
CON MAN

Lucas Taggart is the best con man in the business, so to speak.

A former-geek-turned-hottie, Luke is now an image consultant and life coach to the rich and privileged in New York City. His eight-week program is designed to transform ugly ducklings into swans by instilling some much-needed confidence, and hey, a makeover never hurts.

But when Ainsley Carrington signs up as a client, Luke's world is thrown into a tailspin. Ainsley doesn't need an image consultant; her image is already perfect just the way it is. Luke immediately finds himself grappling with his attraction to the introverted beauty as all his old insecurities come bubbling back to the surface.

Thankfully, his new friend Mia is around to help him see that maybe the only makeover needed is on himself. Soon enough, the coach becomes the player as lines get blurred and professionalism gets thrown out the window.

The thing is, Luke doesn't date his clients. Ever. But fighting his desire is proving more difficult than he ever imagined. Especially since the cocky and arrogant "confidence man" has just completely lost his cool.

***CON MAN is a romantic comedy novel intended for ages 18+ due to some offensive language and graphic sex/sexual situations.***

READ WHEN YOU'RE IN THE MOOD FOR: cocky, fun, dramatic, insightful, relatable.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The gorgeous redhead leaned forward across my favorite table at my favorite restaurant, and from the look in her eyes, I already knew what was coming next. 

“So, what do you think?” she asked. “Should we take this conversation back to my hotel room?”

The two of us were seated at a prime patio table at Ocean, a fairly classy restaurant bordering the south end of Central Park. We’d been having a pleasant conversation from our outdoor post, enjoying the mid-summer breeze which was made blessedly cooler from the shade of our umbrella. We’d been planning to indulge in a leisurely meal as we talked, but Charise’s question ensured that this little luncheon was going to be cut rather short.

I eased back in my chair and assessed the fiery-haired bombshell seated across from me. Her invitation was unmistakable, and I found myself letting out with an exasperated breath. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

“Well, maybe I should have been a little clearer,” she purred, sliding a finger to trace along the swell of her ample breast. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to, ah, teach me a thing or two about what a man really wants.”

“That’s not what I do.” I’d encountered this scenario a time or two, and I’d learned it was best to just confront the situation head-on, without mincing words. “Look, Charise, I think you’ve been misinformed about what kind of service I provide. I’m not a sex therapist; I’m an image consultant.”

I’m the founder and CEO of Swan, Inc., New York City’s preeminent makeover service. People who felt stuck in the “ugly duckling” stage of their lives came to me for transformation. My services provided much more than a simple makeover, though. Aside from helping these ladies out with a new hairdo and some clothes, I also offered some intensive remodeling of their self-esteem. Reputedly, these methods helped to unleash a woman’s inner sexpot. 

It kinda went with the territory. The sex appeal was simply a happily unexpected side effect of the confidence training I provided.

Charise blinked a few times in my direction, clearly confused. “I was told that you teach women to be absolute maneaters. And after I saw the change in Darla Haagen... I mean, she was positively glowing by the time you got through with her. She said you were a godsend. She said she never experienced a better eight weeks in her entire life. I’m sorry. I guess I just assumed...”

“Sometimes people do. I’m not offended.” 

Most of the time, a new client and I will have engaged in a series of emails prior to our first meeting. Even if we haven’t, it was easy enough for them to do their homework on their own; my website clearly lays out what it is that I do. But sometimes, like in the case with Charise, here, people jumped to their own conclusions and thought they were merely hiring a high-priced escort. Hell, even if I was in the sex therapy business, actual sex isn’t a part of the therapy provided.

I gave Charise a smile, trying to put her at ease regarding the mixup. Essentially, the woman had just offered herself up on a silver platter only for me to turn her down. Rather than dwell on her undoubtedly bruised ego, I decided to point her in the right direction. “In fact, if you’re looking for a sex therapist, I can recommend someone for you. I know a guy out in Arizona—his name is Justice Drake and he’s the best at what he does. But he and I don’t work in the same field, understand?”

Charise tipped her head to the side and eyed me curiously. “No. I guess I don’t understand. I thought I was hiring you to teach me how to please a man.”

“Yes, to a point. Essentially what I do is teach you how to please yourself.” Charise’s lip curled, confirming that her mind was spinning all over again. Before she could jump to another conclusion, I added, “I teach confidence. That’s it. When you think about it, that’s the sexiest trait of all, wouldn’t you agree?”

I could see the shift in her posture as my words finally sunk in. “But I already have confidence.”

“Yes, you certainly do. Rightfully so.”

She gave me a flattered smile for that. “So, I guess this isn’t going to be a good fit, is it?”

“I’m sorry, no, it’s not.”

There was an awkward pause between us as the situation sank in, until finally, she let out with a resigned sigh. “Well,” she said agreeably as she rose from her chair. “It looks like my little sex-school adventure is going to turn into a shopping marathon instead.” She gave me a smile and held out her hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Luke.”

I came around to her side of the table to give her a hug. “You too, Charise.”

When we pulled away from each other, there was a devilish twinkle in her eye as she purred, “You know, Luke... Just because I’m not hiring you for sex, that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun off the clock. Armed with nothing but false information and your photograph, I flew all the way out here from Houston, and I have to say, you’re even more delicious than your picture. I’d hate to think the sexy vacation I was planning is actually going to be a complete letdown. I could use some company over the next couple of months while I’m here.”

I couldn’t contain my smirk as I answered, “That is one tempting offer, Charise. Truly. But I’m going to have to respectfully decline your generous proposition. Something tells me you’re going to have one hell of a vacation without me. Here,” I added, pulling out my wallet and digging around for my associate’s business card. “Maybe after you’ve torn up New York for a few days, you’ll decide to reroute to Sedona. Give Drake a call. He really knows his stuff.”

She took the card from my hand, flicking it around her fingers as she said, “I will. I promise.”

One of my brows raised as I added, “Although you strike me as someone who’s already well-schooled in this area.”

Charise grinned as she gave me a last peck on the cheek before jaunting across the patio and into the park.

My morning appointment was a bust, and my afternoon appointment wasn’t scheduled to be here for another two hours. Since now I had some time to kill, I decided to take a walk to clear my head. I asked Fernando to hold my table, then slipped out of the gated patio and into the courtyard. 

There were a few high-end boutiques that bordered this end of the park, so I did a little window shopping. Eyed up a new suit in the display at Brooks Brothers; checked out a kickass watch in the front case of Tiffany’s. When my stomach started growling, I became aware of my abandoned lunch, and stopped off at a corner pushcart to get a dirty-water dog with the works.

I loved the city. The noise, the crowds... hell, I even loved the traffic. New York never lets you forget it’s alive. It was the best place in the world to strike out on one’s own, to test a person’s mettle. You could live out your every dream or disappear into a sea of faces. Do whatever you wanted to do; be whoever you wanted to be.

I headed back to Ocean and hit the men’s room to clean up before my next appointment, throwing a couple bucks in the attendant’s tray and giving a quick glance in the mirror as I ran a hand through my hair.

I wasn’t always this good-looking.

Before you can accuse me of being an arrogant, conceited jerk, I’ll tell you that the personal assessment of my handsomeness is mentioned without spectacle or vanity of any kind. 

Well, maybe a little pride, but that’s it. And I’m only proud because it took a ton of hard work to get myself looking this way. 

So, I’m not going to apologize for being hot. I earned it. 

Countless hours at the gym, consultations with fashion gurus, and a whole helluva lot of mental reprogramming all combined to create the man you see standing before you today. 

Fact is, before I was one of the “beautiful people,” I used to view an attractive person with the same sort of indifference as I would a hot air balloon.

Pretty to look at, but there’s no substance to it.

Strange that I should’ve made my living as an image consultant, right? If I had such disregard for external beauty, then why did I make it my mission to help women achieve the height of theirs?

And no. Before you can ask, I’ll tell you emphatically that I did not start this whole venture as some elaborate scheme to pick up chicks. I’m not looking to hit on them. I’m looking to help them.

Unfortunately, the sad fact is this: I’ve been where these women are now. I know from firsthand experience what it’s like to be ignored or downright snubbed for not looking like those people you see on your television screens. Society as a whole has always been impressed with such superficial qualities in a person. Looking good is the easiest way to catch a guy’s eye, and if a woman is coming to me to help her land a man, she’s going to have to understand that men appreciate external beauty above all else.

At least they think they do.

That’s why the second part of my service is even more important than the first. Yes, I’ll whip your body into shape. Yes, I’ll hook you up with hair and makeup professionals. But while all that is happening, I’ll be working on your internal assets. Pointing out your positive attributes, trying to teach you how to use them to your advantage. Building your confidence in little baby steps until you’re ready to do it on your own. 

At the end of it all, you’ll have reached a point where you don’t even need that spa-day makeover, but you’ll get it just the same. Although by then, it’ll merely be icing on an already delicious cake.

CHAPTER TWO
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I was a few minutes early getting back to the restaurant, but as I made my way onto the patio, a woman who was obviously not my client was occupying my table. I guess I couldn’t have expected Fernando to just leave his station empty for two entire hours, but this woman didn’t look like she was ready to wrap up anytime soon. 

She was preoccupied with perusing the menu, allowing me an extra minute to peruse her. It didn’t take more than a glance to assess that she was gorgeous, and I allowed myself to appreciate the view. Blonde hair pulled back in an artless ponytail, the entire mass shining in the midday sun, model-high cheekbones above a full, luscious mouth, a bottom lip pinched between her teeth as she scanned the specials. 

It was almost intimidating.

Now. I know I just got through telling you that I held no stock in a pretty face. And for the most part, I meant it. But that was then and this is now and the fact of the matter is that I happened to be a red-blooded American male. I couldn’t not notice a beautiful woman. The difference between me and most of my gender, however, was that looks alone didn’t sell me. I needed more than that. 

I was curious to see if a killer personality went along with the killer looks, and figured there was no better time than the present to find out. I normally found that a pairing like that was a rarity, but what the hell. It was worth the shot. I had a few minutes to kill before one, so why not spend my wait with a little company? Realizing I had the perfect opening, I figured I could use the seating mixup to my advantage. I formulated an effective line as I closed the few paces that separated us, confident that I could win her over with my witty repartee.

But then she looked up.

I stopped dead in my tracks as I was met with the most incredible blue eyes I’d ever seen in my life. They were peeking through a fringe of heavy lashes, putting the sky to shame and tripping me up something fierce. 

The look on her face was apprehensive, though, and seeing that slip in her armor caused the most terrifying thought to seep into my brain: Wait. Is this my one o’clock?

No. Wasn’t possible. There was simply no way.

Please don’t let this be my new client. Please don’t let this–

“Lucas Taggart?” she asked. Her voice was a soft melody wrapped in an alluring timidity that reverberated all the way down my spine.

Not good.

“Yes,” I replied through sandpaper before clearing my throat. “You must be Ainsley Carrington.”

I was sure that the second misunderstanding of my day was about to take place. The girl I was looking at could hardly be considered an ugly duckling. She didn’t need an image consultant; her image was already perfectly fine just the way it was. 

Fresh. Natural. Beautiful. 

Totally. Fucking. Hot.

She rose from her chair to shake my hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Lucas.”

Her yellow sundress hugged a trim figure, subtle curves in all the right places. Her perfume assaulted me, and I inhaled the sweet floral scent against my will. 

This was bad. This was very, very bad.

“Nice to meet you, too, Miss Carrington. But please don’t call me Lucas.”

Her face immediately flushed as her eyes found her shoes. “Oh, I’m sorry! Should I have called you Mr. Taggart? I didn’t mean to—”

“No, of course not,” I offered, dipping my head to bring her eyes back to mine. What I saw there tipped me off to the reason she was here. As physically beautiful as she was, the poor girl was a nervous rabbit. I should have known better than to start out with a criticism, for godsakes. Why did I have to fluster her right off the bat? “I just meant that nobody calls me ‘Lucas.’ If we’re going to be on a first name basis, you can call me Luke.”

She smiled politely as she removed her hand from my grasp. I hadn’t even realized I was still holding onto it. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

The first sight of her smile made my heart stutter in my chest before I was able to collect myself and shake out of the schoolboy stupor. 

Jesus. There was no way I could take this job. How could I? My entire career was based on instilling confidence, and yet I felt mine had disappeared within two minutes of meeting this woman. She was... stunning. I didn’t think I’d be able to stop staring at her long enough to do my job properly. 

I was thinking of the most delicate way to foist her off on another consultant, someone who’d be able to maintain his professionalism for godsakes, when I found myself offering, “Why don’t we have a seat? I’ll order us a couple drinks and we can get down to it.”

Ainsley smoothed her skirt behind her knees and sat down, saying, “I was so nervous about meeting with you today. Thank you so much for agreeing to see me.” I watched her tuck a stray lock of that blonde hair behind her ear, her fingers shaking as she stared down at her place setting. I didn’t know what had happened to turn this beautiful girl into such an insecure wallflower, but I did know that I was intrigued. There was some serious untapped potential sitting across that table.

Within seconds, I was suddenly reversing my earlier decision. Regardless of my personal doubts, I decided passing this particular client along to someone else was not a viable option. Ainsley didn’t need someone. She needed me. She needed a confidence boost from a guy who was experienced enough to give it to her and I was the best con man there was, so to speak. I wouldn’t be doing her any favors by turning her away. Fact was, I could help her. I knew her story from my own past experience. How hard it must have been for her to take that first step and seek out my services. Harder still for her to actually send me that initial email. Practically a miracle that she followed through with our meeting today.

I can do this. Ainsley Carrington was no different than any other client. The thought strengthened my resolve. 

I waved a waiter over and ordered a bottle of Pellegrino. “Is that alright with you, Ainsley?”

She placed a napkin across her lap as she answered, “That sounds perfect, thank you.” As the waiter left us, Ainsley’s blank gaze met mine in expectation. “So, should I... Do you need to know why I’m here?”

“I already know why you’re here.” 

It always helped me to better understand my potential clients if I was granted a minute to assess their situation, and I was pretty sure I already had Ainsley Carrington figured out. Being an introvert allowed for a lifetime of observing people, and I’d learned how to pick up on their signals. Most of the time, they weren’t even aware they were giving them off. People are easy to read if you take the time to pay attention.

“Is it that obvious?” she lamented, organizing the silverware at her place setting. 

I shrugged in an attempt to ease her mind. “So, you’re shy. Big deal. The only ‘obvious’ thing to me is that you’re finally doing something about it.”

Ainsley shook her head and sighed. “Gosh, I must be even more of a dud than I thought. I grew up so sheltered, and now here I am, twenty-five years old, and I have no life!”

“I’ll help you change that.”

“I’m really insecure.”

“But what do you have to be insecure about? You’re hot.”

I wasn’t big on blowing smoke up people’s asses, but part of my program was to offer constant assurance. I always discovered at least one positive attribute that I could reinforce repeatedly, getting them used to the idea of believing it about themselves. It normally took me a little while to come up with an honest compliment, however, because I wasn’t in the habit of lying to my clients. But I hadn’t put any forethought into that “hot” comment; it just sort of slipped out. 

And it was one hell of an understatement.

But Ainsley avoided the commentary about her looks, and instead, a smile eked through as she tried to answer casually, “Luke, it’s okay. I know I’m not... you know... fun.”

What does fun have to do with being hot?

I eased back into my chair, absently tapping a fingertip against the linen tablecloth as I took in her words. I knew all too well what it felt like to be socially inhibited. “Well, I can definitely help you there. But Ainsley,” I added cautiously, “I feel it’s only right to be honest with you. My course encompasses a lot more than learning how to be the life of the party. We’ve got some hard work ahead of us, but I’m already thinking you’re gonna be tough enough to handle it.” As skittish as she seemed, I had already picked up an underlying resolve. Determination went a long way, and hers would serve her well.

She extended a genuine smile at me, and I felt my heart lurch. She had a gorgeous smile; lovely, full lips and delicate, straight teeth that would not be needing a bleaching. I mentally crossed the customary Laser-White visit off my Week Four checklist, and attempted to get this meeting back on track.

This was the part where I’d normally launch into my schpiel, but I didn’t want to overwhelm her more than I already had. Sure, all my clients were lacking confidence, but this one was downright petrified. I felt that one wrong move would send her scurrying for the hills. 

“So,” I said, attempting to ease into some talking points. “Maybe we should start with a Q and A? That’s always an easy way to break the ice.”

Ainsley rearranged the napkin across her lap and directed her next words toward it. “Well, good, because I’m not really sure how this works. I know you change women’s lives, but I guess I’m still unclear as to how.”

“Well,” I started in. “It’s more like I help women change their own lives.” When she seemed receptive to hearing more, I gave her the standard rundown, explained the role I’d be playing through it. Told her about the schedule we’d be keeping, the exercises I had planned, the homework she’d be expected to do. Mind you, I barely scratched the surface, but I was trying to keep from overwhelming her while still answering her question. 

It was hard not to notice the charming way she listened intently while simultaneously avoiding any sort of prolonged eye contact. It was kind of adorable. 

I was pretty distracted by Ainsley’s fidgeting—and, you know, by her hotness—but I managed to get through my presentation without embarrassing myself. 

Shocker.

I wrapped up the diatribe with my standard footnote. “I’ll be asking a lot of you over these next weeks. Some things will seem entirely effortless, while others will be well out of your comfort range. I only ask that you trust me. In return, I will grant you complete and utter honesty. If there’s ever any question about what we’re doing or why, I’d like you to ask me straight out. I’ll always tell you the truth. This program works best when that honesty is a two-way street, however, so I’m hoping I can expect the same from you.” 

Ainsley nodded her head in acceptance just as the waiter delivered our drinks. The interruption was a good enough excuse to cease my monologue and propose a toast. “To new beginnings,” I offered, holding my stem glass out to Ainsley. “And happily ever afters.”

She seemed to like the idea of that, smiling as she clinked her glass to mine. “You make it sound like life is a fairytale.”

I shot her my most effective smirk, looking right into those incredible blue eyes of hers as I answered, “It’s high time you started living like it was.”

CHAPTER THREE
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Rain. Dark. Faint music in the background. 

Where am I? 

Wait. WHO am I?

The panic floods in and consumes every fiber of my being. My eyes crack open but my body is unable to move. My face is against the blacktop, my cheek scraping against wet gravel. The moisture from the road below joins forces with the deluge from above and soaks me to the bone. 

Cold. 

I open my eyes a bit more. Smoke? Fog? 

Someone’s running toward me. Just a silhouette at first. His face comes into focus, worried but kind. It calms me. He kneels down beside me, places a hand on my back. I flinch. 

Pain. 

“The ambulance will be here any minute. You just hang tight, son. You’re going to be alright.”

His voice is distressed, horrified. But it soothes me anyway.

Shards of metal near my hand. Glass. Something sticky on my head.

Bright lights. Loud voices. 

Everything goes black.

I woke up in a cold sweat yet again, my heart racing. The same nightmare had plagued my sleep before, but it had been a few months since the last time. The details sometimes changed, but the outcome was always the same: A twelve-year-old me, lying on that wet street, bloody and bruised, my father in a panic at my side.

The vague pictures disappeared into non-descript images with every second I was distanced from my sleep. But even while dreaming, the details always eluded me. I tried to grasp onto them, but the further I was separated from the nightmare, the quicker it vanished into the ether. It was like trying to grab a handful of cloud. 

I lay in my bed, confused and frustrated yet again as I attempted to put the jumbled puzzle pieces of my dream into some sort of cohesive timeline: 

It’s always raining. I know that much.

What I can’t remember is how the accident happens. I can see the car in a heap of twisted metal, a semi truck turned on its side, Lenny Kravitz playing on the radio. I can practically feel the gravel under my cheek, the damp blacktop seeping through my clothes, the sticky blood dripping down my face. My father, so worried, running from the wreckage toward me, checking for injuries along my body, afraid to scoop me off the ground. The terror in his voice as he tries to make small talk, keep the conversation light. 

Thing was, the vision wasn’t just a bad dream. It was also a memory. 

The very first memory I have of my life, to be specific.

Oh, yeah. While I was so busy filling you in on what a swell-looking guy I am, I forgot to mention the most important thing about me: My brain is a mess. I have a condition known as Profound Retrograde Amnesia. Basically, I have no memory of my life before the accident; no memory of the child I once was. 

From all accounts, it would seem better that I forgot. 

I pulled back the covers and hopped in the shower. My domain was the junior suite in the house, seeing as my father occupied the master. 

Yeah, yeah. I still lived in my father’s house, but I don’t think you can blame me. Not only did he like the idea of keeping me close, but the “house” in question was actually a humongous mansion. I had a separate entrance that led to a separate wing, so it was almost like living on my own anyway. The two of us had plenty of room to lead separate lives.

It’s just that most of the time, we chose not to.

My father is Frederick Taggart, CEO of Worldwide Consulting. 

Don’t let the high-brow title fool you. The man was no whiz kid in the business world. He simply got lucky when he took a risk on a few tech stocks at the right time, and has been living the high life ever since.

He moved us to the affluent neighborhood of Greenhaven in Rye, an obscenely opulent suburb of Westchester County on the outskirts of New York City. Even then, we were clearly “new money,” and a status like that didn’t warrant much respect from the bluebloods that lived here. Nuevo riche was one step above hillbilly as far as they were concerned. Prestige and respect were saved for Old Wealth in most moneyed communities, and this New Yorkian utopia was no different.

Greenhaven was the microcosmic equivalent to a larger Manhattan mentality, only with bigger houses and even bigger egos. The town enabled its residents to show off all that scratch they’d swindled from nine to five while still allowing for a quick commute into the city. Most of our neighbors were CEOs themselves, reigning supreme over the bevy of working stiffs who helped to line their pockets. 

Dad didn’t quite fit the mold.

His name wasn’t ever tossed about with any of the other movers and shakers in town. Even though he’d changed his lifestyle to reflect his new bank account, he couldn’t change the fact that he’d only recently amassed his fortune. And that he did it without relying on the broken backs of a common-man workforce was practically reprehensible. 

Even before he had the audacity to strike it rich on his own, he was a bit of a wild man. Back in the day, he was a real lost soul, or so I’ve been told. His parents had died within a year of each other while he was still a teenager, and he had no other relatives to speak of. He sold the family home and moved into a one-bedroom, cockroach-infested tenement in the crappy NYC neighborhood known as Alphabet City. To find himself, he said. At that point in his life, he’d been “rudderless. Didn’t have a single ambition outside of where to eat the next meal.” Apparently though, he was quite the ladies’ man, and I will express my gratitude for the good genes here when I say that the guy was one helluva handsome bastard back in the day. He had enough cash socked away to fund his bar tab and skirt-chasing, and spent the better part of his twenties doing little else with his life.

Then in 1984, he met my mother.

The framed picture on his nightstand shows her as a feather-haired blonde, but even with the outdated hairstyle and blue eyeliner, you could tell she was a knockout. Dad sure as hell must have thought so. He’s always said that from the first minute he met her, he was “immediately smitten.”

Almost overnight, the late nights and carousing came to an end. She lived in Jersey, so Dad moved out to Shermer Heights to be closer to her. They dated on and off for three years until she got pregnant with me, but even still, they chose not to get married. They never did, at least not officially, but that never stopped Dad from referring to her as his “wife.”

According to my father, my birth was “the greatest thing that ever happened” to them. He’s never hidden his love for me, but I think he likes to exaggerate the extent of my mother’s affections. Piecing together the years between their courtship and my adolescence is only slightly less frustrating than trying to figure out my dream, and barely more informative. Dad doesn’t like to talk too much about it, so those years have only been offered to me in snippets. Tiny, anecdotal bits of their life and mine that I’m expected to add into a whole. The edges are fuzzy and the picture never works out quite right, so I can only give you the nutshell version of what I know for sure:

Mom wanted Dad to be more serious... He bought some stocks... He got lucky a couple years later when they paid off... He built this house...

She never moved in.

Supposedly, my mother took issue with his flightiness over the years, and finally up and left the both of us the day after my twelfth birthday. Dad hired a team of private detectives to find her, and when they did, she still refused to come home.

And then... the accident happened.

It was one hell of a rough year for him to get through. It wasn’t exactly a cakewalk for me either, seeing as I spent most of it in a hospital bed. But the heartbreak of my mother leaving was his and his alone. I didn’t even remember her, so I didn’t have anything to miss. I was almost grateful for the messed-up brain, because unlike him, I never had to deal with the pain of her absence. 

One of the few perks of being an amnesiac. 

Can you imagine being my father during that time? His wife leaves him, and then just one short month later, his son almost dies. It was always easier for me to put my troubles in perspective when compared to that.

Even though Dad wrote my mother off years ago, he never truly got over her. He still kept a few framed pictures of her around the house but I’m not with her in a single one. Then again, there are hardly any baby pictures of me at all. She took them all with her when she left, so I guess that shows some sort of affection, right? Of course I have no recollection of it which is just as well. I’ve had to rely on my father’s memory to fill me in on the missing twelve years of my life.

I’m not bitter or regretful about any of this, if you can believe it. My reality is the only one I’ve ever known, and I wouldn’t trade the life I lead now for anything. It is what it is and I’ve learned to adapt.

My father, however, insists that my brain can be fixed. A few times a year, I’ll humor him and meet with any new neurologist he’s found, embark on whatever cockamamie new treatment plan he’s researched. It’s a small price to pay to keep him optimistic about my situation. The guy has never given up, I’ll give him that. 

I adjusted the lapels of my light gray suit before heading down the hall where I met up with Dad in the kitchen. Before I could even pour myself a cup of coffee, he launched in. “Good morning, Lucas!”

“Morning, Pop.” 

“Heading into the city?”

“Yes. Signing a new client.”

“Wow, that’s great!” He got up to join me at the espresso bar and offer a pat on the back. “You know, when you started this venture, I wasn’t sure how far you’d be able to go with it.”

“Gee, thanks,” I shot back through a laugh.

Dad laughed along with me. “I had faith in you, numbskull. I just wasn’t sure if all those pretty-pretty-princesses-in-training would fork over all that scratch. I can’t believe what you charge.” 

My father never quite lost that chip on his shoulder when it came to rich people. Even though he was one of them.

“It’s a drop in the bucket for most of them,” I said.

“Oh, don’t I know it.” He checked his watch, and I readied myself for what was coming next. “By the way, did you get a chance to call Dr. Mandelbaum?”

He’d found yet another doctor for me to see, and I was supposed to get in touch with him yesterday. I guess I got distracted by Ainsley, because I didn’t think about anything else but her for the rest of the night. 

“Sorry, Pop. I completely forgot.” His pursed lips showed his disappointment, so I quickly added, “But I’ll do it today. Promise.”

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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I parked around the corner from my favorite diner on 44th Street. It was a non-descript dive right in the heart of Times Square that served the best egg-white omelets in the world. I had just enough time before my appointment with Ainsley to grab a quick breakfast, and my mouth was already watering. But before I could get in the door, my phone buzzed. I pulled it from my breast pocket and looked at the screen. Unknown number.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Taggart. This is Dr. Mandelbaum. Your father asked me to call.”

“Oh, yes.” Shit. I guess the old man made the decision that he was going to be the one to put the wheels in motion. “Thank you. Sorry if you’ve been waiting for me to reach out first. To be honest, I don’t know what he thinks you can do for me.”

“Well, it’s PRA, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Duration?”

“Sixteen years.”

There was a sigh from the doctor’s end, and I readied myself to hear The Speech.

“Well, as you know, the longer the synapses take to reconnect, the less chance you’ll have that they’ll ever do so.”

“Yes, Doctor. So I’ve been told.”

“Any hallucinations? Schizophrenic episodes?”

“No. Never. Vivid dreams, that’s about it.”

“Hmm. Maybe you should come in to discuss your options. I’d like to meet with you. There may still be a path we can take.”

I was only half-listening. Many, many other doctors had had their hopes dashed in the past. I, however, had stopped hoping years ago. I’d accepted that my condition was permanent, and didn’t really feel like wasting any more time chasing down a pipe dream. 

But then I had the vision of how excited my father looked this morning, and reluctantly realized that I didn’t want to let him down. “Sure, Doc. It can’t hurt to hear you out.” 

“No guarantees, you understand.”

“Of course.”

“Are you free later this month? Let’s say Monday the twenty-second, around two o’clock?”

“I believe I am.”

“Wonderful. I’ll have my receptionist text you the address.”

“Sure thing, thanks. See you then.”

I’d been absently pacing the sidewalk as I spoke with Dr. Mandelbaum. By the time I hung up, I was completely distracted. I must have turned a little too abruptly to head into the diner... because I managed to slam into a woman coming out the door. 

The collision almost knocked me off my feet, and sent her coffee cup hurtling to the ground.

“Puñeta!” she said, staring at the spilled drink.

My eyes followed hers toward the sidewalk at our feet where I took notice of the brown splatter that was seeping into her beige, high-heeled shoes. “Oh man. I’m so sorry.” 

Great. This was exactly what I needed to start my day. And I was pretty sure the brick wall I’d just collided with didn’t appreciate the start to her day, either.

Her head was down so I couldn’t see her face, but her body already told me she was a big girl—only a few inches shorter than me and almost as broad—draped in a long, beige blazer.

She swiped a hand over her forehead and pulled her shiny, black hair back in a fist as her head rose. I was met with an incredible pair of dark brown eyes that were smiling as they met mine. “I was really looking forward to that coffee.”

Relief washed away my guilt as I saw her handling my attack with grace and humor. “Well, lucky for you, I just happen to know where you can get another one.” 

I offered to replace her drink and she accepted, so I held out the door for the both of us to go back inside. I put in the order for our coffees, then handed over a stack of napkins I’d grabbed from the dispenser. 

She immediately bent over to blot at her shoes, but gave up almost as quickly, sighing as she straightened. “These are suede. I might be screwed, here.”

“I’m really sorry. I’ve got a shoe guy if you’ll let me get them cleaned for you.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “You have a shoe guy? Who has a shoe guy?”

“I do, I guess,” I said through a snicker.

“Is he nearby? I’ve really got to get to the office.”

“Westchester.” 

The look on her face went from impressed to discouraged as we grabbed our coffees and headed back outside. “Fancy. But that doesn’t do us much good from midtown.” She hitched her bag over her shoulder and held her cup out toward me in a toast. “Thanks for the coffee, though.”
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