
        
            
                
            
        

    
	After a steamy one night stand, an artist and a west end producer find themselves unexpectedly entangled in each other’s chaotic lives as they discover passion in a way neither of them ever expected. Meanwhile, two ex-lovers reignite an old flame that brings their worlds crashing back together in a tangle of excitement and desire.

	 

	 

	On the night Maddie Taylor and Aiden Hughes meet, they end up on a chaotic journey of passion and disbelief. They come from two different parts of the world and they are in two very different walks of life. They each seem to have what the other needs but neither of them believe that it could be so simple as to walk into an English pub one fateful night.

	But, as their tale of romance and uncertainty unfolds, another relationship makes its presence known between Maddie’s best friend, Rachel Lewis and her Brother in-law, Ian Taylor. Their relationship has always been laced with longing and hunger and no matter how hard Rachel tries to resist, they always end up in bed together.

	Soon, the two couples are intertwined in intense and hilarious conversations and situations. There are naked encounters and alcohol involved admissions. Jealousy and stubbornness are always abound. But as it turns out, none of these four people can survive without the other three. And the only reason they make it though, is because their paths crossed at just the right time.
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Dedication

	 

	 

	To Peyton- You dedicated so many hours to me. Now, I get to dedicate something to you.

	 

	To Connie- Your influence started this adventure.

	 


Part 1

	 


Chapter One: Madison Taylor

	 

	 

	It was the last breath to ever escape his lips. The sound of Grayson’s unexpected intake of breath always caused a terrified scream to lodge in my throat. And then his lifeless body released that faint wisp that reverberated in my head like a sonic boom. Of course, I never actually heard the last breath he ever took, but the sound of his gasp still haunted me. Even though I wasn’t physically there when it happened, I could still see, hear and feel the agony of his last moments in my mind and they would remain with me for the rest of my life.

	The ear piercing sound of rubber screeching on the pavement made me cringe. I could feel the seatbelt tighten as the car went hurling through the air and smashed into the cold hard cement pillar. My eyes widened in fear as the concussion of the impact shook me and the shattering of glass echoed in my ears. These were the haunting ideas that my horrified mind had concocted and burned into my brain.

	“Oh God, why?” I gasped as the screaming engines of the plane howled in my ears. 

	Just the thought of the horrors of the plane crashing brought back the heart stopping emotions of the car crash. I was bound to my seat and I suddenly gasped for breath. I tried to remind myself that it was turbulence throwing the plane all over the place. It wasn’t the force of the car crash. It was the plane’s seatbelt that was cutting into me. Not the seatbelt of the car locking up from the force of impact. My stomach churned in nauseousness as I squeezed my eyes shut and wondered if the glorious silence would come quickly. If the empty abyss of death would be a welcoming feeling as I was finally allowed to join my husband. 

	“Why did I get on this plane?” I cringed and gripped the armrests of the seat tightly. Was Chicago really so bad? I was starting to hyperventilate and I knew I had to keep a grip on myself and not let my mind run away with me. My eyes suddenly snapped open and I held my breath until my lungs burned. Yes! I need a change in my life and this is going to be the change that I need. I desperately tried to convince myself that I had to move on and not disappear into that great blackness again. This was going to work. It had to!

	“What did you say, hun?” The flight attendant looked at me questioningly as she slowly pushed her cart down the narrow aisle.

	Oh good Lord! Did I say that out loud?

	Again the attendant smiled kindly. “Can I get you something?” 

	Where did she even come from? I stared at her as if she had come from another planet. She wasn’t there just a moment ago. Was she? My throat suddenly constricted again and my need for air was imperative. Where is the air in this plane?

	“I need a drink!” I blurted out so loud, I knew even the people in the seats back by the blaring engines could hear. 

	The kind attendant stared back at me for a moment with a patient smile. “Can I offer you some champagne... or maybe a soda?”

	Could I possibly have shouted that any louder? My heart was still pounding in my chest and my ears felt as if they were going to explode. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me and I started to shake. What do I want? Ginger ale or good old Johnny Walker? Anything to get her to stop talking to me.

	“Ice water.” I barely whispered back.

	“I’m sorry, hun. I didn’t hear you. Can you speak up a bit?” 

	The irritating woman was so polite. Now what do I do? Speak up? She was lucky she even got that out of me. 

	“Water! Please!” I shouted again as I continued my tight grip on the armrest of my first class seat.

	 Why am I shouting at her? Why won’t my heart slow down? I guess it could be worse. I could be passed out in this uncomfortable seat with its hard armrests. Someone, please, just kill me now so I won’t have to converse with her anymore!

	“Perrier?” she suggested as she picked up a bright green bottle.

	I don’t know! Don’t they have tap water thirty thousand feet in the air? I looked around and I saw the calm sweet little old lady across the aisle from me had a Perrier bottle. How could she sit there so calmly?

	“Here you go, hun.” The attendant poured an open bottle over ice and placed it on my tray. “Would you like something to snack on?”

	Oh God! A snack? Why was she asking me about a snack? I’d already answered her question about a drink! Why did she want to make my life even harder? I was already on the verge of passing out from the pressure in my chest and she was asking about pretzels! Where is the air? I need air. Aren’t they supposed to supply oxygen masks in case of an emergency?! 

	I reached up and quickly moved the air conditioning spout toward my face and tried to inhale the overly recycled stale air. I had spent eight hours of restlessness on this plane and I wanted out. I wanted out now!

	The look she gave me was one of pitiful concern. “Hun, are you all right? You look a little pale? I know this has been a tough flight for you. What can I do to help?” It was only the fifteenth time she asked me that question since we took off from JFK.

	I squeezed my eyes tightly closed. “I just need to breathe!”

	She continued looking at me with kindness as she said something about breathing deep and slow to calm down. I was offered more ice for my water and asked if a warm blanket would help me to relax. It all got fuzzy for a while as I continued my death grip on my seat’s armrests. Thankfully the pilot interrupted our conversation with an update on our arrival time. 

	“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is your captain speaking. I would like to inform you that we will be arriving at Heathrow airport in approximately thirty minutes. It is seven fifteen AM London Time and the sky is cloudy with a temperature of four degrees Celsius, forty degrees Fahrenheit. Please return to your seats and fasten your seat belts for our descent to the runway.” 

	My seatbelt had been on the entire flight and there was no way I was taking it off until we were safely on the ground! “Thank the good Lord, finally!” I breathed a sigh of relief. It would only be a little bit longer and I could run from this large metal tube falling from the sky.

	Over the next few minutes I tried to breathe deeply and I tried to think of calm soothing thoughts as the annoyingly helpful attendant suggested. Meanwhile, she confiscated my Perrier bottle and placed my tray in the back of the seat in front of me. I closed my eyes and prayed that it would all be over soon.

	The descent of the plane caused my stomach to flip and my lungs to constrict. Again, the images of Grayson’s crumpled car reeled through my mind. I kept thinking that I was making a mistake and I should never have left Chicago in the first place. I wasn’t really meant to be here. I should have been in that car with my husband.

	No! I’m in the home stretch and I will be starting a whole new life of adventure. This will be the new me in a new world. I’m almost through this flight and I will only travel by boat from now on! I have made it this far and I will push through! I breathed deeply again as I pressed my body back into my seat and prayed that it would all stop soon.

	The plane suddenly set down with a solid thump and the engines blared in my ears as I forced my body back into my seat. When the plane slowed down the pilot reassured the passengers about the successful flight and we were informed that it would only be five minutes before we arrived at the gate. It was the longest five minutes of my life!

	Keep thinking calm thoughts because you are on the ground safe and in one piece. It is over. I just have to get off this stupid plane and run as fast as I can.

	Finally the plane stopped at the gate and the lights for the seatbelts went off with a ding. All of a sudden I had a new energy. I released my death grip on the armrests and struggled with unfastening my seatbelt. But it wouldn’t release. It took forever to get it to unfasten. I fumbled over and over again as if my life depended on the release of a seatbelt. Was it permanently fastened on my lap? Was I destined to fly forever in this very seat? 

	The seatbelt suddenly released and I flew out of my seat of torture and immediately smacked my head on the bottom of the above compartment. I hit so hard everyone could hear the loud thud. I tried to ignore the pain and all of the people gawking at me as I quickly threw open the above compartment to grab my carry-on. Once again, I got smacked painfully on the head but this time it was with someone’s overly packed bag. It fell to the floor with a crash and all I could think to do was to grab my bag and run.

	I grabbed my bag and I could distantly hear people asking me if I was all right. I just mumbled some incomprehensible words about being fine. I focused hard on getting to the door of the plane as fast as I could, but the door wasn’t even open yet.

	Why is it taking so long for that door to open? I have to get out of here! And why are there so many people in front of me? It took a lifetime for the dawdling attendants to get the door open. 

	At last, I was out of the plane and running up the ramp as fast as I could, without tripping over my own feet. The other passengers seemed to be taking their sweet time as I stumbled past. I was so close I could taste my freedom.

	Immediate relief washed over me as I sprinted out of the gate and into the customs corridor. I didn’t stop until I got to steady ground and nearly heaved over in relief. I inhaled a deep breath of fresh air and waited for my heart to finally settle back into my chest and out of my ears.

	I made it through customs with few problems but I was still so nervous when I entered the vast airport I was trembling. I suddenly came to an abrupt halt in the middle of a mob of people. They all continued about their business as they stared at me questioningly and wondering what was wrong with the frazzled woman dragging her bags along the floor. I finally closed my eyes tight, released a deep breath and I slowly allowed the tension from my shoulders to ease.

	“Maddie! Over here!” Rachel bellowed from across the corridor. “Over here!”

	When I opened my eyes, I found her running with her arms wide open. Her red curls bounced around chaotically as she ran to me and enveloped me in her arms. All of a sudden the anxiety started to lessen as I hugged her as tightly as I could. It was a relief to know that I was not alone anymore.

	“You look so good, Maddie! It has been so long, I almost forgot what you looked like!” she cried as she teased. She had that bright smile on her face as she held me away from her. “Oh, I have missed you so much.”

	As the stress slowly left my body, I found that I could no longer hold back the well of tears that had been contained for so long. My best friend and confidant who had been missing from my life was right in front of me. All I could do was hug her tight as my vision blurred with tears.

	“I have been so lost without you back home, Rachel!”

	“Oh, pet! What’s wrong?” Rachel watched me with concern as she gently wiped away my tears.

	“I’m just so happy to see you! It has been so hard not to just see you and talk like we used to.” I blurted out. “The tears just won’t stop!”

	She smiled and cupped my face in her hands. “Well, we’re together now and we have a bunch of time to make up for.” She took my bag from my hand and started guiding me down the corridor to the baggage claim. “Let’s go get the rest of your luggage. How was the flight from Chicago?”

	“Terrible! I was a complete mess the entire time. I’m sure the flight attendants were glad to be rid of me.” I gave her a bit of an embarrassed smile as I swiped my tears away with my sleeve.

	“I thought you liked to fly? You always used to say that flying takes you somewhere new.” She frowned in confusion as she stopped by the luggage carousel.

	“Yes, well, a lot has changed in the last few years. I’ve been having a lot of anxiety attacks and this flight nearly killed me.” I bowed my head in embarrassment as I tried to focus enough to look for my bag.

	“Well, you are on the ground now and you don’t have to take another flight for a long time. I’m sure your stress will lessen the longer you’re here.” She tried reassuring me as we waited for my very obvious bright red bag.

	I hoped she was right about the anxiety subsiding soon. Ever since Grayson died, the strain and stress from back home caused me nothing but heartache and brought back agonizing memories. There was nothing left for me back in Chicago. Grayson had been the love of my life and, suddenly, he was gone. In only a moment he was ripped from my world and I was left with nothing but an enormous hole in my heart. We had everything we could ever want in life as long as we had each other. But that was suddenly all gone. I distanced myself from my family for a reason. They just didn’t understand that my world came tumbling down around me the night a drunk driver took my kind husband from me. All the happiness I had, died that night as well. I could still feel the dark pit of despair and fear on my heels. My biggest fear was that I would never be able to escape it. Not even here in London.

	 


Chapter Two: Maddie, the Apartment of Rachel Lewis, 2400 Well Street a, Hackney

	 

	 

	“Are you sure this looks fitting for a person of my advanced years?” I shouted at Rachel from the bedroom. I tugged frantically on the hem of the very thin dress. “This dress seems a little short. I can’t believe you wear this!”

	Rachel popped her head through the doorway and grinned at me. “Thirty-one is hardly considered advanced in years. As for the dress, I think you look hot!”

	“Hot or not, it’s too short!” I quickly took the scandalous red dress off and started tossing clothes around in my suitcase. “Maybe I’ll just wear some jeans and that red shirt with the sweetheart neckline. We’re only going to a bar, right?”

	“It’s not just any old bar. It’s the Hound and Hare! It’s a popular spot for us thespians and there will be a long line of very attractive actors present tonight.” That was the second time she mentioned the fact that I was about to meet all of her friends.

	“I’m not sure that going to a bar is going to make me any more comfortable in that dress.” I pulled my favorite red shirt over my head and tugged the neckline up a little so I wasn’t showing too much cleavage. I didn’t want to put too much on display. That would only draw more attention to me. And attention was the last thing I needed. 

	As I slid on a pair of fairly tight jeans, it dawned on me. I didn’t want to do this. “Isn’t the rule to wear red shoes to match a red belt?” I purposefully ignored the fact there was an entire closet door full of different belts on the other side of the room. “I only have my black spikes to wear but I don’t have a belt to match.”

	“Here, wear this one instead.” She shoved a black leather belt with shining silver studs in front of my nose. “I think those sparkly black spikes will make the outfit.” 

	“Why am I doing this? I don’t even like to dress up. Or go to bars for that matter!” I gazed at the mirror and saw a reflection that I didn’t recognize anymore. “Maybe you should go and I’ll just stay here and catch up on some reading.”

	“Oh no! You have come all this way to make a change to your life. I’m not letting you off that easy. Besides, it will only be a few drinks with some of my friends. It’s not going to be a rave or anything! I promise, you’ll have fun and it won’t get wildly crazy.” She encouraged me as she left the room to finish her make-up.

	“It has been five years since I have even thought of going to a bar.” I mumbled as I fastened the leather belt, “I think I’m getting too old for things like this.”

	Rachel was three years younger than me and she had always been the more outgoing of the two of us. Maybe outgoing was an understatement.

	 

	I smiled at the thought of the first time we met in college. Halloween night was always her favorite night and I found her wearing a sexy little bunny suit as she hung half in and half out of her dorm room window. Her perky little cotton tail stuck straight up in the air as her bunny ears lay nearly discarded on the ground below the window. I was walking past on my way home from a party and I just stared as she struggled to climb through the window. I had no idea how she even got up there because she was almost six feet above the ground. She was half laughing and half panicked because she couldn’t figure out how to get out of the situation.

	“You look like you could use some help.” I stood there on the sidewalk in surprise to find anyone in such a position.

	“Who is that? Oh, it doesn’t matter who you are. Can you help me? Please?” She was nearly hysterical.

	“I’m not sure how I can help since you are almost two feet above my head.” I reached my hands up and tried to push her up but I could barely reach her shoes. “How did you get up there anyway?” I looked around in the dark shadows of the morning for something to stand on.

	“I forgot my key. My friend let me stand on her shoulders and then left me stranded when she thought the cops were coming.” I could hear a shuffling sound as she began to wiggle back and forth in an unsuccessful attempt to pull herself on through the window. But then she gave up and just dangled there for a moment as if she had been beaten by life.

	“Wow, what a friend she must be.” By that point I realized that there was nothing for me to stand on. “Maybe I can get the hall director to open your door and we can pull you through.”

	“No! Don’t do that!” She was panicking as she started to frantically wiggle around again. “I don’t want to get thrown out of school. I’m already in enough trouble with the hall director.” She paused for a moment. Then she muttered, “He’s my ex-boyfriend.”

	“Well that’s the only thing I can think of because there isn’t anything for me to stand on so I can push you through. What’s the passcode to the front door and what room number are you in?” The front of the building was dark and there wasn’t anyone else around. It was just me and the unfortunate bunny.

	She sighed as she once again dangled out of the window in defeat. “The code is four ones and I’m in room two ten.” Once again I could hear the shuffling noise as she began squirming around. “Could you hurry? The window frame is really cutting into me.”

	I used the stupidly convenient pass code to access the building and I wondered momentarily if I should try to speak to the hall director anyway. Maybe I could convince him that it was my room. Except for the fact that the bunny was very well known to him. So, I decided to test the door first. 

	The hall was quiet except for the faint sound of someone listening to loud music on one of the upper floors. I walked down the hall to the bunny’s door and wondered how anyone could end up in such a position. I reached my hand out for the handle and I almost died laughing when it turned and the door swung open with a loud creaking sound. It was unlocked! How does anyone go out on Halloween night and leave their door unlocked?

	The room was nearly pitch black except for the faint yellow light from the streetlights shining through the window. All I could see was the outline of the bunny hanging from her dorm room window. I slid my hand along the cold cinderblock wall and found the light switch. I flipped the switch and that was the first time I saw the cute little bunny face of the women who was to become my best friend. 

	Her red hair was hanging around her face in tight ringlets. Her big green eyes were wide with shock as her mouth dropped into a small O shape. I learned later that the look on her face was the one she always had when she knew she had gotten in too deep.

	“That’s amazing! How did you do that?” She had a look of drunken surprise on her face as she blabbered on without giving me any time to speak. “Are you some kind of magician? Did you pick the lock?” Her words were slightly slurred as she watched me close the door behind me.

	“Yeah, so you left your door unlocked.” I laughed as I made my way over to examine her predicament.

	“Great! Just another crappy part of the night!” The bunny sounded defeated. “Can you pull me through now?”

	I smiled and shook my head in amusement. “Here, take my hands.” Then I braced myself to try to pull the half-drunk bunny through the half open window. “I hope you don’t do this again. I don’t think anyone can be this lucky twice.”

	“I wouldn’t call being stuck in a window lucky!” she exclaimed as I pulled her on through. She landed on the floor with a loud thud. 

	“That’s going to hurt tomorrow.” I cringed as I tried to haul her unsteadily back to her high heeled feet. “I hope you don’t have any early classes.”

	“I think I’ll skip class tomorrow. I mean, I just got my ass handed to me by a window!” She patted the top of her head and then she started to look around on the floor. “What happened to my ears?”

	“I’m pretty sure they are still outside on the ground.” How on earth was this woman still standing?

	She stumbled back to the window and stuck her head back through. “Hey, you! Yeah, you on the sidewalk!” she shouted out the window. “Could you throw me those bunny ears on the ground? Thanks, pet!” I could only hear the mumbling of the mysterious person walking past. “I have to return this costume tomorrow and I won’t get the deposit back if I don’t have the ears.” She staggered to the overused and very shabby looking couch and flopped down with a deep sigh. “Thanks. I think I would’ve been there for a while.” All of a sudden the bunny had a big bright smile on her face. “I’m Rachel.”

	“I’m Maddie. I’m glad to have been of assistance. I think you would have been there for more than just a while though!” I tried to hide my laugh as she threw her head back against the couch and propped her high-heeled feet up on the coffee table.

	 

	Once again, I looked at myself in the mirror as I reminisced and started to laugh about that first encounter. “Rachel, do you remember the first time we met?”

	“Why would you even bring that up?” she scoffed. “That was the most embarrassing night of my life. The only good thing that came from it was meeting you!” She sauntered back into the room with that same big grin on her face. “I thought I was going to be stuck in that window for the rest of my life.”

	“You have put me through some strange things over the years.” I laughed as I thought of all the mischief she got us into. “And I’m glad to have been a part of them.”

	Rachel smiled and gave me a wink. “I always was the wild one. Maybe you can be a wild one now too!”

	I hadn’t laughed that hard in two years.

	 


Chapter Three: Maddie

	 

	 

	“We’ll take a cab tonight. It’ll give me time to tell you who I’m going to introduce you to.” Rachel threw her hand in the air and flailed her arm around to hail a cab. 

	I think she was trying to prepare me for the overwhelming night ahead of us but, to be honest, it was a one way conversation. I wasn’t listening as I watched the dazzling array of lights swim past me in a fervor. There were people everywhere, going here and there. I’m sure some of them were going out but some could have been going home to their families for the night. That was where I wanted to be. Safe and alone back at Rachel’s dim, rundown apartment. Hiding from all of those people.

	“Are you even listening to me?” Rachel sighed deeply as she smacked me on the shoulder.

	“No. I’m preoccupied with the wonders of being out of the States. I can’t believe I am finally here! I’ve wanted to come to England for so long, I’m afraid I’ve romanticized the whole thing in my head.” I was still gaping as the busy London streets passed me by.

	There were people, cars, and buses in every direction. They seemed to fly by as I looked up at the tall buildings. I wonder what the skyline must look like at night? I was a bit in awe as street after street of lights and vehicles passed my eyes. You would think I had never been to a city before, by the way that I stared. 

	“You? Romanticized? You are the least romantic person I know.” She smiled as she rolled her eyes.

	“I think it comes from reading too many romance novels over the years.” I continued staring out the back window of the cab like a child.

	“I thought I would be able to hide the fact that you’re just a tourist but I’m afraid you’re a terrible actor. You always were one to wear your feelings and emotions on your sleeve.” She let out another scoff.

	“I’ve never been able to lie with any success either. That’s why you are the actress and I’m the artist.” I threw over my shoulder. “I can’t believe you have been in London for three years!” I grinned. “How does it feel to follow your wild heart and become a famous stage actress?” 

	She giggled. “I’m not famous! Yet.”

	Acting was Rachel’s life and she was amazing. I once asked her why she didn’t just go to New York to Broadway like all of the other stage actresses trying to make it big. Her response was that New York wasn’t far enough from home. So here she was, in London, living her dream.

	The cab driver suddenly pulled up to a curb and announced that we were at our destination. The Hound and Hare. Rachel ushered me out of the cab and into the cold January wind. The feeling of the cold made all of the excitement stall in my chest. If I had my eyes closed I could very well be back home with the same cold wind blowing through me. But I wasn’t back home. I was in London, with the single most important person to me.

	“I don’t know why he dropped us off on this side of the street.” Rachel glared back at the cab as it drove away quickly. She shook her head back and forth as her tight auburn curls bounce around. “The pub is across the street. So we will have to cross down there.” She pointed to the crosswalk.

	“I thought we were being wild and reckless in this new life of mine? Why don’t we just cross here?” I suggested with a smile.

	She stared at me doubtfully for a second and then grinned. “So, we will start with baby steps, will we?” We giggled like a couple of school girls as we haphazardly crossed the busy street. Once we made it to the door of the Hound and Hare she shouted to the sky, “Success! I have finally corrupted you to the point of jaywalking.” She gave me a broad smile with a quick wink. “Now we get to see if your drinking has improved any.” She laughed as she opened the door and ushered me in.

	“It’s been a while for me and you know I’m a lightweight when it comes to drinking.” I nervously reminded her as we entered the busy bar.

	The moment we walked through the door Rachel was greeted with loud drunken cheers by her friends. In all honesty, it was the whole bar that greeted her with raised glasses. I froze and stared at the room full of people in near terror as they all went back to their frothy beers and conversations. So much for a few drinks with a few friends from the theater! I was beginning to think I should turn tail and run.

	“Maddie, there are two places at the bar over here.” She grasped my arm and haphazardly dragged me to the bar.

	I quickly looked down at my feet so as to make sure I didn’t trip over them. Then I quietly attempted to look around the Hound and Hare as I tried to dodge people. The building was old with tarnished brass fixtures and a low ceiling. The room was brightly lit over the bar and crooked tables but the back of the building seemed darker. Maybe it was the dark and heavy wood grains and the slightly uneven floor. The wooden bar itself was made of an aged dark wood and it had smooth and well-worn wooden bar stools to match. I looked up and found that the mirrored wall behind the bar was lined with neat row after neat row of various liquor and wine bottles. I suddenly realized in my nervous over aware state, that I never really thought about how much alcohol existed in the world. 

	“Maddie, I’d like to introduce you to...” Rachel started rattling off names as she went down the line of people at the bar.

	I smiled and nodded kindly at each person as their names escaped my ears. Each one seemed friendly but their names and faces just blurred in my memory as my mind started to reel. Once the introductions ceased, I closed my eyes tightly in an attempt to tamper out my overwhelming social anxiety. 

	When I opened my eyes again, I found myself staring at my reflection again and wondering who I had become. I drew in a deep breath and let it out as a slow controlled breath of air. The room was packed and that only made my anxiety worse. My gaze slowly rolled over the huge, tarnished mirror that reflected the bar. It made the room seem a bit larger but it was just as tight with people. There wasn’t an open seat in the house once we claimed our barstools.

	Eventually my eyes made it to the back of the building where I found what seemed to be a collection of old pictures and memorabilia hung on every wall. They seemed to depict an earlier era of the West End. The photos were proudly displayed neatly on the wall above and on either side of the fireplace too. 

	The noise of the patrons talking and laughing suddenly became a loud hum in my ears as I slid onto the smooth wooden seat of my bar stool. Again I drew in a deep breath in order to calm my nerves. The scent of the strong aromatic combination of ale and beer mixed with the smell of the wood burning fireplace. Overall it was an overwhelming combination of the senses. 

	I found myself attempting to listen to Rachel and her friends but I struggled to even keep up with their conversation. Then I realized that one young man was talking to me as I took in my surroundings. He seemed pleasant but I was already out of my comfort zone and I had no idea what to say to the poor guy. I’m sure he was just trying to be nice and converse with the poor American woman with the overwhelmed stare, but he wasn’t very successful.

	Rachel reached over and tapped my hand. “I need a beer. Do you want something Maddie?”

	I leaned cautiously into her ear. “I don’t know what I want but I think I need something strong to pull me through tonight.”

	She laughed her melodiously laugh. “You should start off easy. It may be a long night.”

	I ended up with a fruity mixed drink of some sort and then I made the effort to finally catch up with the conversation that the nice young man next to me was carrying on. He was too young for me personally, but I could at least be polite and try to be of interest.

	After a while of blank stares and my comment of, “I’m sorry, what were you saying?,” the poor man turned his kind attentions to a different young woman who seemed eager to follow along with his conversation. That came as a relief because I could sit and take in all of the things going on around me.

	I sat there watching the crowd in the mirror, as a loud group of guys suddenly decided to take their leave of the pub. They filed out the door happily as they slapped each other on the back and led their drunk friends out into the cold. Then, as the door swung free, in walked a tall, strikingly good looking man with wavy dark hair and the bluest eyes I had ever seen. He was older than most of the other guys but not old by any means. That was probably because men had a tendency to age more gracefully. This man was more my type than any of the boys in the pub. I knew he would tower over my five foot three inches. He was possibly even an entire foot taller than me. He had a solid build too, according to the long black coat and the fitted gray slacks he was wearing.

	The entire pub, again, greeted the newcomer with a great cheer of welcome and I began to wonder if they did that to everyone that walked through the door. The newcomer grinned and said his hellos to the bar. He removed his long woolen black coat and headed over to the now vacant corner and sat at the empty table. The corner vacated by six, now only seated one. 

	The waitress moved quickly through the crowd and ended up at the lone soul’s table. They greeted each other as if they had known each other for years. Maybe they had, in this bar. I turned away, back to the bar but I could still see the man in the reflection of the mirror. The waitress placed a pint of dark beer on the table in front of him. Then he thanked her kindly and settled back into his chair as if he had been sitting there all along.

	“That’s Aiden Hughes.”

	I jumped when Rachel suddenly whispered in my ear. She must have been watching me stare at the man like a wide eyed puppy.

	“He’s the producer of the play I’m in. He’s absolutely amazing. He started his career as an actor and he has done some really amazing pieces. Everyone says he comes by it naturally because his father was an actor too but I think he has just worked really hard over the years.” She stopped only long enough to take another drink of her beer. “I was excited when I got this part because I knew it was one of his productions but then I found out he was directing too. I love working with him. He is very direct when he works but he doesn’t seem to mind giving extra guidance and encouragement to those that need it. You know, instead of being a stuck up snob and yelling about how we are all awful young actors. He’s also very shy outside of work but when you get to know him he’s a very down to earth kind of guy.” She paused and gave me a big grin. “And yes, he is currently single!”

	“That is the last thing I need!” I smacked her on the arm as she let out another peal of laughter. 

	“Maybe it is what you need. You’re trying to do things different here aren’t you?” She gave me a look that said she had been thinking about that very scenario for a while.

	“Is that the real reason you invited me to come to London? Not to see your performance but to try and hook me up with a man?” I shook my head at her.

	“No, but it wouldn’t hurt you to at least get back in the water.” She rolled her eyes again.

	“I would drown if I got back in the water, Rachel!” I scoffed back at her. “Besides, do I really look like I could handle a well-known actor-director-producer from London? I don’t think so!” I shook my head and awkwardly took the final drink from my glass.

	“I didn’t mean him specifically, but yes, you could handle a relationship or two, if you would just try.” She smiled judgmentally as she ordered me yet another mixed drink.

	“And what exactly would I do with a man and a relationship? Sob all over him and tell him all of my woes and problems?” I accepted my drink kindly and turned back to her.

	“I certainly hope not!” Her eyes grew big and round as she looked at me with a horrified look on her face. “But you could at least get laid! Good Lord, get back in and enjoy the rest of your life.”

	We stared at each other for a moment as if we didn’t even know one another. Then we both erupted with laughter. It was a hard truth to all of a sudden be single in the world after being happily married for seven years. I clearly couldn’t keep up with the world, much less another man. And as for having one in my bed, well, that we would have to deal with when we came to it.

	I glanced back at the reflection of Mr. Hughes in the mirror behind the bar and saw that more people had migrated into his corner. Yet he was still alone at his table. He seemed to be deep in thought with his brow furrowed. Then he looked up and our eyes met. 

	Oh, those eyes could be a problem. I glanced away as if my soul was bared to the world. Then it dawned on me that it was possible that he was looking at Rachel and not at me. How could I be so ridiculous as to think he would be looking at me? There were a ton of people in this pub, so I bravely glanced back at the reflection only to find him still looking intently in what seemed to be our direction.

	“I’m going to the bathroom, Rachel.” I continued to watch the reflection as I slowly stepped down from my bar stool. “Watch my drink for me, will you?”

	“Sure thing. But if you’re not back in five, I’m coming to make sure you haven’t escaped through the window!” She smiled.

	I laughed back at her. “No, I will never embarrass myself by getting stuck in a window like you!”

	She pulled my drink in front of her with a grin before she continued her conversation with the young man next to her. That allowed me to finally be able to make a slow and agonizing escape through the mangle of patrons at the back of the bar.

	 


Chapter Four: The Great Aiden Hughes, the Hound and Hare, London

	 

	 

	For some reason the Hound and Hare had a cozy feeling to me. I always loved getting a pint after rehearsal and just enjoying the atmosphere. It was one of the few places that I still felt socially comfortable these days. How I, Aiden Hughes, could be so in any pub, I had no idea. There was no explaining it. I was just comfortable here. 

	The establishment was nearly full to the brim tonight, since most of the cast and crew were having a pre-celebratory drink before tomorrow night’s opening. I always thought it was strange that the Hound and Hare had attracted those who loved the theatre. Maybe it had to do with the landlord’s family having a history in theater or something.

	As I entered the age old pub, I was greeted by the establishments unspoken rule to greet newcomers with a great cheer. It was a strange tradition, but one none the less. I usually sat at the end of the bar but it was full tonight and there happened to be an open table right inside the door. So I took a seat and waved at the waitress. She probably already had my pint poured by the time I sat down. I sat back for a moment and took in my surroundings. It was one of the few London pubs left with a real wood-burning fireplace. I started to relax as I inhaled the heady smell of the wood that brought out the different flavors in the room.

	Once my beer arrived, I settled in and started to think seriously about some of the problems and concerns the main director, and my good friend, Craig, had with today’s rehearsal. I hated it when he was so cocky about the cast being too inexperienced. It never failed. If it was an actor younger than him, then they weren’t experienced enough. We had the perfect cast for A Life Ago, yet he thought that we needed better. He even had the audacity to complain that the supporting cast wasn’t good enough. It was obvious that he still had a problem with respecting my decisions as his producer. Of course, I do have to admit that, I have a reputation to give some younger cast members a little more guidance when they need it. But I always felt like it was our job, being more experienced, that we should be encouraging the younger generation of actors and actresses. How were they going to get the experience if we didn’t encourage them? I agreed that just because they were fresh out of uni didn’t make them seasoned. Hell, even Craig and I had a great mentor when we were younger. I was beginning to wonder if he had forgotten that fact. I was starting to get tired of battling with him and purposefully moved away from the subject.

	I sighed and looked at all of the familiar faces around the pub. Then my eyes landed on a face that I didn’t recognize. She was young and petite, as far as height goes. She was a very attractive brunette with long tresses of wavy hair and she was extremely curvy. I faintly wondered if she had brown eyes. 

	I shifted my weight in my chair as my eyes slowly followed her curves. The tight bright crimson shirt she was wearing was what caught my attention but my eyes stopped at the tall black heels she was wearing. I liked those heels. They made her legs look very long.

	I looked back at her reflection in the mirror behind the bar and realized she was very pretty. Then she turned back to the mirror and my breathing stalled. Her eyes were dark. They were very dark indeed. It was strange, I couldn’t seem take my eyes off her. I had never seen her in the pub before but she was conversing with a group of people I was familiar with. Maybe she was with a friend or something. 

	I continued to watch closely as her eyes seemed to dart around the room and then back to the group she was with. She bowed her head for a moment then she looked back up nervously as she enticingly bit her lower lip. After a few more minutes she stood up and headed to the back of the pub. I watched her intently until she was out of sight, then I sighed in disappointment and turned back to my beer. 

	I wonder who the mysterious woman is? I turned my pint in circles with my thumbs and forefingers as I patiently waited for her to come back. When I looked up again I noticed that a bloke had taken the sweet little brunettes seat while she was gone.

	“That was a gentlemanly move, you ass,” I mumbled into my beer as I took a long drink. The man was absolutely hammered.

	When the woman returned to find her seat taken she just shook her head and stepped aside to continue a conversation with her friend. The crowd shifted and I found that her friend was Rachel Lewis. It wasn’t really a surprise to see her talking to Rachel. Rachel was extremely social. She may even be a little too social.

	It was only a few moments more when I realized that I still hadn’t taken my eyes off the beautiful woman. And she was just that. Beautiful. What was wrong with me? I don’t even remember the last time I spoke to a woman that wasn’t my ex-wife or an actress standing on a stage in front of me. I guessed there was no harm in just watching her. I could see, now that she was standing, that she held herself rigid and straight as if she was uncomfortable but she still had a certain softness to her.

	Then our eyes locked when she turned and looked in my direction. I could read the panic in her eyes as she darted her eyes back around the room. When she turned away again, Rachel gave me a wink and waved me over. That made me smile. I looked down at my empty pint. Maybe I should get another drink from the bar.

	 


Chapter Five: Maddie

	 

	 

	After I made my way back from the bathroom through the throng of people, I found that my bar stool had been taken by a man wearing a horrible fedora. I knew I wasn’t great with fashion but that hat could not be fashionable. He was loud and talking back obnoxiously to the bartender who was arguing with him about his tab. I quickly decided that he was not a person I wanted to confront just to get my bar stool back.

	Rachel eyed me apologetically and put her hand out to me. “You can have my seat and I’ll stand.”

	“No, I should stand for a while. I shouldn’t drink too long while sitting or I may not be able to stand by the end of the night.” I grinned at her as I eyed the man with the ugly fedora.

	I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as if to try to expel the chaotic feeling of being a fish out of water. There really were too many people in the building for my comfort and I found myself getting nervous again. I slowly looked around the room to see if there was a patio where I could get away for a while without leaving but to my disappointment there was no escape. 

	As I looked back at the mirror behind the bar, I again felt compelled to look at the reflection of the handsome Mr. Hughes. Again those blue eyes seemed to be looking in my direction. I looked around curiously to see if maybe there was a TV around. Maybe that was why he was looking in this direction. He was following some sort of game or something. Upon inspection I did find a TV but it wasn’t turned on. It seemed odd to have a TV in such a place but not have it turned on.

	I glanced back at the reflection to see Mr. Hughes was still looking in my general direction. He had an attractive smile. Then he looked away when someone shouted to him from the back of the bar. He smiled and greeted the well-wisher back. He shouted something about it being a long while since he had seen them and he hoped all was well. There was nothing more than that. Then those intense eyes were back.

	“Rachel, would you hand me my drink, please.” I drank what little I had left in my glass as she handed it to me. “Bartender, can I get a whiskey please. Johnny Walker, black label, if you have it.” I nervously glanced back at the mirror. “Make that a double! Please.” I squeaked. Rachel looked at me as if I had gone mad.

	“You only go for old Johnny when you are desperate. What’s wrong?” She attempted to look concerned but there seemed to be humor in her eyes.

	“I feel as if there are some very cool blue eyes focused on me and I have no idea what to do about it,” I whispered into her ear as I accepted my new glass.

	“Where?” she whispered back giddily as she gazed around the room. When her eyes stopped at the same corner table, her eyes widened brightly. She turned back to me and winked. “Well, that didn’t take long.”

	“So, I’m not crazy? You are seeing the same blue eyes I am. He is looking in this direction isn’t he?” I shifted my weight nervously and bowed my head again.

	“Yeah, they are a pretty blue, aren’t they?” she teased. “Like I said, he is single.”

	“I think it’s time for me to leave.” I grabbed my drink and attempted to down that too.

	Rachel snatched the glass out of my hand. “I don’t think so! You are not bailing on me tonight! And you certainly aren’t going to down this entire glass of whiskey! You are here to have fun. You’re supposed to do things that you would never do back home. This is about you jaywalking and getting stuck in windows. Now, walk over there and say hello.”

	“Sure Rachel. I can just walk over to him and say, Hi, I’m Maddie and your blue eyes are gorgeous!” I spouted sarcastically as I grabbed for my glass.

	“I prefer brown eyes myself.” There was suddenly a male voice coming from over my shoulder. “Bartender, another please.” It was Aiden Hughes and he had a very big smile on his face as he gently sat down his empty pint glass on the bar top.

	Rachel was grinning from ear to ear. “Hello again. Aiden Hughes, this is my good friend Madison Taylor. Maddie, this is The Great Aiden Hughes!”

	I turned around slowly in embarrassment to see those cool blue eyes. Good Lord, they were even more magnificent up close!

	“I don’t know about the great part but, hello, Madison Taylor.” Mr. Hughes flashed a big grin. But he seemed to have a slight blush to his cheeks.

	“This is my cue to run screaming from the room.” I mumbled sarcastically toward Rachel. “Hello Mr. Hughes. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I plastered an awkward smile on my face as I extended my hand for a hand shake.

	“No, not Mr. Hughes. Please, it’s just Aiden. Mr. Hughes makes me feel old.” He grinned back at me. “And it is my pleasure to meet you.” He took my hand in his and gently kissed the back as he kept grinning.

	My mouth dropped open I was so surprised. No one had ever kissed the back of my hand besides Grayson. I still had that unsettling feeling as I just stared wide eyed into those azure eyes of his.

	“I seem to have a few open seats at my table. Would you ladies like to join me? I could use the company this evening,” Aiden stated casually as he accepted his pint from the bartender.

	Rachel piped up with a quick, “Of course, Aiden. We would love to!” She grabbed my arm and dragged me clumsily toward the corner table. The glass in my hand sloshed around and I prayed that I wouldn’t spill it all over myself as Aiden followed close behind.

	Once we reached the table however, Rachel suddenly waved giddily to the back of the bar. “Oh, Maddie, look! Kerry is here. I really must go say hi. I haven’t seen him in a while. If you two will excuse me for just a moment.” She excused herself and sauntered away to the back of the pub. As she walked away she threw a wink over her shoulder at me. I knew then I was in trouble. Now I would have to have an actual conversation with another person. Well, why not! Where was an open window when you needed it?

	“You will have to excuse Rachel. She thinks it’s amusing to play with my social insecurities and to make me feel awkward.” I hung my head in shame as I took the seat that Aiden held out for me.

	“She did leave rather abruptly.” He laughed as he took his own seat. He bowed his head for a moment. Again I noticed the slight blush on his cheeks as he suddenly cringed. “Would it make things easier if I told you I am a bit awkward in social settings myself?”

	I smiled at the look on his face. “How does that work? With you being an actor and all?” How could a person that looked like him be socially awkward?

	He smiled with that little cringe again and took a drink of his full beer “Well, I like to make people laugh and I love acting but I have a tendency to be a bit shy around people I’m not familiar with. It takes me a good long while to ease up.”

	“But you can walk up to me, a complete stranger, and strike up a conversation?” I teased.

	Again there was another brilliant smile. “Yes, well I am in a comfortable setting and I am familiar with the group you are with. That makes it a bit easier for me.”

	I quickly took a drink from my glass to offset the feeling that I was gaping at the very charming man as he spoke. Once I got closer to him I could see just how brilliant his eyes were. The irises were a bright azure but toward the center there was a much darker ring of indigo around the pupil. He had a very straight nose and an angular jaw. I wondered what he used on his skin. It was flawlessly smooth.

	“You seem to be a close friend of Rachel’s. I seem to remember her saying something about missing our very important rehearsal today because she had to pick someone up at the airport.” He smiled again at me and I thought my heart was going to stop.

	“Yes, that would have been me.” I quickly looked down into my own glass. “I’m sorry she missed final rehearsal. I know how important it was. My flight was delayed by four hours.”

	 He grinned. “That’s brutal! Four hours waiting at the airport? I’m surprised you are still standing.” He chuckled. “Are you here to see the performance tomorrow? It’s opening night and there will be much excitement in the air.” He slowly started to turn his pint in a circle with his thumbs and index fingers. I wondered if he did that because he was nervous.I spouted quickly, “Yes! I am very excited to see this new play. Rachel has talked so much about it and she seems to be enamored by it. She and I have been planning my trip around tomorrow night’s opening. I thought I would come support her in her successful performance. We will get to spend some time catching up since we haven’t seen each other in a very long time. Then I’m off to Italy and Greece.” Why did I just say all of that? He didn’t care what my plans were in life. His very blue eyes grew wide at my sudden outburst. “You must be a wonderful friend. And a great adventurer.”

	“Yes, to the friend and no, to the adventurer part.” I blushed. “This is my first time traveling to such an extent. I don’t have any definite plans other than making it to Italy and Greece at some point in the coming months.”

	“Well, I hope you will stay in England long enough to see all it has to offer.” He was being nice and polite to me but I imagined that his interest was waning already.

	“Believe me, I will. I’m from the suburbs of Chicago and it isn’t anything like this. London is huge in comparison to my little city. We have a wonderful downtown with lots of tall skyscrapers and a historical train station. But London is a city that has been built and rebuilt for nearly a thousand years. The merger of architectural design alone is spectacular. 

	“I was so excited when I heard that Rachel landed this part and I’d get to come. I figured that this was the time for me to explore the architecture of London. And the museums and galleries are calling to me. I bet London has a beautiful night skyline!” I was talking so fast I doubt that he even understood what I was saying. “The history here amazes me. I want to see the National Gallery first!” I paused yet again in embarrassment. “You must think I’m nothing but a crazy tourist going on and on about the things you see every day.”

	There was that bright flashy grin again. “No, you just seem very passionate. I’m not one to judge a person about their passions. It sounds like you are very interested in the arts.”

	“I am an artist.” I tried to look over his shoulder so I didn’t get lost in those eyes but once again I found myself swimming in those deep pools of blue. “An illustrator and painter actually. So I have a tendency to get excited about such things.” My face felt like it was on fire.

	Suddenly he had a curious look on his face as he looked up and past me. Then I felt someone roughly tap me on the shoulder. I turned in my seat to be greeted by the young boyish man with the ugly fedora. He was barely standing on his own and his eyes were red and unfocused. He smiled at me with his lopsided grin and tilted his head to the side.

	“Well, aren’t you a pretty one!” he shouted in my face. He must have been smashed to think shouting was going to help his pick-up. “I’m gonna buy you a pint.” He slurred in my direction as he swayed back and forth.

	Aiden was very polite and he had a genuine smile on his face, “I’m afraid the lady and I are engaged in a conversation. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind allowing us to continue.” 

	All I could do was stare with wide eyes at the boy, whom I could only assume was about to fall into my lap. As he opened his mouth to speak again the full glass of beer slipped from his hand. The glass fell and broke on the uneven floor boards, sending glass and beer all over the floor and all over me. The boy looked down in heartbroken distress at the broken glass all over the floor. As he stared, his fedora fell and landed in the beer. He shouted some expletives about his ruined hat in my face because he was standing too close. 

	I stood up slowly and shook the glass off my favorite sparkly black stilettos. I cringed at the thought of trying to clean the beer off my shoes later. Then the boy grabbed my arm and attempted to drag me away from the table. All the while he was telling me I needed to replace his hat and that we were going to get another drink.

	Aiden stood quickly and came around the table to my rescue as the boy turned away but I took my opportunity and slammed the butt of my palm into the crook of the boy’s arm as hard as I could. I forced my arm free of his hand and I jerked back and stumbled against the table. I accidentally knocked over my chair and stepped in more glass in my rush to put distance between me and the boy. He cried out in slight pain as he stumbled to the side and fell to the floor, hands and knees first into the beer and glass. He shouted in more pain as he started bleeding from the many small cuts in his hands. When I looked up again I saw a few other guys headed toward our table and Aiden had maneuvered his body partly in front of mine.

	One of the guys shook his head as he helped the boy back to his feet. “Come on, I think it’s time to leave now. We’ll get you cleaned up and get you home.” He gave me an apologetic look. 

	“She ruined my hat!” the boy shouted in his friend’s face. “She has to buy me another hat!”

	“You ruined your own hat when you dropped it. I think you owe this lady an apology for ruining her night.” The nice man held his friend up awkwardly by his arm and I wondered if it hurt.

	“I dropped my hat?” The boy seemed to be on the verge of tears. “My beautiful hat? I loved that hat.” He mumbled and slumped his shoulders forward as his friend held him in place.

	“Now apologize to the lady.” The nice man was trying his best to hold his friend up on his feet.

	“I ruined your whole night?” The boy asked as if he were perplexed. He frowned deeply, “I just wanted to buy you a drink and now I have ruined your night and my fabulous hat.” He looked down at his feet in shame. “My hands are bleedin’! Why am I bleedin’?” he questioned his friend when he
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