silence you can only achieve with someone you’re comfortable with. And Mallory was that for her now. Regardless of whether they were sleeping together, she planned to hold on to that friendship and sidestep the rest as best she could, because Mallory was too important.


  Maybe one day it would get easier…


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  “Sweetheart, what do you think of the blue?” Mallory looked on as her mother held up a periwinkle blouse Mallory had utterly mixed feelings about.


  “It’s beautiful, Mom.”


  “They say periwinkle is this summer’s peach. I don’t know how I feel about peach.”


  “Do they say that?” Mallory asked absently. Her mother had invited her on a midday shopping excursion, which Mallory figured was just a guise for a little one-on-one time, a chance for them to talk for the first time about her parents’ relationship. Turned out, not so much, as they were now legitimately shopping for her mother’s summer wardrobe at Barney’s. Shopping! Mallory’s patience was wearing thin, as the one thing she didn’t want to do on their shopping excursion was shop. Was that too much to ask?


  “Mallory, why do you have that sour look on your face? It reminds me of when you were ten and found out that those stupid tennis shoes on the commercial didn’t really make you fly.”


  She tried to brighten, but it was as if her smile muscles weren’t working in some sort of smile-muscle betrayal typical to her life of late. Instead she blew out a breath and leveled with her mother, because honestly, why continue the girls’-day-out-shopping charade? “I thought maybe you’d invited me out to talk. About things…with you…and Dad…and the tennis coach.”


  “The divorce,” her mother filled in.


  “Right. The divorce. Are you still getting that? Because it would be great if maybe we all rethought that decision a moment. Maybe took five and found a way to Oprah this thing to a healthy place.”


  Her mother nodded solemnly and lifted a halfhearted hand in the direction of the nearby mannequin. “I always found that a little extracurricular shopping cured the most incurable of blues.”


  “Is that what this is?” Mallory asked, trying to piece the weird afternoon together. “An attempt to cheer me up via fashion distraction?” The wide-eyed look on her mother’s face told Mallory that was exactly what was happening, and the concept softened her heart a tad. “Mom, you don’t have to do that. If anything, I just want the chance to hear from you, to try and understand what went wrong with you and Dad. The whole thing was a blindside, and I pride myself on intuition. I guess it’s kind of messed with my head a bit.”


  “Right. Okay. We should talk then and shop another day. Next Tuesday after work? We could invite your sister as long as you don’t let her bully me into blazers. I don’t do blazers in summer even if she thinks the rolled-up cuffs are chic. I think they’re boxy and unflattering and won’t tolerate it.”


  “Sure, Mom. Tuesday would be fine and nary a blazer shall be purchased.”


  Her mother returned the blouse to the rack in what seemed to be acquiescence. “Let’s head to the café. They have the absolute best tiramisu, and I know how much you love tiramisu.”


  Mallory smiled because once when she was a kid, she’d offhandedly said something to that effect to her mother, who’d held on to the comment as gold ever since. She would forever be the child of theirs that adored tiramisu, even if she didn’t love it. Then again, there were worse associations.


  “I’d like that.”


  “Me too.”


  What Mallory hadn’t been prepared for, however, was the sight of her father sitting at a table in the café when they arrived. He waved at them and stood, kissing her mother on the cheek and then a stunned Mallory. “Daddy? What are you doing here?”


  Her mother gestured to him. “We thought it might be nice to talk to you together. I was planning for us to discuss matters. I just thought a little shopping first might be nice.”


  “Okay. We can do that.”


  They all took a seat, and Mallory looked nervously from one of her parents to the other.


  “We’re here together as a united front,” her mother finally said, in way of explanation, and that was good because Mallory required one.


  She struggled to understand, a new possibility flaring in her chest. “So you’re not getting divorced?”


  Her mother’s eyes widened. “Oh, no. We most certainly are.”


  “As soon as possible in fact.”


  “Oh,” Mallory said, back in the land of deflation where she was getting kind of comfortable.


  Her mother turned to Mallory. “I’m in love with Forest and we want to get married.”


  “Wow,” Mallory said.


  “And though Janice and I aren’t to that point just yet, we are looking at getting a place together in Tribeca,” her father told her.


  Mallory sighed. “So this is actually happening? As in good-bye family and our entire history together?”


  Her father raised a finger. “No. That’s why we’re here. It’s not like that at all. We love each other. We always have. Your mother means the world to me.”


  “And I think very highly of your father.”


  Mallory scrubbed her eyes because her brain hurt. “You just don’t want to be married anymore?”


  “That’s right,” her father said. “But I wouldn’t trade a moment of our life together, or the time we spent raising you kids.”


  Her mother jumped in. “The fact that we’ve moved on to other people sexually doesn’t necessarily mean we’re out of each other’s lives.” Mallory squeezed the table because her mother just said the word sexually. In the back of her mind, she realized her mother was still talking. “There are Christmases and birthdays to celebrate, and I, for one, plan to be at all of them, and so does your father.”


  “That’s right,” he said.


  “And the affairs?”


  She watched as her parents exchanged a look. “We don’t relish that word,” her mother said. “We fell in love with other people, but everything was up front. No one lied or snuck around.”


  “So you both knew the whole time?”


  They exchanged another look and seemed to make a silent decision.


  Her mother turned to her and nodded. “It’s not the way every marriage would have handled it, but we did what felt right for us. We had the family to think about.”


  “We thought it was to the benefit of you kids,” her father said, “that we keep everything discreet, at least until Ellen graduated in December.”


  “But then the anniversary party happened,” her mother chimed in. “And you.”


  “And me,” Mallory echoed, still trying to wrap her mind around this whole thing.


  Her parents were two people who used to be in love, who then fell in love with other people, but had remained the best of friends throughout. No one snuck around and neither of them lied to the other. It just wasn’t the kind of story you heard very often. “So what now?” she asked them.


  Her parents exchanged a smile, and she marveled at how in sync they seemed to be on this whole issue. Her father fielded this one. “We’ll start by talking to your brothers and sisters, mitigate their concerns, and then…”


  “We get to live our lives,” her mother said.


  Mallory detected a tempered excitement in the manner in which each spoke, as if they wouldn’t quite allow themselves to be happy just yet, to believe it was all about to happen. And in some small way, Mallory understood that. They were about to be out in the open and free to live their lives with the people they loved, but it had to be scary at the same time.


  Flying without a net.


  As far as Mallory’s own feelings went, it would prove difficult for her not having her parents together anymore, but looking at them now, they seemed to carry such excitement at where they were headed. And God, she wanted to support them, to give them that much, but the perfect words weren’t there. Instead, she spoke from her heart.


  “This isn’t easy for me. I don’t do well with change, as you know, so it’s going to take some time to get used to this whole thing. But at the same time, I feel like if this is what you both want, then I’m happy for you, and we’ll get through this. I know we will.”


  Her mother beamed and her father seemed to sit a little taller. “That’s more than I’d hoped for,” he said finally.


  “You’re a wise girl,” her mother said, squeezing her hand. “You always were.”


  “I don’t know about that,” she said.


  “What about you?” she asked Mallory. “How are things with Hope? I enjoyed meeting her and was glad to hear that they arrested the men responsible for her attack.”


  “She’s better, though she’ll still have to testify.”


  “Let me know if I can help,” her father said, and Mallory smiled, because honestly, he’d gone above and beyond already. Because of his connections, various attorneys at the DA’s office had pored over the case against Dominic, and the guy had been brought up on multiple charges. She was grateful to her father for that much.


  “I will, and thank you.” Their food arrived and she focused on her quail-and-spinach salad.


  “So is it serious between the two of you?” her mother asked.


  “We’re just friends right now.” Her mother’s mouth formed into a small circle that seemed to carry some sort of judgment. “What’s that look?”


  Her mother lifted a shoulder. “You seemed…rather taken with her is all. I liked seeing you smile that whole new way.”


  She’d liked smiling that way too. “I am rather taken with her, as in present tense. But, well, things got a little tricky and we decided to take a step backward.”


  “That’s unlike you,” her father said, jumping in. “Since when has tricky stopped you from going after what you want?”


  “There’s more to it than that, Dad. I think she needs time to understand what I already do, and I’m going to give her that. So to answer your question, nothing’s stopping me, but I’m not going anywhere either.”


  Her father bowed his head. “I apologize. It seems you know exactly what you’re doing.”


  “Thanks, Dad. I think—”


  But she didn’t get to finish as Mr. Lowery and Mrs. Lowery, friends of her parents, stopped by their table. On cue, her father rose and shook Mr. Lowery’s hand. The two women were already exchanging cheek kisses and pleasantries like something you’d see on Downton Abbey. “You remember Mallory, our middle daughter, don’t you?” her mother said.


  “Of course. How are you, sweetheart?”


  Mallory offered a smile. “I’m doing just fine, Mrs. Lowery. It’s nice to see you again. You know, I ran into your daughter Sophie not too long ago at the bar down the street from my apartment, Showplace. She’s getting really good at—”


  “I wish she wouldn’t spend time in bars, but she doesn’t listen to me.”


  Mallory took a moment with the sentence, because it would probably prove difficult for a cocktail waitress to abstain from time in bars. Maybe Sophie’s mother wasn’t thrilled with the job, however.


  “And how is Sophie?” Mallory’s mother asked.


  “She’s doing quite well, surprisingly,” Mrs. Lowery said. “Decided against college, despite our advice, but has landed herself a nice little job at an attorney’s office and is moving up the ladder. Just this month, she was sent home with a rather sizable bonus and a raise. I had no idea legal assistants made that kind of money.”


  “Well, I suppose every office is different,” her father said. “That’s fantastic.”


  Mr. Lowery nodded. “Isn’t it? We’d given her until this month to get on her feet, and it seems she’s done it. Already financially independent.”


  “Kids are amazing that way,” her own mother said.


  Mrs. Lowery placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “We’ll let you get back to your lunch. It was nice to see you all.”


  With that, they were gone, and Mallory found herself turning over the details of that conversation. So Sophie was a bit of a bold-faced liar, interesting.


  Her parents turned to small talk and their food arrived. What transpired was a surprisingly pleasant lunch with two people who’d soon be divorcing each other. The world was most assuredly a complicated place—that was for sure. And while she was still a little queasy at the thought of this new shift in her family, the lunch let her know there was hope for them all.


  Even her.


  


  *


  


  Hope had perfected the one-handed pour to masterful measures, but in an even happier turn of events, she no longer had to employ it. She turned to Teddy as she mixed a White Russian with both arms in play. “I’m kind of a rock star again, do you realize this?”


  Teddy stared at her. “You’re not bad. But I’m saving my celebration for when you can put on a show again. I miss it a little, as do your fans.” It was true that with the broken ribs, she wasn’t able to toss glasses or juggle ingredients the way she sometimes would, but that part was just for glitz anyway. “When are you cleared for business as usual?” he asked.


  “I met with the doctor yesterday, and he said I’m healing well. Shower time is down from ten to eight minutes, which I personally take satisfaction in. He thinks within two weeks, I should be back to my old self. I’m shooting for one.”


  “Because you’re stubborn. Am I interrupting?”


  Hope turned to find Mallory standing there, her forearms on the bar. “No, you are not, but it’s the middle of the workday and you’re in a bar. So against the Mallory rules. The people might find out.”


  She smiled. “You would think, but I’m actually here for reasons outside of a good time.”


  “A shame,” said Teddy.


  “So do you guys have a second?”


  Hope nodded. “We do. What’s up?”


  “So, call me crazy, but I think little Miss Sophie might have walked off with your missing cash.”


  “As in Sophie the cocktail waitress? You think she’s the thief?” Hope asked. “I somehow don’t see that matching up.”


  Teddy swiveled in Mallory’s direction, interested. “Why do you say that?”


  Mallory went on to recount a conversation with her parents’ friends, the Lowerys, over lunch. “So there’s no way she’s working at a law firm by day, is there?” Mallory asked.


  Hope shook her head. “No. She’s never mentioned coordinating with another work schedule.”


  “Yet she somehow comes into a large raise and a bonus to boot right around the time your bank drop goes missing?”


  “The timing is a little suspect,” Teddy said. “It would explain a lot.”


  Mallory held up her hands. “Just talk to her. That’s all I’m saying. And with that, I have to leave this place and return to work. Oh, before I go, how are you feeling?”


  Hope smiled. “I’m feeling good today. Lots of stamina. I’m like Rocky II at the end.” She did a couple of slow-motion jabs.


  “That’s what I want to hear. See you two later.”


  “Hey, Mallory?” Hope called.


  She turned back. “Yeah?”


  “Thanks.” They shared a smile.


  “Anytime.”


  Hope watched as Mallory exited the bar, reminded of just how awesome she was. “Would you prefer to stare longingly at the door some more or maybe get some work done?” Teddy said quietly in her ear.


  Hope threw a towel at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Right. Of course you don’t. But I have one piece of advice, if you’re willing to listen.”


  “You give me advice now?”


  “I do. It’s awesome.”


  Hope sighed. “And what is your sage advice?”


  “Don’t wait too long,” he said pointedly. And with that, Teddy picked up a rag and rounded the bar.


  “What is that supposed to mean?” she called after him.


  But he didn’t answer.


  She sighed and stared at the ceiling, knowing exactly what it meant but paralyzed to act. The situation with Mallory was a complicated one, and her head was a mess.


  She’d be moving back home soon, a thought she didn’t dwell on for too long due to the lump it placed squarely in her throat. She liked knowing that, when she returned home tonight, she’d find Mallory there. Working, reading, or maybe watching TV. Some nights, over the course of her stay, they’d argued about Dateline and who was truly guilty. Other times, they’d read or just exist in the same room together. Had she stolen glances at Mallory? Of course. But she’d left it there.


  “Teddy said you wanted to talk to me?” Sophie’s voice pulled Hope from her thoughts.


  “Oh, yeah. Follow me to my office.”


  “Is everything okay?” Sophie asked as they walked.


  “You tell me.” Hope closed the door behind them, took a seat behind her desk, and motioned for Sophie to sit. “I don’t know if you heard, but some money was taken from my desk.”


  The look of shock on Sophie’s face reminded Hope of a toddler seeing Mickey Mouse for the first time. A bit much. “No! Hope, that’s horrible.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “It is!”


  Hope sat back in her chair. “Here’s the thing. Do you happen to know anything about that?”


  Sophie took a moment with the question, almost as if deciding the best course of action. Innocent people wouldn’t pause before declaring their innocence. At least Hope knew she wouldn’t. It was a tell. “I don’t, but I can ask around. See what I can learn.”


  “That would be great. We also have the surveillance footage from that night.”


  “Oh.” A pause. “You do?”


  “Yeah. I’m going to review it in a few, so if you circulate that little tidbit out there among the staff, maybe the guilty party will come forward before I have to call the cops.”


  “You would hear them out?”


  Hope lifted a shoulder. “I’d try. If they returned the money, maybe we could work out some sort of arrangement so their record isn’t forever marred. It’s hard to land a job with a felony looming over your head. Not to mention possible jail time.”


  She didn’t have to say any more as Sophie was crying, and not just a little bit. Full-on waterworks without any preamble. “I’m so sorry, Hope,” she managed. “I took the money!”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah!” she sobbed. “I have most of it still. Between the mattresses in my apartment. And a little in the freezer. And a lamp. But I was under a lot of pressure from my parents and I just freaked. Freaked!”


  Hope nodded apologetically and passed Sophie a tissue from the box on her desk. “Wow. I didn’t see this coming at all. I know what it’s like to be under pressure, Sophie, and parents can be rough, but you surely understand this was the wrong way to go about handling it.” Sophie nodded through the rather loud sobs. “So tell you what, I’m going to wait here while you go and bring back what you took.”


  Sophie sucked in air. “Are you going to turn me in?”


  “I really should. You stole from the bar, and a lot of money at that. But here’s the deal. I think you’re a mixed-up kid who knows very little about life. So if you return the money today, I won’t press charges.”


  “And I’ll still have a job?”


  “No, not at all. But you won’t be in jail, so there’s that.”


  Sophie deflated a bit. “Got it. I’ll be back soon.”


  And she was.


  Hope couldn’t believe this turn of events. Sophie returned nearly all of the money she stole and apologized about ten thousand times before Hope politely asked her to leave, which seemed to shock Sophie.


  “I’m sorry for what I did, Hope, but I thought we were friends.”


  “We were, but this was a big deal, Sophie. Do you understand that?”


  “I do, but—”


  “Have you ever had to work hard for anything in your entire life?”


  “Well, this was my first job. I feel like I worked hard here.” She looked so defeated, and it tugged at Hope’s heartstrings a tad. The sad truth was that Sophie didn’t get it. She was born a rich kid and would probably live her whole life with a “let them eat cake” mentality.


  “Good-bye, Sophie.”


  “Bye, Hope. And thank you. I owe you big-time.”


  “Make better choices,” she called encouragingly to Sophie, feeling like someone’s mom all of a sudden. She honestly did hope Sophie got her life together.


  Hope lingered at the bar a while longer, into the early evening. Customers were genuinely happy to see she’d returned to work, and what was nicer was that they took the time to tell her so. She really did have the best job on Earth.


  “Hey, Hope!” She glanced up to find Robby from Big Top standing in front of her. “Just wanted to drop off the deposit for the opening-night party.”


  She accepted what she knew was a rather sizable check and high-fived him. “You could have mailed this, ya know.”


  “True, but then I couldn’t have ordered that amazing single-malt Scotch you introduced me to.”


  She flashed a smile. “Two fingers?”


  “Let’s make it three.”


  Hope smiled as she walked back to Mallory’s place that night, taking her time and enjoying the summer breeze. The reciprocal relationship between Showplace and Big Top was off to a fantastic start. Timmy loved the menu she’d developed for their theaters, and she was thrilled with the leeway he’d given her in hosting the upcoming party for contest winners. It was going to do a number for her business and she owed it all to Mallory, who seemed to be at the center of everything good that happened to her lately.


  She paused on the sidewalk. That had to mean something, right?


  Hope stared up at the stars that twinkled brightly overhead and her thoughts drifted to Sophie, who turned out to be everything she’d always believed about high-society types. Entitled, selfish, and irrational. But at the same time, she had to pause, because how generic of Hope to shove Sophie into a category with people like Mallory? Mallory, who came from much the same background as Sophie, was none of those things. Yet she held her at arm’s length because she thought their lives couldn’t mesh, that Mallory was some sort of unattainable rich girl, when really, she was just Mallory who liked to watch Dateline in her pajamas and make Hope smile on the regular.


  She shook her head at the manner in which she had not only underestimated herself but had underestimated Mallory. Why had it taken so much for her to see that? She felt sick to her stomach at the way she’d pushed Mallory away, afraid that she couldn’t possibly deal with the complications of Hope’s life? That was bullshit. She’d proved she could take on just about anything, including Hope herself.


  She looked down at her hands as she neared the loft and found them shaking. She stared up at the building that loomed taller than she could ever remember seeing it and understood that this was a crossroads for her.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The timer dinged, and Mallory slid into the kitchen in her socks to retrieve the amazing nachos she’d been dreaming about all day at work. Lunch with her parents had so much going on she’d actually forgotten to eat, making this mid-evening meal one she’d looked forward to in a monumental way.


  “Oh, hello, tasty nachos,” she said to the cheesy chips beneath the oven light. “Where have you been all my life?” She scooped up the tray from the oven and went about adding the necessary accouterments of amazing, namely tomatoes and sour cream.


  The door slid open, signaling Hope’s arrival, which was more than fine with her.


  “Hey, you. How’s the bar?”


  “Busy when I left, but Teddy has it under control. He’ll require some much-deserved time off once I’m back to full-time, and definitely a raise.”


  “Good call. He’s a keeper. You look great, by the way. You seem happy. Is that it? I can’t put my finger on it.”


  Hope smiled. “It’s been that kind of day. And you were right by the way.”


  “About Sophie?”


  Hope nodded. “She returned nearly all the money and we parted ways.”


  Mallory covered her mouth. “Wow. I thought it was possible, but wow.”


  “I have you to thank. So thank you.” Hope’s eyes held an intensity Mallory hadn’t seen in quite a while. It had her heart beating a little faster, and for that reason, she moved out of the situation, not wanting to make Hope feel uncomfortable. She could be patient.


  Mallory shrugged. “Not necessary. It was more of a right-place, right-time kind of scenario.” She picked up her plate and headed into the living room, intent to sink into the couch and unwind from her day and somehow forget the moment they’d just shared out of self-preservation. But Hope’s voice stopped her and caused her to turn back.


  “So I’ll have that repayment check for you tomorrow.”


  “Sure. Whenever you get around to it.” Mallory knew the money issue was a touchy topic between them and didn’t want to dwell on it.


  “You were very generous to lend me the money, and I should have been more gracious in accepting.”


  Mallory met her eyes. “I was happy to do it.”


  “Because you’re always happy to help. It’s your nature. You don’t have an unkind bone in your body.”


  They were touching words. “Thank you.”


  “I also love that you love nachos.”


  Mallory took a moment with the conversation leap. “You do? That was kind of a non sequitur though.”


  Hope nodded. “Regardless, it’s adorable. I also like all the lists that keep you going. There’s one on the refrigerator now and probably fifteen in your phone. Those lists are very you.”


  Mallory narrowed her gaze, not following the new direction of conversation. “What’s going on with you? Are you on pain meds?” Whatever it was had Mallory’s heart beating a mile a minute in her chest, because it felt like something big was about to happen.


  “And you’re sexy as hell in just about anything that you wear, which is pure bonus, if I’m being honest. But a fantastic bonus at that.” At the comment, Mallory’s stomach turned over in the most awesome way. Hope moved toward her, closing the distance between them. “When I first noticed you at the bar, I thought you were pretty and I had a definite crush, but I had no idea that behind it all was the woman standing in front of me right now. Smart, and funny, and the best kisser on planet Earth.”


  That’s when a horrible thought came over Mallory. Was this Hope’s way of telling her good-bye for good? Complimenting her to cushion the blow? She wasn’t sure she could take that.


  “When I think ahead to each new day, the portions that jump out at me in brilliant neon are any moments that I know you’ll be a part of.”


  “Hope, what are you trying to tell me right now? You need to just say it, because I can’t—” She felt the tears as they sprang into her eyes, a culmination of all they’d been through together. She’d almost lost Hope in the attack just weeks ago; she couldn’t lose her now. What did this little speech mean? Was this good? Was this the end? Mallory wasn’t sure she could stand the not-knowing any longer.


  “I need you to listen to me.”


  “I am listening to you. I just want to listen to you a little faster because—”


  “Shhh.” Hope cradled her cheek. “I’m trying to tell you that you’re the most important person. You’re the person. Don’t you see? You’re everything, and I don’t want to go another day without telling you that over and over.”


  Mallory heard the sentence but at the same time had trouble believing it was meant for her. “Really?” she said weakly, vulnerability assaulting her. Her answer was a kiss, the kind that carried a promise of so many more kisses to come. She believed that kiss, sank into it, into Hope at long, long last. And just like that, she felt her world come back together again and she could breathe.


  She felt whole.


  “Mallory,” Hope whispered.


  “Yes?”


  A long, wonderful pause as Hope studied her, stroking her cheek gently with her thumb. “I love you. In fact, it’s crazy how in love with you I am.”


  Mallory smiled against Hope’s mouth as the full meaning of those words washed over her. “You are?”


  “You have no idea.”


  She was loved. And it was everything.


  What’s more, she loved Hope just as much.


  “Look at me when I say this to you,” Mallory said. She found Hope’s baby blues and held on, never more sure of what she was about to say. “It wasn’t supposed to be you. I fought against it for so long, thinking there was no way we could work, but at the same time, we just do. It blindsided me, all I feel for you. And something that made no sense to me at all once upon a time is now the truest thing I’ve ever known. I don’t want to go anywhere that you don’t go, Hope. I love you.”


  Hope closed her eyes and took a moment, resting her forehead against Mallory’s. “Best sentence ever.” A pause. “So we don’t have to be pals anymore?”


  Mallory laughed. “Let’s never be pals again. I know I’m a handful and that I can be bossy and opinionated, but I love you and will work on the other stuff.”


  “Don’t you dare,” Hope said.


  Mallory smiled and looked skyward. “Well, okay.”


  There was more kissing on the couch, the head-swimming kind, and Hope marveled at how she’d managed to stay away from this woman for so long. The way they fit together was uncanny, and Mallory had her barely able to construct a thought as they kissed with abandon.


  “We have a problem,” she said to Mallory, pulling her mouth away.


  “And what is that?” Mallory said, struggling for air, her lips all swollen and perfect.


  “Dateline is about to start and your nachos have yet to be eaten. Both are going to have to wait, because I’m about to take you into that room and do things to you that could take hours.”


  Mallory murmured in pleasure and ran her fingers up and down Hope’s back. “God, I was hoping you’d say that.”


  It was after midnight when they came up for air in the safety of Mallory’s bedroom. They’d taken their time, as Hope was still injured, but it had only inspired some pretty awesome creativity. As they lay there, talking quietly, alongside each other, Hope knew there was nowhere on Earth she’d rather be.


  “We don’t have it all sorted out yet,” Hope told her, tracing her cheek. “What if I get obstinate again and push you away?”


  “I plan to push back. What if I refuse to let you hold the remote control?”


  “I’ll ask nicely and make this face.” She demonstrated her innocent eyes and Mallory laughed.


  “That should totally do it.”


  “Good.” Hope shook her head.


  “What’s with the head-shaking?”


  Hope, with her head propped up on her hand, looked down at Mallory. “I think a big part of me never thought you could feel for me what I felt for you.”


  “Well, that’s just silly.”


  “It is. I just…”


  “What?” Mallory asked, lightly touching Hope’s face.


  “I’m just really happy.”


  “Isn’t it great?”


  Epilogue


  


  A Spanish guitar struck up the intro to “Here Comes the Bride,” and automatically the wedding guests stood in recognition of the moment. From behind Mallory on the deck facing the wedding guests, Hunter squeezed her hand, and she and Samantha shared a smile. Moments later, Brooklyn appeared on one side of the trellis on the arm of her father, and Jessica and her father appeared on the other. Each father escorted his daughter until they met in front of the officiant.


  “Who gives these women in marriage?”


  “Her mother and I do,” each man said. Brooklyn’s father, Aaron, with tears in his eyes, kissed his daughter and placed her hand in Jessica’s.


  Happy tears sprang into Mallory’s eyes at the beautiful simplicity of the moment. As the ceremony began, she stood at the front next to Brooklyn, along with Hunter and Samantha. On Jessica’s side stood Ashton and Bentley.


  Over the next fifteen minutes, she watched as Brooklyn and Jessica pledged themselves to one another for always in front of their family and friends. The day had shaped up to be a beautiful one, and despite the threat of rain, the sun dipped low in the sky and offered a beautiful melding of oranges and pinks. The gardens that surrounded them were in full bloom, and the Hudson glistened in the distance.


  The wedding was elegant and timeless. No other words would do it justice.


  When Brooklyn said “I do,” Mallory found her attention pulled to the third row, where Hope smiled up at her and mouthed the words she never got tired of hearing: I love you. She hadn’t moved back to her own apartment just yet, and if Mallory had a vote, maybe they’d just forgo that idea altogether, because things between them had been good, really good.


  Mallory got it now, what it meant to be in love.


  She understood why her friends temporarily lost their minds when things were amiss with the people they loved, because there was nothing on the planet that compared or mattered more.


  When Brooklyn and Jessica sealed their union with a kiss, Mallory felt as if her heart might burst with happiness for her friend. She thought back to where Brooklyn was two years ago and how dramatically her life had shifted for the better. The happy couple recessed to music that flowed from the Spanish guitar just as the sun parted ways with the sky. It had been an unforgettable ceremony.


  As dusk shifted into night, the sundeck was outfitted with warm lanterns and dinner was served on the Chelsea Market Passage adjacent. The passage was just that, a warehouse in Chelsea that the train used as passage. With tall ceilings and open on either side, the passage was the perfect location for a little dinner and dancing under the stars.


  As they swayed easily to the music from the band she’d hired with Jessica’s approval, Mallory felt Hope’s eyes on her. “What’s going through that head of yours?”


  Hope shook her head once. “You are the prettiest bridesmaid I’ve ever seen.”


  Mallory brought both of Hope’s hands to her lips and kissed them. “Does that mean you’ll dance with me?”


  “That could be arranged quite easily.”


  “Hey, people in love,” Samantha said, joining them. “Was that not the most beautiful ceremony in all of life?”


  “I can’t wait to see the photos,” Mallory said. “They did some classic black-and-whites that are going to be stunning with this architecture.”


  “I love this place,” Hunter said, joining them. “Have you two walked along the railing by the water?”


  “We have not,” Hope said. “But I wouldn’t miss it. I love the water.” Mallory was instantly transported to their non-date at the Seaport and smiled at all she hadn’t known back then. Brooklyn and Jessica approached, pulling her from the memory. As they’d been making their way through the room, it was clear they’d saved their friends for last.


  The foursome broke into applause in celebration of their newly married friends, and a hugfest erupted. Sam held out a hand. “Most beautiful wedding I’ve ever attended, hands down.”


  “Really?” Jessica asked. “I mean, I definitely thought so, but I might be a little biased.” She smiled and looked to Brooklyn. “Let me ask my wife.”


  Brooklyn gave her head a little shake. “Wow. Did you hear that? That hasn’t sunk in yet. We’re married, everyone. Isn’t it awesome?”


  “To commemorate the awesome, how about a private toast, just us?”


  “Yes,” Brooklyn said, lighting up. “I would love that.”


  Hunter disappeared and returned promptly with six glasses of champagne.


  “Mallory, would you mind doing the honors?” Brooklyn asked. “It seems only fitting.”


  Her friends nodded their agreement, and instantly, all eyes were on her. She didn’t exactly have anything prepared, as she hadn’t anticipated this moment. Instead, she decided to speak from her heart. “Nearly twelve years ago, a witty blonde walked into our lives, and with her arrival came the final piece of a four-way friendship I, for one, will cherish for life.” Though the eyes looking back at her were now glistening like her own, she pressed on. “What makes me even happier is knowing that she’s found Jessica, someone who understands how special she is and happens to be more than amazing herself.


  “So I toast the newly married couple on this gorgeous summer night and send a wholehearted thank you into the universe for them, and for each of you. People make life worth living, and I, for one, have some pretty fantastic reasons to get up each morning. So please join me in raising a glass to happily-ever-after.”


  Six glasses came together in celebration, and to Mallory, the moment was a perfect one. What were the odds that Brooklyn and Jessica, archrivals, would somehow find their way to each other? Samantha and Hunter had found love in their proverbial backyard, and she’d fallen head over heels for the one person she never thought possible?


  Love had a way of putting the right people on the right pathway, she thought as she pulled Hope to her. She kissed the woman she loved then and felt all the lighter for it.


  “What was that for?”


  “Because I love you.”


  “In that case…” Hope said, going in for more.


  Later, they all danced the night away, carefree and young and with their whole lives stretched out in front of them. They’d have twists and turns and celebrations and sorrows, but Mallory knew they’d maneuver them together.


  And when the clock struck midnight…they paused for some chocolate.
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