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      Andrea, a new widow, is taking her therapist's advice and getting out of her apartment - and The Thirsty Meeple looks like a good place to start. Running into her old co-worker, Dane, is a blessing as she settles into a new routine.

      

      Dane thought he'd lost any chance at wooing the most beautiful woman in the world, especially when she got married. When Andrea walks back into his life, he's not going to let her get away again. But the innocent secret he kept in the past is about to put their budding relationship to the test... will it survive?

      

      Content Warning: This story contains mentions of physical violence against women, along with emotional abuse and adultery.

      

      HIV/AIDS is mentioned as well, with reference to testing and medication.
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      The cab pulled to the curb, light snow falling on the windshield as the driver threw the car into park.

      "Here you go. The Thirsty Meeple." He tripped over the last word before looking out at the two-story house. The red and white Christmas tree lights flashed wildly, laid out in erratic patterns along the windowsills. An inflatable snowman wobbled on the front lawn, dangerously close to breaking free of the restricting cables. Someone had glued a wooden staff to one hand, a bright blue tarp providing a cloak for the merry balloon man.

      "Interesting looking place." The driver checked the meter. "That'll be eight dollars and seventy-five cents."

      Sitting in the back seat, Andrea Tross gripped her purse in both hands. She looked out at the large blue wooden piece standing guard on the porch next to the entrance—a Meeple, a universal image of a board game piece.

      A pirate hat was perched precariously on the figure, tilted rakishly to one side.

      A long moment passed, the only noise coming from the radio as dispatchers squawked instructions and orders.

      "Ah..." The white-haired driver turned, the concern on his face evident. "You okay? I can take you someplace else if you're not..."

      The words were enough to jar her into motion, open her purse and grab her wallet.

      "I'm fine." She pushed a ten through the slot. "Keep the change. Thank you."

      She forced herself to get out of the car, standing on the sidewalk.

      The cab pulled away.

      A round of laughter and applause came from the house, the noise vibrating through the front windows. Andrea studied the bright lights strung around the building, the decorative display including a pair of sparkling, white wire reindeer copulating on the roof, wearing red hats. Christmas had been a few weeks ago, but the festive atmosphere was still on full display here.

      Much quieter than her own holiday—alone for the first time in five years.

      "Andrea?"

      The single word brought her around, her heels skittering on the concrete. For a second, she thought about bolting, running down the street after the departing taxi—then she saw who had called her name.

      "Hey." Dane Halpern trotted toward her, a friendly smile breaking through the thick beard. He wore a dark brown leather jacket, buttoned up to the top. The well-worn jeans led down to a pair of cowboy boots—fashionable, but hardly practical in this weather. All he was missing was a cowboy hat.

      "Wow—good to see you."

      She let him take both her hands in his; accepted the peck on the cheek.

      "I haven't seen you in... months." He stepped back, his salt and pepper hair catching the Christmas lights. "You look good. Great, even." He looked toward the house. "You coming to the pub?"

      "I... I was thinking about it."

      "All right then. Here, let me help you up the path—might be some ice here and there; don't want you to slip." He offered his arm. "Let's grab a drink and warm up, chat for a bit. Been a while since I've seen you."

      "You come here often?" she asked. The greasy ball in her stomach began to unwind, her nervousness easing with each step. She hadn't seen the private investigator in over a year, and he gave off waves of security and confidence, something she needed right now.

      "Monday night, every week." He chuckled. "A way for me to relax and clear my mind. I assume you're looking for the same."

      Another wave of laughter broke from the building, rolling over the two of them. She let out a deep sigh. "Therapist suggested I get back out in public, be more sociable. I saw this place listed as one of the best places to play games."

      "An excellent choice." He had a rakish smile. "Since it's your first time here, how about you stick with me tonight? Promise to behave myself—but all bets are off if you start winning too much."

      "I'd appreciate that." She tried to ignore her racing heart as she tucked herself next to him. "I shouldn't be nervous, but..."

      "Totally understandable. Don't worry," Dane said as they walked up the path together. "No one's going to judge you here—and if they do, they'll answer to me."

      The stained-glass door was breathtaking, the elaborate design incorporating a twenty-sided die, a fan of playing cards and a wooden pawn—reminding her of the Parcheesi game she'd played as a child.

      "Custom work." Dane opened it for her, the blast of warm air sweeping over them. "Won't find it anywhere else. Along with some of the games up in the library."

      She stepped inside, curiosity overriding her nervousness.
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      He couldn't believe his eyes when he saw her exit the taxi, shifting her weight from one leg to the other as she stared at the pub. For a second, he thought she was about to run after the cab, but she held her ground.

      Andrea.

      It was almost a year to the day since the funeral. He'd been there, as had all the law firm and their associates, watching Edward Bennett being lowered into the ground.

      The woman Edward was with had been buried a day earlier, in a grave not too far away from where they stood—the whispering in the back had reached his ears, spectators curious if Andrea knew the real circumstances of how her husband wrapped his car around the tree, the first responders finding him half-dressed along with his passenger.

      He watched her stand apart from the rest of the crowd, dressed in black as the rest of Edward's family revolved around the coffin and peeled off, racing for their cars.

      Dane paused just long enough to witness her walking away, alone.

      Another missed chance.

      Now fate had intervened, and she was on his arm, walking into The Thirsty Meeple, and the world was that much brighter.

      He held the door open for her to walk through, then moved in behind her.

      "Hey, Dane! Great to see you." Jake Woodworth, the bartender/owner, waved at them from behind the bar, directly in front of them. "Come on in—you're early and have time for a drink."

      He nodded at Andrea. "Hi there. Welcome to The Thirsty Meeple. I'm Jake—anything you need, ask." A chuckle followed. "Within reason, and the legal system, of course."

      Dane led her over to the bar. "Jake here makes a mean martini. And all sorts of other fancy drinks that I can't pronounce, but he'll charge you a pretty penny for."

      "Andrea. Pleased to meet you." She settled onto the stool, placing her purse on the varnished counter top. "Let's keep it simple for my first time. How about an Irish coffee?"

      "Coming right up." Jake headed for a nearby coffee machine.

      She twisted around, taking in the odd decor. "This is... something."

      "That's one word for it." He took off his leather jacket. "May I take your coat?"

      "Oh. Sure." She handed him the light brown wrap, giving him a clear view of her scarlet sweater and jeans. "Thanks."

      Dane walked over to the nearby pegs set on one wall and hung them up. Something was definitely the word to use—the walls displayed old board games, rules and score sheets taped or hung over the drab off-white wallpaper. Pictures of role-playing art hung here and there, pulled out of source books and slapped into cheap frames. Warrior women fought dragons; brave thieves extracted gems from a statue's eyes—barbarians waved axes at ice giants.

      He sat down next to her. "Historical data: this used to be a private home."

      She smiled as she ran her fingers through her loose blond hair. "I see."

      He lifted one hand, pointing at the different areas. "Rezoned and renovated about a decade ago to turn it into an old-fashioned pub. Only problem was, not enough business to keep it going. So, it went on the market—Jake and a few others got the money together to buy it, re-branded themselves as a place for fun, for games."

      Dane pointed at the chalkboard set on the far wall, the thick white marks laying out the schedule. "Weekly schedule. Monday, today—board games. Tuesdays, card games. Wednesday, role-playing games. The others… you see how they're laid out."

      "That's..." She hesitated, drawing in a deep breath. "That's impressive. I found this place on social media, just noted they had a board game night, so..."

      "Don't worry—everyone's pretty mellow, so if you decide to drop in on any night, you'll be as welcome as you are right now. The themes are suggestions, not rules."

      Dane gestured at a man as he came around the corner and headed up the stairs, carrying an armful of boxes. "Harry handles the game library. It's upstairs, stored in what used to be the bedrooms—hundreds of different games, all open to be borrowed. Ask him for a specific game, and he'll bring it down for you, if possible. If not, he'll recommend something along the same lines."

      "Wow." Andrea laughed. "That's amazing."

      "That's the appeal," Jake said as he returned, putting the spiked cup of coffee in front of her. "You come on in, have a relaxing evening playing the game of your choice. Or you can chill with a drink, no pressure to participate if you don't want to. If you want to watch sports like you would in all those other bars, you can do that too."

      He waved at the smaller room behind him, the wide-screen television showing a local sports team as people relaxed on the leather couch. "We're flexible." He slid a paper menu over before placing a frosty glass of beer in front of Dane. "Also, got a limited food list. Nothing too fancy—it's a small kitchen."

      "Thank you." She smiled as she studied the choices.

      Jake nodded and moved off down the bar to deal with one of the waitresses.

      Dane took a sip of beer, relishing the cold drink. "So, Andi—what can I interest you in tonight?"

      Andrea smiled. "Why don't you show me what you like, and we'll take it from there?"

      He swallowed, tamping down his libido.

      Let her lead…
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      Andrea had started with the usual simple board games with her parents, graduating to more complicated, intense sessions that often led to family disputes. When the local library opened up a board game area, she was there—enjoying the chance to relax with friends and work out her stressful teenage years.

      The habit/addiction lasted right through to university and graduation—although many of her long-time friends had wandered away, to other cities or hobbies. After that, there wasn't much time for gaming as she worked at a handful of small firms, trying to make her mark as a new lawyer. A few years later, she lucked into getting an offer from Bennett, Bennett, and Bennett, an established legal firm with a solid reputation.

      Then there'd been no time for games, for much of anything other than work, sleep, and maybe eat, showing the senior partners what she could do. Dane had been one of many private investigators working on contract for B3, as the employees called the company in private.

      One day, Edward Bennett, one of the junior partners, had asked her out. Andrea considered saying no, but he was a decent guy—he'd never treated her as less than an equal. Sure, there was the stigma of dating a co-worker, but she didn't get out of the office much, and there were other couples in the firm, solid pairings who didn't seem to have any issues. Most of them welcomed her into their circle, glad to see Edward paired off with a fellow lawyer.

      Then Edward offered her a ring, and they'd married. But things hadn't changed, not all that much. He didn't begrudge her nights out with their mutual friends, too busy working late hours as he worked
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