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      Through the thick throng of bar patrons, Ed watched her stumble around the pool table, cue in hand. The guy she’d been hanging off of moments before groped her ass when she went by. Ed took another sip of his water. He’d been watching her for over an hour and was sure she was the right woman.

      Emma Berk was not what he’d expected.

      She aimed the cue ball and shot it toward a solid, which scuttled across the table and into the corner pocket. Again, not what he’d expected.

      For the fifth time, he checked the picture on his phone. It almost didn’t look like the same woman. In the photograph, she was well-groomed, looking directly at the camera, her brown hair pulled back and mostly hidden beneath her khaki-colored cap, her uniform pristinely pressed.

      The woman he was looking at now was a complete mess. Ed guessed her hair hadn’t been brushed in a few days, and the makeup smudged under her eyes didn’t look like it had been applied today. She wore itty bitty shorts that barely contained her ass cheeks, and if not for the sports bra she was wearing, anyone would be able to see her breasts through the giant, gaping armholes of her draping tank top. In addition to the sports bra, the shirt revealed glimpses of the black ink that decorated her torso. To top it all off, she was completely hammered.

      It shouldn’t have surprised him. Not after everything Cain had told him.

      Earlier that week, Cain Berk, Ed’s former commanding officer, had asked to meet with him. Since leaving the army, Ed had kept in touch with Cain. Over coffee one evening, they’d had a long chat, a few laughs, and then Cain had asked for a favor.

      He’d shown Ed a picture of Emma, his niece, and explained what a difficult time she’d been having adjusting to civilian life. Following in Cain’s footsteps, she enlisted in the army and spent several months in Afghanistan during Operation Attention, helping to train the Afghan National Army.

      Now, she was back in Canada, refusing to get a job and spending every night carousing. Cain was concerned her behavior was getting out of hand, and after she’d been arrested for indecent exposure, he’d had called Ed.

      Ed really had no idea how he was supposed to help. Cain wanted him to try talking to Emma, but Ed didn’t think that would do any good, and seeing her now, he knew she wouldn’t be open to the idea of anyone giving her advice. But for his former commander, he was willing to try.

      He’d come to the Wellington in hopes of doing a little surveillance. He was supposed to call her and set up a meeting next week, but first, he wanted to get a feel for who Emma was. After studying her for all of five minutes, he was pretty sure that a peaceful coffee meeting wasn’t how it would go down.

      Vacating his bar stool, Ed approached the billiards room. He found an unoccupied spot along the wall and leaned against it, casually enjoying his ice water while watching her and wondering just what Cain expected him to do.

      Anytime she wasn’t bending over the table, she leaned against the big bruiser. Ed hadn’t liked him on sight. It wasn’t just his greasy hair, thick ears, and potato-like nose; it was how he kept groping Emma. Although she encouraged the tanker, he was taking advantage of her inebriated state.

      Her friends didn’t seem to be too bothered by it either. It was difficult to tell who from the crowd was with Emma, but Ed was sure of three—a guy and two women. If the situation turned ugly, they wouldn’t be able to provide much aid to their friend.

      Ed wasn’t sure if he should step in and try to convince Emma that going home with that gladiator was a poor idea or if he should leave her alone. Really, what did he care if Cain’s niece had horrible taste in men and ended up with some kind of disease from her lack of sense?

      But he cared because she was drunk. She wasn’t capable of making the right choice—someone needed to make it for her. He debated on whether to intervene or call Cain to come collect her. While he pondered over his options, she spotted him.

      Across the room, she leaned over the table to line up her shot, and her gaze clashed with his. She paused as her stare ran over the length of him. Ed refused to be intimidated by her bold appraisal. Keeping his stance relaxed, he lifted his glass to his lips and took a long drink, his gaze never leaving hers.

      Briefly, her eyes narrowed. She attempted to compose herself and, ignoring him as best she could, and took the shot.

      The cue ball went wide, knocking into a few other balls and scattering them so that it lined up the next shot perfectly for the opposing team. The ensuing string of curses Emma released would have made any navy man proud.

      Glaring at Ed, she shoved the pool cue into the hands of her male friend, then stomped over, stopping with her face mere inches from Ed’s and demanded, “What’s your problem?”

      Even though the smell of stale beer assaulted his nostrils, Ed grinned. “I don’t have a problem.”

      She cocked a hip and propped her fist on it. “You keep staring at me.”

      Through narrow eyes, she continued to study him until she groaned. “Oh, no! You’re Ed, aren’t you?”

      That made his smile widen.

      “Whatever my uncle told you, you can just forget about it right now. I told him, and now I’m telling you, I don’t need any help.”

      She was more coherent than he’d anticipated. She might not be slurring her words, but the three beers he’d seen her pound must be affecting her.

      He shrugged. “I’m just here to enjoy a drink.”

      Bold as you please, Emma reached out and grabbed his glass. He refused to relinquish his hold, but still, she brought it toward her face. After a skeptical sniff, she tipped it to her lips. “You’re here to spy on me!”

      “You got all that from my choice of drink?” He couldn’t help the twitch in his lips. She amused him.

      She narrowed her big, baby blues. “Who comes to a bar to drink water?”

      The bruiser came around the pool table and headed in their direction. Wanting to avoid a conflict, Ed leaned back against the wall, putting more space between himself and Emma.

      “Why don’t you step off, buddy? She’s taken tonight.”

      “No worries. I’m definitely not here to muscle in.”

      The bruiser narrowed his eyes and grumbled, “Better not be.”

      Ed scoffed before taking a drink. “Trust me. Definitely not interested.”

      Emma glared. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He cast his gaze over her. The pictures he’d seen showed her to be a good-looking woman, and looking at her now, he could see the ghost of that beautiful, blue-eyed, fawn-like child. Getting a little too close to her, his nose wrinkled over the stench. Still lingering, her beauty was suppressed. He looked into her eyes to deliver a truth best-served cold. “Is there even a woman under all that grime?”

      Emma’s eyes widened in shock. He was surprised when she blushed rather than strike out at him.

      The bruiser chuckled. “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

      Emma’s face went even redder.

      “I’m just a friend of a friend,” he assured the beast.

      “Be sure to keep it friendly.”

      Ed shook his head. “Wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.”

      This time, anger beat out embarrassment. Ed watched as her hands curled into tight fists at her side. Like the swelling of a volcano nearing eruption, her shoulders bunched. He knew he’d pushed too far, but he wanted to see what it would take to make the tomboy he’d heard so much about explode. He was surprised she hadn’t already lashed out.

      The bruiser laughed and slapped her ass. “You don’t know what you’ll be missing.”

      With that, he trudged back to the other side of the pool table, where his drunk friend waited for him. Emma glared at his retreating back. If she actually ended up going home with that loser, when he’d treated her as nothing more than a piece of meat, Ed would be surprised. But then again, Ed didn’t know Emma, and alcohol could make her choices unpredictable.

      After the bruiser had left, her friends surrounded her. The guy she’d passed the pool cue to put a hand on the small of her back and whispered something in her ear. He kept his gaze glued to Ed, obviously not trusting the new interloper.

      Although, her friend let that bruiser near her, he obviously cared about her well-being. She belonged with a guy like this, not some low-life trash, looking for a quick, easy lay.

      Emma waved away her friend’s concern. “Oh, no. Trust me, you don’t have to worry about Ed. He’s a saint, don’t you know?”

      Ed raised a brow at that odd descriptive.

      He didn’t need to ask for clarification. Emma prattled on. “He’s Uncle Cain’s star soldier. Can do no wrong. He’s absolutely perfect in every way. Not only was he a great soldier, but he adjusted so perfectly once he came back.” She changed her tone then, trying her best to imitate Cain. “‘He’s got a great job. He owns his own house. Emma, you could learn a thing or two from him.’”

      Pained, Ed briefly closed his eyes. Wonderful, just freakin’ wonderful. If Cain had been singing false praises about him, drawing comparisons between her struggles and what Cain viewed as Ed’s successes, then she’d never listen to a word he had to say. Instead, she’d be even more determined to discredit him. And when she found out what a fraud he was, she’d rub it in his face.

      Trying to do damage control as best he could, Ed ignored Emma’s rant, focusing instead on her friends. “Hi, I’m Ed Moore. I used to serve with Emma’s uncle.”

      The guy with the pool cue offered up his free hand. “I’m Liam. This is Nora and Sarah.”

      Ed shook hands with each of them in turn. He noted none of them looked unkempt. Emma was the only ratty one in the bunch. He wondered what they thought of their friend’s recent descent into chaos. Maybe he could enlist their help. If Liam had any interest in Emma, as his earlier touchy-feely display hinted at, maybe together, they could convince her to consider a more wholesome relationship rather than drunken bar hookups.

      “Is there a reason you’re here?” Liam asked.

      “Cain was wondering if I might look in on Emma and mentioned sometimes she hangs out here.”

      “He’s here to spy on me!” Emma nearly lunged toward Ed, but Liam held her back.

      “Your uncle is worried about you. And after what I’ve seen tonight, I’m not one bit surprised.”

      “Fuck you! You don’t know anything about me.”

      Again, Liam held her back. Her girlfriends looked on with concern.

      “You’re right, I don’t know you.” Ed lowered his voice so as not to be overheard by the gorilla and his cohort. “But I do know you’re making a mistake by going home with that one.” He nodded across the room. “I’m just trying to figure out the best way to talk you out of it or whether I should even waste my breath. Maybe I should just call Cain to come and drag your ass home.”

      Ed hadn’t raised his voice at all, but Sarah took a step back. Emma, however, wasn’t at all intimidated. If anything, she grew more agitated. “What I do and who I do it with isn’t any of your business. We can’t all be saints like you. And if you even think about calling my uncle, you’d better know what you’re going to tell him when he shows up here and I’m long gone.”

      “You’ll be here.” Ed wasn’t even sure he would call Cain, but if he decided that was the best way to proceed, he’d make sure she was waiting here when her uncle showed up.

      Liam tried to play peacekeeper. “Look, I get that you’re trying to help, but we’ve got this under control.”

      Ed hated getting involved in other people’s business. When he saw Emma headed into trouble tonight, he should have called Cain, but instead, he was in the thick of it. Ed motioned to Emma with his free hand. “This is what you call under control?”

      “You know what? I’ve had it. I’m outta here.” Emma turned on her heel.

      Liam grabbed her. “Emma, wait.”

      “No.” Emma shoved her friend away. “You think you’re going to stand here and make excuses for me? You think I don’t hear you guys talking about me? Whispering about me? I’ve had enough.”

      She stalked across the room to where she’d left her beer, which was unattended. Ed ground his teeth together when she lifted it to her lips and drained the bottle. What the hell was she thinking?

      He was about to follow her and give her a lecture—since when did he lecture?—on the dangers of leaving a drink unattended in a bar when the bruiser joined her again. Too far away to hear their conversation over the noise of the billiards room, Ed was restrained to watching.

      The bruiser said something and grabbed her arm.

      With her brows pulled tight, she responded. The look on her face, combined with the anger she’d just shown, didn’t bode well for the bruiser. Anticipating a struggle, Ed started across the room.

      Whatever she’d said to him, he didn’t like. His face hardened. He leaned closer and whispered something to her. Emma ripped her arm away and poked him in the belly. This time, Ed was close enough to hear the exchange. “Touch me again, and I’ll rip off those sweaty marbles you call balls and shove them down your throat.”

      Hostile, graphic, and gross—but effective. The bruiser took a step back and fixed his irritated gaze on Ed. “This is your fault.”

      After looking over her shoulder in the direction he pointed, she rolled her eyes. She obviously wasn’t pleased to see Ed so near at hand. Her friends were only steps behind him. Did she think they’d all just let her walk away?

      “Oh please, he’s got nothing to do with it. I never planned to go home with you tonight. Are you kidding?” She gestured at the big lout, implying she was too good for him. “Yeah, right.”

      Shamed in front of his friends and a room full of people, the bruiser didn’t back off. “Like you’re some special treat? You need to look in the mirror, babe. I figured you for an easy lay. I didn’t exactly have to beat back the competition, you know?”

      Emma stared at the brute, undoubtedly running a slew of comebacks through her mind. Ed was shocked when she elbowed the bruiser out of the way and headed for the exit, his nasty laughter chasing her.

      Ed didn’t bother giving the big man any more attention. Setting down his water, he followed, fast on her heels.

      She pushed through the large Saturday night crush and out the door. Ed was only seconds behind her. Liam exited the building next, but the other two women were nowhere to be seen.

      Briefly, Ed considered they may have gotten tangled up with Emma’s scorned lover.

      He didn’t have much time to dwell on that. Emma was fast approaching a lifted 4X4 truck. She pulled a key out of her pocket, unlocked the vehicle, and started to climb in.

      Ed’s brisk walk turned into a run as he closed the distance between them. He grabbed her from behind, stopping her progress, pulling her from the vehicle.

      “Not happening!” Rarely did he yell, but she’d pushed him from mildly aggravated to full-out pissed.

      With wild eyes, Emma shoved at him. “Why are you still here? Stop bothering me!”

      “No way are you driving anywhere.”

      “You going to stop me, Saint-boy?” She looked ready for a fight. Her fists were planted firmly on her hips, her knees were bent, and her shoulders had relaxed. She was half crouched as though ready to lunge at him.

      “Keys, now!” He held out his hand. “There is no way I’m letting you drive after you’ve been drinking.”

      She snorted.

      Lightly panting, Liam jogged up. “What’s going on?”

      “She’s not driving anywhere,” Ed insisted again. “She can sleep it off at my place.”

      Emma cocked her head to the side. “Oh! The truth comes out. I guess Mr. Saint isn’t so perfect.”

      Ed glared at her. “Trust me, this is not about getting you into bed. I stand by what I said earlier. But no way are you driving anywhere tonight. You drank three beers in the time I was watching you, and God only knows how many before that.”

      “Okay, look,” Liam said, pushing between them. “Maybe you’re this really great guy like her uncle seems to think. Maybe you’re trying to do the right thing, but we don’t know you. We don’t even know if you are who you say you are. Emma isn’t going anywhere with you.”

      Finally, one of them was starting to show some sense. “What are you proposing then? Because she’s had too much to be driving.”

      “Agreed. One of us will take her home.”

      Ed still had to be cautious. “How much have the rest of you had to drink?”

      “Oh my God!” Emma shouted. “For fuck’s sake. Maybe, just maybe, we came with a plan, you know?” She glared at Ed. “Nora is sober. She’s driving us all home tonight.”

      “Emma!” Nora and Sarah shouted from the other side of the parking lot. They’d just exited the bar. Ed supposed they were settling up the tab. Emma waved to them before they started across the tarmac.

      “If Nora was going to drive, then how come you were crawling into the truck?”

      “I wasn’t going to drive.” Emma thrust her key into Ed’s palm before climbing into the cab of her truck.

      Despite her ratty appearance, Ed had to make a conscious effort to keep from staring at her ass. She might be grubby and in the midst of what appeared to be a weeklong drinking binge, but her revealing shorts displayed long, well-muscled legs and allowed for a glimpse of perfect half-moons beneath the frayed edges of her cut-offs. She twisted this way and that before hopping down.

      “I was getting my purse, you ass.” With one hand, she presented said purse; the other, she held up and insisted, “Key?”

      Ed dropped the key into her waiting hand. “I won’t apologize for trying to keep you safe.”

      “I might not be absolutely perfect like you—” Ed rolled his eyes “—but I managed to keep my ass safe over there. I can damn well do it here, too.”

      “You’re certainly proving yourself to be responsible and capable,” Ed snapped. Wonderful! Now, he was arguing with a drunk.

      Her eyes narrowed again. “Not your problem, right? That’s what you said. So my behavior isn’t your concern.”

      “Your uncle asked me to look in on you.”

      “Great. Mission accomplished.”

      “This isn’t what he meant.”

      She shrugged. “You saw me. Seems good enough to me.”

      Ed shut the truck door. “Okay, I’ll let him know how well you’re doing. That you’re out getting smashed, picking up random dudes for one-night stands, and driving around drunk. Does that about sum it up?”

      Emma’s temper practically vibrated. Ed could see her shaking. “All of that is a lie!” She poked him in the chest. “I wasn’t going to drive, I wasn’t going home with that guy, and I’m just out on a Saturday night blowing off a little steam.”

      As if she hadn’t spoken, Ed said, “I don’t think he’d be the least bit surprised if I told him that. Not after what you’ve already done.”

      Emma growled.

      Ed glared right back, deliberately challenging her. He needed her to know he wouldn’t let her get away with pulling any stunts. He had no qualms about calling her out.

      But he’d wait to talk to Cain. Before he made any hasty decisions, he planned on seeing her again. He needed to know how often episodes like tonight happened before he figured out the best way to help her.

      He glanced at her friends. “Which one of you is Nora?”

      The petite blonde raised her hand.

      “You haven’t been drinking?”

      “Nope. DD’ing tonight.” She put a hand over her flat stomach. “And for the foreseeable future.”

      Ed nodded his understanding before looking at Emma. She was still livid, appearing much like a heifer ready to charge.

      Despite her anger and her drunk disposition, she still looked capable of doing physical damage. He had to give her credit for not only how she handled the bruiser, but despite how Ed pushed her, she still hadn’t lost her cool. Sure, she swore and yelled, acting like a rebellious teenager, but she hadn’t gotten violent with him.

      So far.

      He wanted to see what she looked like when she was put together. Surely, this sloppy mess was temporary. The most recent photo he’d seen was her military ID, clean-cut but reserved. Ed would guess that, at the best of times, reserved didn’t describe Emma.

      When Ed was stationed at home, he’d joined his unit’s basketball team. Cain had been the team’s coach. They’d developed a mutual respect for one another, and often, Cain pulled strings to ensure Ed was under his command.

      During those few years, Cain had bragged about his niece, occasionally showing pictures of Emma, but at the time, she’d been young—a pre-teen.

      When Cain had visited Ed earlier in the week, the photo passed to Ed had been one of her all dressed up for prom. She was pretty in her dress but still young. In the recent photos—her prom pictures and her military ID—she was polished, as was the social expectation, but the photographs Ed remembered of her childhood showed someone different.

      A young girl holding up the first pike she’d ever caught, a child dressed in a snowmobile suit with a helmet under her arm and a big grin on her face, a pre-teen in the early evening, roasting marshmallows over a fire, the sun setting in the background.

      A smile lit up each picture. She’d been a happy, carefree child.

      The woman standing before him was angry and resentful—damaged.

      Ed glanced at each of her friends before settling his gaze on her. “Make sure she gets home all right. Call her uncle if you have to.”

      Emma huffed over that.

      His gaze moved over her. Open-toed sandals revealed dirty feet, her bare legs were scraped in a few places, her clothing wrinkled and draped in an unattractive manner, and her hair was more tangled than not. She reminded him of a wet cat in appearance and disposition.

      Under his scrutiny, she shuffled her feet and seemed almost ashamed, but proving she had guts, she lifted her head, unwilling to back down under his stare.

      “I’ll see you around, Emma.” There was no sense in wasting more time here tonight. Her friends would see she made it home safely. Later, he’d decide whether he should update Cain on Emma’s recent antics.

      For his sanity, he knew it would be best to leave her alone, to forget about her.

      Without looking back, Ed headed to his car, but he waited until the small group loaded into another vehicle across the parking lot. With Nora behind the wheel, the car started up, the lights came on, and slowly, it rolled away from the bar.

      Watching them leave, Ed considered how badly he’d botched his only opportunity to make a good first impression.

      She probably thought he was a bossy, condescending asshole who needed to mind his own business. Ed pulled out a pack of gum from the center console and, with a dissatisfied sigh, popped a stick of the mint-flavored goo into his mouth.

      God, he missed cigarettes.

      His friendship with Cain aside, Ed knew he wouldn’t be able to forget about her. He needed to know she’d be all right.

      Maybe if he could help straighten her out, mend what was broken in her, even just a little, then perhaps there’d be hope for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Emma woke with a killer hangover.

      She’d tossed and turned all night. Each time she woke, she suffered from a dry mouth, scratchy eyes, and limp muscles. Occasionally, she spent fifteen minutes or so hurling into the toilet bowl and laying on the cool ceramic tile in Nora’s bathroom. She continually crawled back into the safety of her makeshift bed and fell into slumber, postponing reality a little longer.

      She’d woken more off Nora’s couch than on it. Once everyone had shaken off slumber, Nora drove them back to the bar to collect their cars. Emma had declined the invitation to join the group for breakfast. After apologizing to them for her behavior the night before, she started her truck and headed for her apartment.

      Half a grapefruit, a bagel smeared with cream cheese, and an entire pot of coffee did a lot to revive her. By the time she finished breakfast, she almost felt normal again. Lately, when she woke feeling this badly, she simply began drinking all over again, but not this morning. Especially not after last night’s encounter.

      Instead, after breakfast, she’d lingered in a hot shower.

      Ed’s words from last night haunted her. ‘Is there even a woman under all that grime?’

      She might not do the dress-up, girlie thing, but his words had seemed like a challenge—albeit kind of hurtful. In the shower, she shaved. She shampooed twice and conditioned once. After turning off the water and toweling dry, she flossed, brushed, and applied body lotion. She felt worlds better, not that she’d admit it to Uncle Cain or Ed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Although they didn’t say so, her mother and uncle had been surprised when she’d shown up partway through the afternoon. She saw the shock in their eyes when she walked into her mother’s home.

      Her uncle had lived with her mother on and off during his military career. Since retiring, he’d moved in permanently. It had been a win-win, giving him somewhere to live, and it made the mortgage payments more manageable for a single mother. The living arrangements provided Emma with a male role model and a second parental figure.

      She wanted to grill her uncle about Ed, so as a pretense, she’d taken her laundry to her mother’s house. The building where she rented her tiny one-bedroom apartment had no laundry facility. Rather than use the laundromat in the center of town, Emma’s mother insisted she use her washing machine and save money. It was a good thing, too, because, without a job, Emma was burning through her savings account, and soon, she wouldn’t be able to afford rent, much less spare change for laundry.

      “Have you found a job yet?” her mother asked while chopping cucumbers for a salad.

      “Nope.” Perched on a stool at the kitchen island, Emma spun the lazy Susan that sat in the middle of the counter. “I haven’t really been looking.”

      “No one is just going to hand you a job,” Uncle Cain said. He stood over the stove with his back to them as he browned beef for the pasta sauce. Emma always thought he looked silly wearing an apron, but he insisted on it every time he cooked. She decided she needed to purchase a more masculine one for his birthday since the ones he usually wore belonged to her mother. The one he currently wore was pink and read, Now, watch me whip. It was hard for Emma to take advice from someone whose clothing made her start singing in her head. “If you don’t go and pass out some resumes, then you won’t get a job.”

      “Really?” Emma asked sarcastically. “That’s how you get a job?”

      Uncle Cain turned around and shook the spatula in her direction. “Don’t be a smart-ass. And help your mother with the salad.”

      Reluctantly, she left the stool and rounded the counter. Her mother had piled vegetables from the fridge onto the island. Emma pulled the salad spinner from the cupboard, grabbed the lettuce from the pile of produce, and began ripping it apart. “Actually, a lot of that is done electronically these days. Some places won’t keep your resume on file if you bring it in.”

      “That’s just stupid. It shows initiative,” Uncle Cain grumbled.

      “So, you have been looking. Obviously, someplace has told you that,” her mom said with a little too much enthusiasm.

      “No, that’s just what Nora told me,” Emma explained. Nora worked at an employment agency, so she always gave her tips about the job market. Lately, she’d been bombarding Emma with unsolicited information. “Apparently, if they only want electronic submissions, they think by dropping your resume off in person, you can’t follow directions.”

      “Well, that’s just dumb,” Uncle Cain snorted.

      The silence stretched in the kitchen. The only sounds were that of food being prepared, the grease in the frying pan spurting, and the consistent rhythm of the knife on the chopping block. As the aroma of ground beef invaded the air, Emma realized how hungry she was, the final traces of her hangover becoming a memory.

      “If you haven’t been out looking for a job, what have you been up to?” Her mother put a little too much effort into making her tone sound casual. Emma did her best to ignore it. She was sick of fighting with her family over what everyone called her situation. Her friends and family constantly trying to fix her problems and making suggestions was irritating. She didn’t need them to tell her that her life was complete shit, lately. She knew it better than them. They weren’t the ones living it. She was.

      “I’ve been catching up with old friends. I haven’t been back for long. It’s nice to see them again.”

      “That’s nice.” Her mother smiled at her. “How have they been doing?”

      “Good, I think.” Emma popped a slice of cucumber into her mouth. “Nora’s pregnant.”

      “Oh. She’s not married yet, is she?”

      Emma laughed outright at the absurd, hypocritical nature of her mother’s question. “She doesn’t have to be married to have a baby, Mom.”

      “No, but I thought she was engaged.”

      Emma shrugged. “She was, but he needed to find himself, or some shit, and postponed the wedding. The way Nora sees it, it’s now or never, so she called the whole thing off. I don’t blame her.” From the basement, Emma heard the buzzer for the dryer go off. “About a week later, she found out she was pregnant. As far as I know, she hasn’t told the guy yet.”

      “What’s she going to do?” Uncle Cain said while pouring pasta sauce in with the ground beef.

      “She’s still figuring that out. It’s only been a few weeks. She’s still getting used to the idea that she’s pregnant. I’m going to switch out my clothes. Be right back.” She’d already done two loads but still had to toss her darks into the washer. Her laundry basket had been overflowing, and that was before she’d picked up the garments scattered throughout her apartment. It had been weeks since she’d done any laundry, but by dinner, she’d have everything clean and folded, ready to go home.

      When she returned from changing over her clothing, she answered similar questions about Liam and Sarah. How were they doing? Where were they working? Were they seeing anyone new? She was happy to be talking about something other than her lack of employment, but they hadn’t given her an opportunity to ask about Ed.

      It wasn’t until partway through dinner that Uncle Cain brought him up. “So, has Ed called you yet?”

      Casually, Emma wound a big helping of spaghetti on her fork and shoved it into her mouth. Her throat was raw from vomiting earlier that morning, but putting something nutritious into her system felt good.

      After swallowing the mouthful, she replied, “No, he hasn’t called.” It wasn’t a lie. She took out her phone and looked through the activity log. “Nope.”

      “You watch out for his call. I think it’d be an excellent thing for you to have coffee with him. You might learn something important.”

      Emma struggled not to roll her eyes. Yet another tune she’d heard one too many times. “What exactly is so great about him, anyway?”

      Uncle Cain frowned, a sure sign another lecture was headed her way, but he surprised her by simply proclaiming, “I guess you’ll find out once you meet him.”

      She had met him. It hadn’t been long enough to get a read on his character. Although, she had to admit, in the brief time she’d spent with him last night, he’d seemingly been looking out for her best interests, and he hadn’t wimped out and tattled on her.

      Uncle Cain had talked about Ed in passing before. He did that often with his underlings, particularly the ones that stood out. But, over the last few months, it had been all about the wonderful Ed—no one else. She’d resented him before she’d even met him.

      She hadn’t expected him to show up at the bar.

      She certainly hadn’t expected him to look so fucking delicious, either.

      Upon that first glimpse, she hadn’t known it was him. His stare had been intense, unwavering. His aura was commanding and calm. He’d distracted her, making her miss her shot at the pool table.

      In jeans and a blue T-shirt, he’d leaned against the wall. A thick gold watch encircled his dark wrist, his head was shaved, and his face sported the faintest hint of a beard, well-trimmed, outlining big, beautiful lips. Lips she wanted to trace with her finger or her tongue.

      When he’d plucked her off the side of her truck, she’d felt the hard body that was neatly tucked away beneath his clothing. He was firm in all the right places. The second he’d touched her, her pulse had kicked up.

      Her stomach had felt weird. She figured it was the alcohol at the time, but when she thought of him this morning, her tummy had given her that same

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logo-2.jpg






OEBPS/images/theperfectfix_ebooksmall.jpg
AN UNEXPECTED CHANGES NOVEL

CAMERON ALLIE






