
The Companion

––––––––
[image: ]


Sandra A. Sigfusson

Copyright © 2021 Sandra A. Sigfusson

All rights reserved.

Copyright 2021 All Rights Reserved

Title:  The Companion / Sandra A. Sigfusson

Description:  Romance | Contemporary | Erotic

Identifiers:  ISBN: 

Subjects:  Contemporary Romance – fiction | Interpersonal Relationships – fiction | Contemporary Women – fiction | Sex Worker – fiction | Romance Bisexual - fiction

First Edition

Book Cover Design:  Sandra A. Sigfusson

Front Cover Image:  iStock.com / Tony Marturano / Stock photo ID: 1180592543

Back Cover Image: iStock.com / Tony Marturano / Stock photo ID: 1177384001   

Editor:  Michael Dolan / Brooklyn, New York

All rights reserved.  No part of this book in e-book or paperback format may be reproduced, scanned, uploaded, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotation embodied in reviews.  If you require permission to use material from this book for any purpose other than reviews, please contact the author directly at sandrasigfusson@shaw.ca  

The Companion is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

The publisher and author acknowledges the trademark status and trademark ownership of all trademarks, service marks, and word marks mentioned in this book.

Published by Sandra A. Sigfusson.  

Contents

Chapter 1 - Madison

Chapter 2 - Madison

Chapter 3 - Madison

Chapter 4 - Madison

Chapter 5 - Madison

Chapter 6 - Madison

Chapter 7 - Madison

Chapter 8 - Madison

Chapter 9 - Madison

Chapter 10 - Madison

Chapter 11 - Madison

Chapter 12 - Madison

Chapter 13 - Madison

Chapter 14 - Madison

Chapter 15 - Madison

Chapter 16 - Madison

Chapter 17 - Madison

Chapter 18 - Madison

Chapter 19 - Madison

Chapter 20 - Madison

Chapter 21 - Madison

Chapter 22 - Liam

Chapter 23 - Madison

Chapter 24 - Madison

Chapter 25 - Madison

Chapter 26 - Madison

Chapter 27 - Madison

Chapter 28 - Liam

Chapter 29 - Madison

Chapter 30 - Madison

Chapter 31 - Madison

Chapter 32 - Madison

Chapter 33 - Madison

Chapter 34 - Madison

Chapter 35 - Madison

Chapter 36 - Liam

Chapter 37 - Liam

Chapter 38 - Madison

Chapter 39 - Madison

Chapter 40 - Madison

Chapter 41 - Madison

Chapter 42 - Madison

Epilogue: Liam - Four Months Later

About the Author:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1 - Madison


[image: ]


Clear skies could not tempt the dark clouds drenching my heart in a cold, cold rain to stay their execution. While my mother’s casket is lowered at a snail’s pace into the depths of the earth beside the perfectly manicured grass beneath my feet, I am surrounded by the reminder of death by markers, plaques, moss-covered headstones, and mourn-filled faces.  The inevitable end of every human being has never been more poignant than it is in this moment.  My mortality is in question just as everyone else’s is.  We want, correction, should be thinking about the current dearly departed, my beautiful mother, being laid to rest, but instead we are unceremoniously reminded that we too will one day be inside a casket or an urn.  The thought haunts me from deep within my core, and I suddenly I can’t breathe.  I force myself to focus once again on the fact that today is not a day to be questioning when my time will come.  I scan the faces of those gathered here standing in a circle around her precisely cut rectangular grave.  It looks dark and unforgiving and it bothers me how deep it is.  Six feet.  Why six feet? It looks deeper than six feet.

Once my selfish thoughts of my own demise rest, every ounce of my being cries out for my mother and myself for this tragic loss.  And to add insult to injury, this is the second parent in as many months that I have buried.  I honestly have no idea why I’m not splayed out over top of the glistening white casket covered in mother’s favorite pink shade of roses, begging anyone who would hear me to bring her back to life.  I’m the only one left.  My family is gone.  No brothers or sisters who would understand or share in the depth of my despair.    

“That was a beautiful service, Madison,” Carrie says to me as she wipes her cheek of another tear.  Her arms wrap around my shaking frame, and I begin to sob uncontrollably within her embrace.  “They are together again now,” she adds, squeezing me a little tighter.  I feel her body begin to heave as mine does, and for the next few minutes we console each other like this.  Carrie is my person.  She is always there when I need her, always knows the best advice to offer, and now that my mom and dad have passed, she is the only one I’d consider family.  

Several attendees of the service approach us, touch my back and my shoulder as they pass, somehow understanding my anguish, although I doubt they truly could.  I don’t know who they were as my head is still snugly nested into Carrie’s shoulder, eyes cinched tight in an attempt to stay my rivers of tears.

Soft words of condolement are spoken to me as the gathering of friends and extended family dissipates.  I feel Carrie’s head bob up and down in acknowledgement of their words to me, and there is comfort in knowing she is speaking on my behalf.  When the last of the funeral attendees have left the grave site, Carrie releases me from our embrace and holds my jaw within her delicate, shaking hands.  Her thumbs sweep across my cheeks to clear the tears and smudged mascara.  “Sweetie, we need to get our shit together.  Your mother would never stand for this blatant display of public crying.”

I nod with the reflex of a quick smile and gentle laugh at Carrie’s truth about my mom.  She’s right.  “Come on.  Let’s go back inside the church and clean ourselves up.  We have the wake in an hour and I refuse to look a mess in front of all those people.”  Carrie slips her arm through mine leading me away from one of the most heart wrenching scenes of my life.  We all had high hopes that mom would eventually recover from her injuries from the accident, especially since we’d already lost dad, but the universe had other plans.  I glance back over my shoulder as we slowly retreat from my mother’s final resting place, noting how beautiful the flowers I chose on the wreath are.  I smile between the tears knowing mom would have taken the time to smell every single rose in that wreath if she could.  I too should have stopped to smell her roses.    
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“I don’t know what I’m going to do about all this furniture,” I say to Carrie.  She’s walking about my childhood home with a tray of deviled eggs in one hand and mini-wedged ham sandwiches in her other for guests as they mingle.  She glances around the room and nods at me.  “We’ll figure that out in good time, Maddie.”

I’m still numb.  It wasn’t until our return from the cemetery that I came to fully comprehend the gravity of losing my mom just a month after dad passed.  I’m thankful to hear the guest’s conversations are not about the tragedy of my life but of random things such as, “How old is your son now, Grace?”, and “What are you asking for your rebuilt ‘68 Mustang?  I might have a buyer for you.”  I pat Chad on his shoulder as I pass him.  If that man spoke of anything other than restored collectable and antique cars for less than two hours a day, I’m sure the world would suddenly tilt on its axis and we’d all fall over.

Audrey, my father’s sister, comments on how lovely I look today as I try to slip past her.  I simply nod.  I’ve never felt lovely in the sense of the word.  I always felt my look was impish, small, insignificant in the terms of what I’d consider a striking looking woman.  I’m slight, below average in height and not one to pile on the makeup unless I’m attending something fancy or partying with friends.  Lovely was never the right word to describe me.  My confidence stems from being a smart girl who had solid, consistent grades in all my classes.  But I’d give myself a B in confidence.   

“Are you alright, Aunt Audrey?”

“Yes, dear.  I’ll be okay.  I’ve had time to process Henry’s death now and this wake for him and your beautiful mother is the kind of closure I needed.  Henry and I may have had our ups and downs as siblings but we were always there for each other. If you ever need a thing, child, call me.”

“Thank you.”  

I delayed having a service for dad in hopes that mom would recover and be able to attend his funeral, but instead I am hosting a double wake in their home.  This is too much for me. Regardless of the truth, I maintain the illusion that this is all a bad dream. I want everyone to go home and leave me and Carrie to drink wine while we clean up the mess of Styrofoam cups, food trays and paper plates splayed all over my parent’s home.  It has been nearly three hours since the mourners arrived to pay their last respects and tell their anecdotal stories of mom and dad.  

“Go home,” I beg under my breath.  “Don’t you people have lives to get back to?” 

By the grace of God, my uncle David and his wife Lacy decide it is time to leave.  Their leaving seemed to spur on everyone else to take the hint. One by one the guests gathered their things, said their heartfelt goodbyes until Carrie and I were alone.  

I plunk my tired ass into Mom’s mint green tufted 1970’s sofa and lay my head back, closing my eyes and taking slow deep breaths.  

“Are you okay?” Carrie asks while softly stroking her fingers through my hair.  She leans down to kiss my forehead and her kiss and her touch feel so good.  She is the sweetest, most amazing friend a girl could ever ask for.  I love her like no other.  I smile then press a long breath through my half-parted lips. 

“Give yourself time to get through this properly,” Carrie says.  As her fingers continue to stroke my scalp, I begin to relax.  She is loosely braiding my long hair and I savor the sensation of her nurturing hands.  For the first time in what seems like forever, my mind goes blank as if I were floating on my back in a cerulean colored sea with the warm sun and breeze cleansing me of all my troubles.

“You’ve always had the most amazing hair, Maddie,” Carrie says in her calmest voice.  When she finishes the braid, my eyes remain closed.  My skin still tingles a bit from her delicate touch.  She then releases the finished braid, runs her long, elegant fingers through my hair to untangle the strands before caressing my forehead with the back of her hand.

“Come on, Maddie.  I’ll help you clean up this mess and then I’m going to convince you to put yourself to bed.  You need sleep.”  I nod, eyes still closed and then slowly rise to my feet to begin the cleanup.

We start our task in the kitchen where most of the paper plates and plastic cutlery were unceremoniously dumped inside the kitchen sink.  “Hey, did you see that guy who came to the service with mom’s friend, Sarah?” I ask.  Carrie brings out a second green garbage bag and flaps it twice in the space between us to get it to open.  

“What guy?  You mean the guy who looked like he leapt off the cover a GQ magazine?” 

“Yeah.  Who was he?”

“I don’t know, but he must be a friend or family member from someone who came to your mom’s service.  He was at the the burial, and the wake.  If I’d seen him before I’d have remembered his sexy ass,” she says, then laughs.  “Yummy,” she whispers to herself.

“When we all gathered around the couch for a group photo, which was kind of creepy by the way, he was standing behind Sarah with his hands on Sarah’s shoulders.  She’s mom’s friend from the community center.  They met up twice a week at the pool to participate in the aqua fit classes.” 

“Maybe he’s her son.”  Carrie’s eyes follow me while I walk to the sink to rinse out a clamshell container of its remnants.  “Sarah was drinking heavily and cried quite a bit at the gravesite so maybe he was her sober ride home.” 

“Yes.  I also noticed that,” I say then sigh.  “You know, I could get drunk looking into that man’s eyes.  Did you catch his name at all while you meandered through the guests?  Please tell me you got his name,” I beg as I turn around to face her.

“Nah.  I was too busy making sure all the food got eaten.”  

I turn back to wash more dishes and then glance over my shoulder at her and wink.  “Well then, I guess we have some sleuthing to do to figure that out.  What do you think the odds are that he’s not gay, is single and doesn’t have children by another woman?” I ask and giggle while the spray nozzle on the tap tips forward from my hand and starts spraying water all over the floor.  “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, quickly correcting the nozzle’s aim, while Carrie cracks up at me.  I’ve sprayed my stomach with water as well, and now me, the floor and my feet are wet.

Carrie is still laughing at me while I shut the tap off and try to mop up the mess with paper napkins.  “Did our conversation about a hot guy get you all wet, Maddie?”

I throw a cheesy grin at her and then stick out my tongue.  “Maybe,” I admit.
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As much as I needed sleep, I also needed a distraction.  This house is too quiet which seems ironic since I was secretly begging people to leave me in peace two hours ago.  

I’m recalling the memories of all the things we did as the perfect little family in this house; the music my dad played for us on his piano every night after dinner, the silly girl sleepovers I had that drove my parents crazy, and the boyfriends I tried to hide in my bedroom while in high school.  All those memories have flooded my head since Carrie had to leave.  I begged her to stay with me tonight, but she has an early court time tomorrow, so I reluctantly let her go home to prepare.

As this empty house begins to swallow me in its silence, I yearn for a beloved, non-judgmental, scruffy little pooch to cuddle and console me.  My father never allowed me a pet in the house.  I subconsciously bundle my mom’s throw blanket into a ball on my lap and hug it tight.  I need company, but not the kind that knows my sorrows.  Detached company.

Dizzy’s Bar, where dad used to frequent and take mom and I to dinner from time to time isn’t much of a walk from here.  I think I’ll change out of my damp clothes and head there, enjoy the noisy environment and drink by myself at the bar.  I’ve always carried a little crush on the bartender Garret. Maybe tonight he’ll keep me company.

Entering Dizzy’s, I feel the tension in my shoulders slip away.  When I approach the bar, I connect eyes with Garret, my charming crush/mixologist, and I cannot help the wide smile that overcomes me when I see him.  

“Hello, Maddie.  What brings you in tonight?  I don’t normally see you on a Sunday,” he remarks as he pops a clean wine glass in front of me and fills it with my regular Pinot Gris white wine.

“You know my father died last month,” I say, meeting his eyes as I reach for the wine glass, “ And now my mother died as well from the accident.  Today was her funeral service, so I came here to listen to some live music and forget about the past two months.” As much as I wanted to say those words casually, they are dressed in melancholy. 

Garret stops rearranging the freshly cleaned glasses on the shelf to lean across the bar to me.  His arm reaches for mine.  “Maddie, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know your mom hadn’t recovered.  Jesus!  Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” he asks while holding his warm soft hand over my forearm to comfort me.

My eyes glass over and I nod, attempting to keep more tears from falling.  I should be completely cried out by now but I’m not.

“Please don’t cry, Maddie.  You’re breaking my heart seeing you so sad.”

“I’m sorry.  It’s just so overwhelming sometimes, you know?” I say and sniffle.  I begin rummaging through my purse for something to wipe at my running nose, but before I find the new package, Garret slips a box of tissues across the top of the bar toward me.  I nod.  “Thank you.”  

“Your tab is on me tonight. Drink as much as you like, Maddie.”

“Thank you, Garret, but you don’t have to do that.” 

“I got you.  You know this.”  

I nod again and pull out my cell phone, while he serves a new customer, to see if I missed anything on my apps.  My Facebook account is brimming at the seams with condolences I don’t want to read.  “Close the damned phone,” I mutter to myself and then take a sip from my wine glass.

I spend the next ten minutes scanning the faces of the other patrons that have arrived.  Garret greets each of them with a nod and a smile which I find a bit interesting.  It wasn’t until now that I realized how social Garret is.  I understand working in a bar requires some level of social skills, but for him this is natural.  Never put on for the sake of the job.  This is who the real Garret is: kind, happy, easy-going.  

When I came here from time to time it was usually with my parents for a pub meal and a few beers.  It gave mom the night off from cooking and dad an excuse to drink more beers than mom ever stocked in the fridge.  Since I’d moved away from home ten years ago, this was our way of enjoying each other’s company in a relaxed atmosphere, and I always looked forward to our Dizzy nights, as dad called them.  The various TV’s that hang high in the four corners play seasonal sports games that dad had a hard time tearing his eyes away from while mom and I tried to have a conversation with him.  My eyes fixate on our regular booth – the one dad liked best because his view of the sports games was at a premium from there.  My heart smiles at those memories while Garret secretly refilled my wine glass when I wasn’t looking. 

In the past few weeks I’ve been noticing all the little things and places that bring back fond memories of my parents.  Ads on the TV for vacation spots we’d traveled to as a family, old movie of the week listings that were favourites of dad’s and the British whodunnit shows mom was addicted to watching.  Dinners at Dizzy’s were wonderful, with the exception of that one night when they were arguing over how brutally dad trimmed one of one of mom’s favourite trees in the front yard and I had to hold them back from tearing verbal strips off each other in a public setting.  Thankfully, they fought rarely. 

I catch Garret’s eyes on me as I sip from my freshly poured wine glass.  “What?” 

“Are you sure you’re alright, Maddie?” he asks while setting the bottle down on the bar and leaning closer to me.

“Yeah, I’m alright.  I know I’m going to need time to adjust to all of this but I have plans to sell their house—maybe pay off the balance of my car payments and bring the mortgage on my apartment down.  That would be nice, I mean to be debt free.” 

“True enough,”

“When do you get your break?”

Garret checks his iWatch and smiles at me.  “Five minutes.  Mind if I take my beer break sitting next to you?” He asked that question so casually that it almost went over my head.  He’s looking directly at me waiting for my reply.

“Oh, shit.  Yes, of course!”  Where did my mind run off to just then?  I literally drew a blank.  

“Great.  I’ll go tell grumpy he needs to relieve me.  He’s probably asleep in his office,” Garret jokes.

I have to laugh at Garret calling Mr. Birks grumpy.  I don’t know if he is or not, but I can’t say I’ve ever seen the old guy crack a smile.  Garret rounds the edge of the bar to sit beside me.  He cracks open an ice cold can of beer and takes a thirsty quench.  “My perk for being the longest employee grumpy has ever had in the twenty years he’s run this place.  One free beer per break,” he says, then chuckles a bit before taking another good-sized gulp from the can.

“I’d have taken you for a draft beer drinker.”

“It’s alright, but I prefer the beer from the icebox because it is colder and goes down smoother.”  Garret is sitting sideways on the bar stool, and I mirror his position so we are face to face.  I cannot hide my smile as I sip from my wine while he apologizes for not refilling my glass again before taking his break.

“No, no, don’t apologize.  I’m not here to get wasted. I’m here to forget. Since mom and dad used to take me here on Friday nights, it seemed logical to come here and try to relax.  I’m overtired at this point and on a second wind, I think.”  

He reaches for my hand resting on my thigh, then says, “Anything you need, you can call on me.”  He searches my eyes, and I nod.  

“I appreciate that more than you know, Garret.”
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Sometimes I feel like the world around me is whirling at twice the speed it should, and I’m observing from the inside of a fishbowl.  Then reality kicks in, and I get flustered by my temporary absence from what is transpiring around me.  Is this what grieving is supposed to be like?  Should I talk to somebody about these episodes or hope that they pass?  

Garret’s smile widens as he squeezes my hand in his before slowly releasing it.  “Good to know.  Do you mind adding your number to my phone?”

“No, of course not.”  I take his phone and tap in my name and number quickly in his contacts.  “There.  We’re all set.  Call me any time.”  I hand him my phone and he adds his name and number in it.

Grumpy drops a plate of food in front of Garret, and he doesn’t hesitate to dig in.  “Are you hungry?” he asks while dipping a French fry into a dollop of ketchup.  “Can I buy you a burger and fries or some barbeque chicken wings?”

“No, thank you.  I can steal a fry or two from your plate when you aren’t looking,” I suggest and giggle.

“Hmm,” he says while he chews. “Go ahead.  This is my second order of fries today and I should be doing a better job of watching my girly figure.  You know, for all the babes that come in on the weekends looking to hook up with a sexy mixologist.”

“Ah, is that what you are?  I’ll change your contact info to reflect your social status with the lay-dies.”  Garret cracks up, and I follow with my own giggles.  

I was feeling much better after two hours of sipping wine and watching Garret tend bar.  I think he may have upped the entertainment value of watching him work for my sake.  He offered me exaggerated expressions, goofy grins and was dancing to the music from the band while he restocked the beer and wine cooler.  Maybe he just wanted me to have a reason to smile and it was working.

My second wind began to fade, and I needed to go home.  Since Carrie helped me to clean up after the guests I didn’t have to worry about going home to a mess.  I signal to Garret that I’m heading out and he slides down toward me from the opposing end of the long wooden bar to give me a kiss on the cheek.  “Call me if you need me,” he says firmly.  “I mean it Maddie.”  He waves his finger at me as if to scold me for knowing that I’d likely never bother him or anyone else but Carrie if I needed a sympathetic ear.

“I will.  I promise,” I say as I cross my heart and gather my purse.  
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Garret texted me a few days after our chat at the bar to ask me out to dinner and I said yes to his offer.  I need to be connected to his positivity now more than ever.  I texted Garret back Monday afternoon to let him know I wouldn’t be returning to work until next week.  He replied he was off Thursday, and I could either choose a lunch or dinner date.  

Me:  “Lunch is perfect.  It is supposed to be sunny all week, so can we find a place with an outdoor patio?
Garret:  “Perfect.  I’ll pick you up Thursday at 11:30.  Text me your address.”
Our first date is going quite well.  He chose a small Mexican place with a sun-soaked patio covered in red, green and white umbrellas.  I’m enjoying Garret’s playful side as well as his quirky sense of humor.  Most of the men I’ve dated have been jock types, a bit broody and self-centered – more concerned about their looks and the high-priced, brand-named jogging outfits than me.  As a high school athlete, I gravitated toward guys who were into sports, and long after high school that trend continued until I realized I needed a man who thought I was more interesting than his wardrobe or body mass measurements.

Popping back from my reminder of my dating history, Garret asks, “Do you want another beer?”

“Sure, thanks.”  I’m getting a little tipsy after that third beer.  Garret opted to stay sober so he can drive us home.  Technically, we could have walked here since the weather is so nice, but I think Garret wanted to show his gentlemanly side by picking me up, opening my door for me and giving me whatever I wanted from the menu.  I’m surprised a nice guy like Garret isn’t dating anyone.  I lean in closer to him and ask him why he hasn’t found a girl to marry.

A wickedly sexy smile eases over his boyish good looks as he tips his glass of soda to his lips for a sip. He lowers the glass back to the table and stares me square in the eyes.  “Why do you assume I’m the marrying kind?”

I’m surprised by his reply but in this day and age it is presumptuous to assume all guys want to get married, or even that all women want to get married. “You’re right.  That was a blanket assumption about guys your age.  Marriage isn’t for everyone.  I know this.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over it, Maddie.  I was just seeing how you’d react.”  Garret folds his napkin neatly and places it beside his empty plate.  “I’ve been exploring different relationship options.  Too many of my friends got married and it didn’t last for more than a couple of years or they fight constantly.  And it’s not about monogamy issues, although some of those pricks I call friends are notoriously unfaithful. If you’re gonna do that, like what’s the point?” he says as he shrugs.

I nod in acceptance of his viewpoint.  Neither Carrie or I or any of the other girls we regularly party with have been married or have found ‘The One’ yet.  My vision of the future does include marriage and children, and if this isn’t what Garret wants then maybe just being friends with possible benefits is our best option for the time being.  Now the only question I have for him is this. “What do you mean by relationship options?”

His grin slowly widens and he quirks his right eyebrow a bit higher than the left brow.  “I don’t think marriage needs to be on the table if you want to have a long-term relationship and children with the right woman.  I’m also not sure I want kids because my family has a string of hereditary health issues that I wouldn’t want to pass down.”

He appears to be firm on those views and I have to take a minute to let what he’s said sink in.  

Garret leans back into his chair and smirks.  “It seems you and I have very different visions of what our futures look like.  Listen, Maddie.  Nothing in my life now or the future is carved in stone.  I’ve had a thing for you for a long time.  It wasn’t until you came into the bar, clearly in need of a friend, that I thought I’d take a leap of faith to see if dating you was possible.  And to be clear, I don’t need to be your lover in order to help or care about you.”

I place my elbows on the table and cradle my chin in my palms.  My eyes focus on his in a deep, confident stare while he takes in my gaze and holds me with his.  “I do like you, Garret.  Always have.  So what happens next?”

He continues to search my eyes for another few seconds.  “No pressure from me on any level, Maddie.  Take me as I am.  Love me if you can, given enough time together, and I will do the same.  You are a good soul and I want to be more than just the guy behind the bar that serves you wine.  Can we take our friendship one day at a time?”

I reach my hand across the table to offer him to shake it.  His smile broadens and he chuckles.  “You have a deal, my friend,” I say.  He shakes my hand firmly twice.  Our server comes by the table to see if we need anything else.

“Yes,” he replies looking up at the server with a perfectly straight face.  “Do you guys sell condoms?”

I crack up instantly and Garret’s laughter follows.  “I’m kidding,” he adds while we watch the face of the server turn bright red.  “Just bring us the bill, please.”
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A week later, I popped into Dizzy’s for a glass of wine after work.  I’d settled myself on a stool near the middle of the bar and waited for Garret to see me.  Finally, his eyes lock on mine.  “Suddenly my night just got better,” he says. “How the hell have you been, Maddie?”

“I’m good.  Much better since last week.  I’m back at the office and I’m finding work to be the distraction I need.  How was your week?”

“Pretty good.  No complaints.  Wine?”

“Yes, please.”  

I take my first sip, and moments later, I hear my name being spoken in a voice I don’t recall ever hearing.  The guy sitting two stools to my right seems to know me, but I don’t recognize his face.  He eases himself from his stool and stands before me with his hand out.  “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.  My name is Liam.  I’m Sarah’s son.  My mom and your mom used to swim together at the rec center.” 

My eyes manage to focus on his features and now it all makes perfect sense.  He’s the hottie who attended mom’s funeral that Carrie and I were talking about after the wake.  We were right.  He is Sarah’s son.

I allow him to grip his hand in mine while I get lost in his eyes.  “May I?” he asks gesturing to the vacant chair beside me with his free hand.  I nod, but words escape me.  Garret brings Liam’s glass over to his new seat and nods at the both of us.

Now that I’ve had a minute to comprehend who he is and why he was also at my parent’s wake, I relax and take another sip of my wine.  

“How are you holding up, Madison?” he asks.  Liam’s fine features tighten as he poses his question and I appreciate his genuine concern.  

“I’m okay, I guess.  How am I supposed to feel?  I mean, how many people lose their entire family in one fell swoop?  Never mind.  I don’t need statistics at the moment.  I just need wine and conversation.”  I catch his eyes once more and he nods.  

“I can do that.”

“Do you live near here?  I’ve never seen you at Dizzy’s before?” I ask.

“No.  My mom’s place is just up the road a bit, and I was there for lunch and to help her move some furniture.”  

“Oh, well, that makes sense.  Why did you come here tonight?” I ask as I’m running out of actual normal conversational topics already, and he must think I’m vacant.

He chuckles.  “My mom drank every ounce of liquor in the house last week and since I wanted to have at least one drink after moving her couch to six different positions in her living room, I ended up coming here when she decided to take a nap.  She is still quite upset about Rita’s passing.”

My heart smiles a little at the thought that Liam’s mom and mine were so close.  “You came to the right place.  Garret will take good care of you.  He is a trained mixologist, thus whichever libation you fancy he can concoct,” I say poshly and giggle.  Garret must have overheard my words as my wine glass is being refilled and he nods to Liam and asks if he’d like another.  

“No, thank you.  I’m okay for the moment.”

I feel lost when I look at Liam.  There is a cool confidence, a charm and finesse in his demeanor that oozes sensuality.  No man should have all those gifts in one delicious package.  Carrie and I joked about his supermodel looks, but now that I’m getting up close and personal with him, I realize he has a few, albeit insignificant flaws.  There are two small scars on his face; one in between the perfectly trimmed hairs of his right eyebrow, and another along the edge of his jaw just below his ear.  For some odd reason, this makes me happy.  I’m happy to know he’s not absolutely perfect as somehow that makes him more real.  

Regardless, I’m feeling a bit small in Liam’s presence, as if I would never be good enough for someone of his caliber.  But still, he lingers.  He holds my gaze with his, smiles so beautifully when I speak and seems to be truly absorbed in my ramblings.  I love that he has one tooth that is not in perfect alignment as the others.  Flaw number three.  Shit!  Is he analyzing my face in the same way and picking out my flaws?  If that’s the case, then he’d win hands down because I’ve got plenty more than he does.  Carrie told me once that my flaws were perfect imperfections, like the lyric from All of Me.  That compliment is only one of the many reasons why she’ll always be my best friend.  

Trying to prevent myself from losing control, dying inside from an undeniable urge to taste him, I abruptly change the subject.  “What is it that you do for a living?” I ask, then sip from my wine glass as elegantly as I can.  I gently replace the glass atop the bar and flick my lusting eyes back upon him not wanting to miss a minute of his face so close to mine.

“I think if I told you what I do for a living, you’d be throwing cash on the bar and heading out that door like your pretty little ass was on fire,” he says, then smirks.  Raising his martini to his lips I soak in the splendor of his hand holding the glass, tipping the rim to his lips and watching the clear liquid slip down his throat.  His confidence is truly admirable.  

“Why would I run?  Now you have me very curious,” I say and wink playfully.  “What could you possibly do for a living that would shock me?” I ask being over dramatic with my voice and facial expression.  “Your secret is safe with me,” I add placing my finger over my lips to indicate my silence.

He clears his throat and signals to Garret to bring him another drink.  His eyes meet mine again before he says with a quiet confidence and a soft smile, “I’m a companion.”

I smile confidently and nod.  “How long have you been doing that?”

I watch as he tries to stifle a chuckle.  He turns his head away from me for a brief moment then sets those amazing eyes back on me again.  “About eight years, or so.”  His eyes catch the light from the bar and sparkle.  I melt a little more into my chair.  I’m not often this taken with a guy at a first introduction, but Liam has me right where he wants me and I don’t care where that is.

“I’ll bet your work is very rewarding.  And it takes great patience to work with all kinds of people in various states of need,” I add.  Liam’s smile widens and he nods.  A hint of a blush flushes his neck and cheeks and that just sends me over the edge with lust.  Fuck me, he’s so perfect; two tiny scars and one misaligned tooth or not.  

“Do you understand what a companion is?” he asks, softening his voice and placing his hand upon my knee.

I nod in oblivious agreement and sip from my wine again.  He tilts his head a little to the left at me, then flicks his gaze back to Garret as his new drink is placed before him.  “How many years of training did you need before you could become a companion?” I ask.  I swear I just heard Garret chuckle from beside me on the opposite side of the bar, but I pay it no mind as he was likely laughing at something else.

Liam’s sudden boisterous laughter catches me off guard, and I cannot help but join him in this moment of levity. “What’s so funny?”

“You’re kidding me, right?” he asks and chuckles a little louder this time.  He leans the side of his head against his open palm, elbow bent upon the edge of the bar top and looks upon me with a curious eye and a wide grin.  I think he’s waiting for me to admit I’m joking.

“Kidding?  Don’t you have to take a course or something to work with seniors in nursing homes?  That’s what you do, right?”

Another outbreak of uproarious laughter comes from deep within his belly and he nearly falls off his bar stool in the process.  Eyes from other patrons from every angle land upon us while he catches his breath and sends me the most innocent and beautiful smile I’ve seen on his face yet.  “You have a wicked sense of humor.  I must remember that one for the next time,” he says, nodding at me and clinking his martini glass to the side of my wine glass.

I’m confused.  Why is what he does for a living so amusing?  It’s a very honorable profession that few people can do day in, day out without becoming stressed.  And Liam did say he’s been doing it for over eight years.

When he realizes I am not kidding around, his eyes narrow a bit and that head tilt comes my way again.  “Do you know what a companion is?” he asks, softly while squeezing his hand over my knee.

I pause and think about what he’s asking for a few beats.  He looks at me, then looks at his hand on my knee, then looks back up at me again while his hand slowly slips higher over my thigh.  Holy fuck!  Oh, my god I’m such an idiot.  I swear my brain just fell through to my ass.  He’s a companion, as in high-class sex worker.  He must think I’m the dumbest woman on the planet!  I’m so embarrassed.  The heat that rises from my very core glows through my skin in rapid waves, and now I’m rightfully red as a beet.

I stammer a bit with my words as I try to explain how I came to my conclusion, but no amount of explanation is going to make him think any higher of me or make him laugh less at my innocence.  I place my hand over his, which is now about in inch away from my aching sex and return his little squeeze.  Instead of speaking I nod, then nervously reach for my wine glass because let’s face it - I’m fucking speechless.

“You aren’t running away,” he says with a half shocked half surprised expression.  I thought for sure that information, once you fully understood it, would have you on your feet and sprinting for the nearest exit.”

I cannot help but laugh at myself and now I’m shaking my head at my naivety.  I try to take a sip from my wine, but while the sweet libation fills my mouth, I begin to laugh and choke as it gets halfway down my throat.  I’m quick to grab a napkin to prevent my mouth from spraying wine all over this beautiful man.  He rises from the stool before me, reaching over my shoulder and pats me on my back, but this only adds to my embarrassment.  Placing my hand on his chest to brace myself I swear I dampened my panties when I felt the hard body beneath his dress shirt under my open palm.  

“I’m fine.  Sorry for the commotion,” I manage to cough out.  I continue to dab at my lips as he returns himself to his bar stool.  I can’t look at him now.  From the perspective of other around us this whole scene must be downright amusing.  I didn’t come here to be public entertainment, but this is what has become of me tonight.  How could I have been so stupid?

Nervously, I smooth out the edge of my skirt and try one more time, hopefully more elegantly than the last attempt, to sip the balance of the wine in my glass.  As the edge of the bowl nears my lips, his fingers wrap around my wrist in the softest of touches stilling me in a seductive way that I hadn’t expected.  Liam’s other hand rests the edge of my chin and guides my face up to his, which is all of four inches away now.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks with his voice only loud enough for me to hear.

Holy hell, high water, and baby Jesus in a manger.  How does he expect to get away with touching me so tenderly without me diving in to steal a kiss?  In this instant I weirdly notice Liam isn’t wearing cologne, which surprises me, but I embrace the scent of his skin while his hand is touching my chin.  Every muscle in my body is on strict orders from my confused brain to remain calm and not move.  I nod while my eyes search his.  For the love of God, why did he touch my face.  That move is off limits for a first meeting.  Unless you are a companion?  There it is.  I’m actually fully absorbing what it means.  Yet, the urge to dive forward like a sex starved teenager and ravage those sexy lips of his gnaws at me.  Thank fuck I’m not too drunk yet, or I’d have done just that.  I lean back carefully releasing my face from his soft touch, regretting my decision to disconnect and smile as best I can considering the situation.

The shock of his confession has now sunk in as deep as it can.  I reach my hand across my lap and touch his and tell him that I cannot apologize enough for my reaction.  It is the only thing I can think of to do and say at this point.

That beautiful, hearty laughter comes back to me, and then, the most subtle yet heart pounding kiss is placed on my cheek.  “Don’t be.  I’ve seen and heard worse.”  Liam rises from his stool and leaves my side.  I follow him with my lusting eyes while the words, “Where are you going?” slip from them.

“Gentleman’s quarters,” he replies, and once again I am left feeling like an idiot.  Of course he’s going to the bathroom.  How messed up is my head anyway?

Garret leans over on his crossed forearms at the edge of his side of the bar and smiles at me.  “He’s hitting on you.  Are you okay with that or should I step in?”

I wave my hands at Garret and giggle.  “He’s not hitting on me.  His mom is, was, a friend of my mom’s and he was at the service.  It’s a coincidence that we both ended up here at Dizzy’s.  Nothing more,” I say trying to make light of the growing arousal between my legs.  I uncross and cross them and clear my throat while Garret eases back to a stand, arms crossed casually over his chest now.  “You look very handsome tonight,” I murmur to Garret.  His perfect smile that lights up his entire face beams back at me.  

“You are such a tease Maddie.  If you want inside my pants all you have to do is ask,” he says then winks at me.  “Besides.  I’m pretty sure Liam is open to that same offer.  More wine?” he asks, cheekily.  My face heats again and I realize the wine is going to my head.  While I contemplate my current situation, Garret’s sideways attempt to ask me get down and dirty with him, and my now thundering clit, Liam returns to his barstool to ask, “What did I miss?”

“Oh, nothing.  Garret and I were just going over his dating options, and I came to the conclusion that I do not need any more wine,” I say pointing my gaze at Garret and covering the top of my wine glass with my open palm.

Liam smiles at Garret then at me.  “Can I take you home?  I happen to know where you live.” 

Immediately my mind races, and I’m wondering if he means to drive me home or, you know, d-r-i-v-e me home.  Since his confession of his profession, and the fact that I’m kind of tipsy I hunker in close to Liam’s gorgeous face and whisper, “I spent all my savings on burying my parents.  I highly doubt I’d be able to afford your services as incredibly tempting as that thought is.”

Liam rolls his eyes at me.  “I’m not suggesting that you hire me.  I’m offering to make sure you get home safely.  Can I do that or is it somehow crossing some moral line for you?”

He seems a little pissed at me, and I can’t blame him.  I totally went in the wrong direction with my comment, even after solidly considering my options before I opened my big fat mouth.  Fuck.  I just keep lowering my IQ number, comment by comment to him.  Where did my confidence go?  I’m not usually this much of a mess with men.  And at this point I’d give anything to get laid by Liam, but my piggy bank is down to its last dime.  

“If you want to take me home, that would be appreciated,” I reply, attempting to ignore the fact that I’ve insulted him and made a complete ass of myself in one fell swoop.  “I’m sorry if I insulted you.  I’m really out of sorts and I’m not processing things as well as I normally would.”

Liam eases a beautiful smile at me and nods.  “I get that.  I didn’t plan to make you uncomfortable.  Shall we erase the last half hour and start over?”

My heart melts.  “Yes.  You have a deal.” He rises from his barstool to retrieve his wallet from his breast pocket in his silk jacket.  There is something very telling about a man who moves as smoothly as Liam does.  The confidence and calmness is admirable and most women would agree quite sexy.
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