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  Chapter 1

Jonathan


I never thought I’d see the day I’d be walking into a florist shop to buy a bouquet of flowers. But here I am… 
“I’m here now. I’ll deliver them to her soon and get back to pick you up and take you to your meeting,” I say into my phone to my boss.
He sighs. “All right, call me when you’re downstairs.”
I hang up and tuck my phone back into my pants.
I’ve been assigned to do this for my good friend and now boss, James. He’s head over heels for a girl named Abigail and he’s sent me to buy flowers and personally deliver them to her. I can’t exactly argue with him when he’s paying me to do this.
The windows of the shop are full of colorful plants. Some are hanging from the ceiling in baskets and many others are in pots on the floor. Dread hits me. I’d rather pick up dry cleaning than do this. They aren’t even for me, so why didn’t I try to convince him to order them online and have them delivered? 
Oh, that’s right. He wouldn’t. He wanted her to feel special and have someone she knows deliver them. He wants that personal touch. Insert my eye roll and hand me a bucket to puke in.
I roll my shoulders back and take a deep breath, convincing myself I can do this. It's just a flower shop. The quicker I get inside the store, the quicker I can get out. I step inside and a chime above the door sounds.  Sally’s florist is enormous, and they sell way more than just flowers. There is artwork all over the walls for sale and candles laid out on every surface. Even furniture has tags, meaning they are for sale too. 
As I walk further into the shop, I find more furniture accessories scattered around. This place is just too big; I am trying to find someone who works here. I want to pick up my boss’s order and be done with it. 
I peer around at all the flowers. Who knew there would be so many types in a rainbow of colors? I’ve never been much of a flower guy myself. I know of red and white roses and that’s it. I’m not someone who buys flowers. I’ve always been a one-night stand kind of guy. I've spent my entire adult life creating an app called Integration Software and then helping my parents’ business until we had an argument and I left.
I notice a blonde florist working behind the counter and quicken my pace. However, as I reach her, the phone rings. Fuck! I pause and rub my head while she answers it. 
“Hello, thank you for calling Cygnature Blooms, where bigger is always better. May I take your order, please?”
I put my hands in my suit pockets to stop myself from fidgeting. I hate being in a place like this. I can’t wait to leave.
After a couple more minutes, she hangs up. I step closer to the counter, not wanting to waste another second. 
She smiles at me politely. “Sorry, sir, I have to serve this customer first. She was before you. She just had to answer a call. I’ll be back to help you soon.”
“Sure,” I say with a tight smile. 
I watch her move to the opposite wall and assist a black-haired woman. I move around, needing to do something, so there’s no harm in wasting time looking around. My eyes flick to them every now and again to watch their exchange, hoping she won’t take much longer. They walk to the counter, and I almost fist-pump the air. 
“The saffron seems low today,” the black-haired woman remarks in a soft tone.
“Yes, there wasn’t much available this week…” the florist says, and I zone out. I stopped listening to their conversation when I ran my gaze over the back of the black-haired woman. As I stand directly behind her, I can’t help but appreciate her hourglass shape and heart-shaped ass in her black pants and white top. The woman turns to leave, and I suck in a sharp breath. I’m totally taken aback. She not only has a great body, but her face is impeccable—her full lips are pink and pouty, while her green eyes glimmer under the lights. 
And when she smiles, my breath hitches.
I change my mind in that instant. Maybe I should come to these places more often if people like her come here. Like an idiot, I stand there, slack-jawed, unable to move, until she dips her head and walks past, holding her flowers. Her sweet scent hits my nostrils, and I sniff deeper to take it in. It’s sweet like honey with a floral touch. 
I clear my throat and step forward.
“I’m here to pick up a bouquet,” I say.
“Sure. Name?”
“James White.”
“Oh yes, I’ll grab it now,” the receptionist says with a broad smile.
After collecting the bouquet, I step outside and text James.
Jonathan: I got it, boss. I’ll drop them off now.
As soon as I read his text back, my phone flashes in my hand, and I squeeze it slightly and curse under my breath. Fuck off.
I grind my teeth, annoyed, and hit decline on my mother’s incoming call. Unwilling to deal with her right now, I stuff my phone into my pocket. I’d rather deliver fucking flowers.






  
  Chapter 2

Ruby


I’m picking up my weekly saffron order to take to my grandma Flora’s. The familiarity of the city lets me zone out and listen to all the hustle and bustle around me. Everyone else is going about their day on a Friday, but I can take today off and work Monday to Thursday and Saturday instead. This routine allows me to spend time with her. She isn’t getting any younger at eighty-three, after all. Besides my parents, she is my world. I share everything about my life with her. 
The chime goes off, and my lips curve into a smile when the smell of flowers hits me. It makes me happy being in here. If flowers aren’t your thing, we can’t be friends. They're so beautiful and can make your darkest days turn brighter. When you’re sad, you buy flowers, and when you’re happy, you buy them too. There isn’t any occasion or emotion where you wouldn’t.
I walk over to where the saffron is kept. My shoulders hunch when I see a low stock. We look forward to pie baking every Friday. It’s our thing. I try not to think about what will happen when she goes. No, I don’t dare think what that would mean. I push that thought away and pick up a small bunch. 
As I’m about to turn, I hear Sally, the owner of the florist shop, say, “Morning, Ruby.”
I spin and offer a warm smile. “Good morning, Sally.”
She wouldn’t ask me if I would like another flower; I’ve been coming here way too long for that. She knows I’m here for my saffron, and that’s all. Instead, we make small talk about other things.
“How’s Flora?” Sally wears her blonde hair in a neat bun and a black apron covers her jeans and top. She’s in her late thirties and started this business when she had kids. I love how kids didn’t stop her from chasing her dreams.
“She’s good. Opinionated as ever, but that’s what we love about her.” 
“She still trying to get you to settle down and get married?”
Giggling, I hand the saffron to Sally. 
“Every week, without doubt. She asks if I’m dating or if I’m talking to anyone. To which she gets the same answer, No, I'm busy working.”
She tilts her head to indicate we walk to the front of the store so she can wrap the bouquet and continue our conversation.
“I think she wants to know you’re happy and that you don’t work too much.”
I sigh. “That’s exactly what she thinks. I’ll miss my chance to get married or have kids because all I do is work, but I love it.”
She wraps the bunch up, and I swipe my card to pay.
“It’s so important to love your job. I get it. Just don’t forget to have a little fun too.” She wiggles her brows as she passes me the wrapped flowers.
I chuckle with a small eye roll and say, “I’m leaving before you get as bad as her.”
She smirks and waves, and as I turn, I’m met with large brown eyes that I’ve seen here before. Which is a nice surprise. He stands out in his black suit, defined jawline, five o’clock shadow, dark brown—or is it black?—wavy hair. I feel a flush hitting my cheeks. How much did he hear? Hopefully, not too much, because that would be embarrassing. I don’t need the world knowing I’m on a dry spell and haven’t been on a date in over twelve months. 
Locking gazes with him causes a flutter in my stomach…a new and exciting feeling, but I need to get a grip. This guy is taken, for sure. He’s in a florist shop, so obviously he must have a girlfriend. He looks to be in his thirties so he could even have a wife and kids, and I’m drooling over him. 
He offers a panty-melting smile, and I almost melt into a puddle. Damn, he’s my dream man. There’s a kindness in his smile that makes me want to talk to him, but I bet if I spent time with him, I’d find out he has multiple girlfriends and is on countless dating apps. 
Why is he wearing that suit?
Where is my intelligent brain? I seem to have lost it the moment I saw him. No wonder Sally was wiggling her brows…she was hinting at him. 
Oh God, how cringy. 
I smile and dip my head, clutching my flowers to my chest. As I pass by him, I get a whiff of his delicious scent—a mix of caramel and spice. I want to bathe in it. Ignoring the tingling feeling, I walk out, keeping my gaze focused on the exit. When the outside air hits me, I take a deep breath and continue to my car, but something feels off. 
I look over my shoulder but see nothing unusual, and after a quick scan around, nothing seems out of place. But the strange feeling doesn’t leave me, and after discovering a note yesterday on my car that said, I miss you. I can’t shake the eerie feeling, so I walk faster on the concrete and my breaths quicken as a slight panic hits. Something is definitely off. Maybe I should have stayed and talked to the handsome man. We would have walked the same direction. He definitely felt like he could protect me.






  
  Chapter 3

Jonathan


I’m out of the shop, holding the large arrangement for Abigail. The flowers today differ from the ones last week. This weeks are nice except for the obnoxious white flowers sticking up so high. They’re hitting me in the face and pissing me off. And the smell is so strong I’ve felt my eyes tingle, my throat swell, and whatever the fuck these are, I’m going to insist he never orders them again. Otherwise, I’m paying for delivery personally. 
As soon as I get in the car, I pull out my phone to text him.
Jonathan: Don’t buy these flowers again unless you want her to break up with you.
James: Why? What’s wrong with them?
Jonathan: They’re making me feel odd, like I’m having an allergic reaction.
James: (laughing emoji) Are you serious? What do they look like? Can you go back in and change them?
I furiously type back, ignoring my itchy eyes and throat.
Jonathan: Hell no! I’m not going back in. I don’t have time. I need to drop these off unless you want me to organize a delivery?
James: No, you need to take them. It’s okay. I just won’t order lilies again.
Jonathan: I don’t even want to know why you know the name of these god-awful flowers.
James: It’s called love, John, and the day you find it, you’ll know this shit matters to them. And you will do anything to put a smile on their face and make them feel special.
I scoff. That will never happen. He should know that.
Jonathan: I’ll take your word for it. I’ll text you when I’m back at the office.
I drop the phone down to the front seat and drive out of the parking spot. As I do, I blink rapidly spotting her. Those luscious hips move in tight jeans and wavy dark hair flowing in the breeze. I slow the car and smile as I see she’s holding her saffron flowers, and walking slightly faster compared to other people around her. 
I frown and wonder if she’s late for something. Work? Maybe a partner? 
Someone as pretty as her would be taken. 
As I pass her, I can’t help but move my gaze to the rearview mirror, trying to get one final glimpse of her. When she is out of my sight, I concentrate on the road ahead as James’s words replay. What would it feel like to want to do all that sappy shit for a woman?
I shake off the ridiculous thought. I can’t even imagine it.
I'm back staring at the mirror when my phone rings. Tearing my gaze down to the screen, I groan at my mother’s name, and I don’t even hesitate when I hit the decline button. After I drop the flowers off to Abigail and get back in the car, I see a text from her.
Mom: Please call me.
I brush off her text because I don’t have time to speak to her right now. I have to quickly pick up James and take him to a meeting. But I know I can’t avoid her forever. We may have disagreed about my future, but they aren’t bad parents. They need to let me choose my path, not dictate every step of my life.
I’m not rebelling; I'm too old for that shit, but I don’t think money means you can tell me what to do. Hence why I got a job even when I have money—a lot of it and not just family money.
But working is something I enjoy doing, and being friends with James since I was young has meant I could help him and he understands me. I can open up to him and work for him without judgment.

      [image: ]After taking James to the meeting, I decide to call Mom back. Having it hanging over my head will not help me sleep tonight. Even if I train or have drinks with friends, I’ll still be wondering what she wanted.
I sit in the car with my eyes closed and the back of my head lying on the headrest as I try to calm my body and mind before I call her. When I’m ready, I sit up. Here goes nothing…
“There you are. Why are you avoiding me?” she rushes out angrily. 
“I’m working, Mom.” I dismiss her question.
She tsks, and I clench my teeth together. I’m trying to calm my vibrating body down, ignoring the little voice in my head that wants to argue with her.
“It’s a silly job. When will you wake up and come back to work here, son?”
I suck in a deep breath through my nose and breathe out through my mouth, needing to calm the tension that’s running through me. The silly job is keeping me happy and busy at the moment while I try to figure out the next step in my career.
“I won’t take your offer.” 
“Why? She’s perfect and you're not getting any younger.”
I close my eyes and bang my head repeatedly on the headrest.
“What’s the point of this call? I need to take James’s call.” Even though he isn’t calling, I need to end this conversation now.
“Will you come for dinner on Sunday? Your sister will be here.”
I sigh, feeling the tension melt away at the mention of my little sister. “Yeah, I’ll be there. I gotta go, but I’m not talking about this tonight. I won’t change my mind.”
She sighs and mumbles, “Fine. See you at five. Don’t be late.”
“Yes, Mother.” I hang up and throw the phone.
I have met this woman a few times that Mom wants me to marry, and while she seems nice, there’s nothing romantic between us. Mom keeps telling me that this woman is happy to marry me, but I can’t reciprocate, and it pained me to have to tell her that, but I can’t fake a marriage with a woman I felt nothing for. It’s not me. I’m not about to pretend or force myself to like her because it’s not fair to her either. She deserves someone to love her. And that will never be me. I’ve seen my friend fall in love, and it might not be something I’m looking for because I’m trying to find myself, but the way he looks at her is full of adoration and love, so if I’m going to get married, it’s to someone I feel like that for. If it’s meant to be, it will come…and I’ll know it.






  
  Chapter 4

Jonathan


“You didn’t order those same flowers, did you?” I say into the phone in a hushed voice. I don’t want the florist thinking I’m hating on her flowers. James will kick my ass if he can’t order his precious flowers for Abigail anymore. 
I peer around and browse past the cabinets along the sides of the shop, wondering what’s on there. There are new items this week, and I can’t help but look while I’m on the phone.
“No, you’ll be happy to know I chose something else,” he taunts me in an amused voice. I don’t know if last week's allergic reaction will ever live a day down.
I grumble into the phone, “I’ll have you know I don’t trust your choices now.”
James chuckles. “If this one isn’t good either, how about I make you a deal?”
I stop browsing and lift my head, liking the sound of this. “I’m listening.” 
“You can choose the next arrangement.”
I snort. “That sounds fucking awful.”
James’s laugh bellows in my ear, and when he recovers, he says, “Well, that’s all I got for you. Now shut up and go give my girl her flowers.”
“Fine. I’m on it.”
As I look up toward the desk, I see her. Her dark hair is straight today…and it looks fresh. Like she stepped out of the hairdresser’s.
I run my hand through my hair, and my feet are moving, closing the distance and pushing me in her direction. I hang up and stuff the phone inside my pocket. She doesn’t notice me approach, because she’s too busy taking in the different flowers.
She has dark jeans, a navy top, and sneakers on today. I love this effortless look. She’s sexy without even trying, unlike most girls in my parents’ circle.
This is my type—a woman who can be casual and herself. I’m sick of women coming on to me for my looks and money. No, I want something real. A real woman. And there’s something real about the woman who I’m now standing behind. She turns and looks up with wide eyes before her face softens in recognition.
I can’t help but smile like a goofy kid at her. “Hey.”
She offers me a smile back and a cute, “Hi.”
I glance at the flowers in her hand and frown when I realize they aren’t her usual purple saffron flowers, but just simple red roses.
“You’re looking at something other than saffron.” I point at her bundle. 
Her lips part, and my chest warms. The look of surprise does things to me.
“How did you know I get saffron?” Her cheeks and nose have the cutest dusting of pink, and she looks adorable.
“I heard you and the florist talking.” 
“Oh.” She nibbles at her lip, and I wonder if I’m making her nervous. 
“You thought I was some crazy stalker?” I tease. 
“No. But I won’t lie; I was a little freaked out for a second.”
“I promise I’m harmless.” I hold up my hands in surrender.
She lifts a brow and is biting back a laugh. “I’m supposed to trust your word for it?”
I shrug. “I guess so.”
We have both turned completely to face each other.
I tuck my hands into my pockets as she has hers tightly gripped to the bouquet.
“Well, we kind of missed a step that makes trust form.” She breaks the silence lingering between us.
“We did?” I ask with a curious expression. 
“Mm-hmm.”
She extends her hand out, and I look down at it and then back at her face. She sports a grin, and her eyes glimmer with kindness.
“Ruby.”
I can’t help but smile. She is so freakin’ adorable. 
I slip my hand in hers and a buzz of electricity hits me. Not only does her hand fit perfectly in mine, but it’s so soft and warm I don’t want to let go. “John. It’s nice to meet you, Ruby.”
“It’s nice to meet you too.” 
“Does this mean you can trust me now?”
“Listen, I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s definitely a start.” She returns her hand to the bouquet with a smile.
“Well, that’s all I can ask for—”
“Hi, sorry to keep you both waiting.” The owner’s rushed voice has us both spinning around to face her. “Who can I help first?” she asks, her eyes darting between Ruby and me.
I gesture to Ruby with an outstretched hand and she does the same, which causes our hands to crash. The touch doesn’t last because she pulls back and I’m apologizing straight away.
“So sorry. I guess we both had the same idea,” I say and see her touch her lips with that same hand, rubbing it mindlessly, and I follow the movement, transfixed.
“It’s okay. You go first. I'm not in a rush.” She has an unusually high pitch in her voice.
“Ladies first,” I encourage. 
“I agree. Ruby, I’ll serve you first and I’ll be back to you.” Sally says.
I nod. “Take your time.”
Ruby smiles. “Thank you.”
“Anytime.”
Instead of looking away, I watch her walk to the saffron, surprised when she peers over her shoulder and bites her lip before dipping her head. She turns back to focus on whatever the owner is talking about. I watch her grab the bunch of purple flowers and wander to the counter to pay. When she leaves, she smiles and waves at me as she passes. I’m still frozen to the spot, but I wave, which makes her smile larger.
I don’t fucking wave to anyone, but my brain misfires whenever she is around.
“Okay, let me grab your order.” I hear the owner say, pulling my eyes away from Ruby. 
I walk to the counter. “Thanks. I didn’t catch your name,” I say, hating that I don’t know her name and I’ve been in here a few times now. It’s rude and unlike me. I’m going to blame the dazzling brunette named Ruby. I need to shake off these new emotions that have seemed to take over my brain.
“Sally.”
“John.”
She picks up a bunch and hands it over. I’m relieved to see the god-awful lilies aren’t there. These are a mix of pinks and whites, and as I hold it, nothing seems to cause my eyes or throat to itch…for now. Not wanting to take my chances, I leave. 
But as I exit the door, I pause mid-step. Ruby is standing next to the door with a pale face and big round eyes, clutching her flowers so tight she’s squishing them. My heart races at her frightened look, and I don’t hesitate taking my next step to her.






  
  Chapter 5

Ruby


“Ruby?” John’s voice cuts through the still air. 
I hesitantly turn to face him. His face is etched with hard lines, and I realize since I left before him, it probably seems strange that I’m standing glued to the shop window. It’s currently keeping me feeling safe.
Peeling my back from the window, I stand straight and try to not be as affected as I feel, but I wonder if I’m too late. “Ah. Hi.”
My voice sounds strained.
“Are you okay? How come you’re still here?” He’s standing close and his scent washes over me. I stare back into his brown eyes, losing myself in them as I debate internally.
Do I tell him the truth, or will he think I’m crazy? 
When I peer down, I swallow hard at the flowers he’s holding. He might be in a hurry to deliver them to…
A special someone? 
The green-eyed monster wants to be jealous, but the fear wins. The jealous part of me is too tired to care.
I rub the back of my neck where tension is building. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be bothering you. You’re probably off to meet someone to give them flowers.”
His brows draw down in a deep-set frown. “These aren’t for me. I’m picking these up for my boss to deliver them to his girlfriend.”
I let out a deep breath and feel the flutter of worry leave me at hearing that. Maybe he doesn’t have anyone? I try not to get ahead of myself and remember why I’m not at Grandma's house right now. But I’m struggling with my words.
“Okay.”
He touches my arm and tenderly strokes it up and down in the most soothing manner as his eyes bore into mine. “Ruby, what’s going on?” His tone is stern, and it seems to have me spilling the truth.
“I, um, feel like something is off,” I whisper, my gaze scanning the surrounding area at the mention of the eerie feeling.
His brows pinch together, but he doesn’t say anything, obviously waiting for me to finish, so I continue.
“It’s like someone is behind me…following me. And I had a note left on my car last week saying, I miss you.” I swallow hard past the tightness that’s forming in my throat. 
He straightens and scans the vicinity. “Let me have a look around and then I’m walking you to your car.”
Not feeling comfortable walking on my own, I simply nod. I know I’ll feel better if he does. “I’m probably overthinking it, but it’s never happened before.”
“It’s better to be safe than sorry. And I want you safe.”
Those words wash over me, blanketing me in their warmth. Panic has rendered me speechless, so I don’t feel that tingling that I usually might at his words.
He grabs my hand and threads his fingers through mine. Our palms touch, and it feels oddly easy. I should be more freaked out that this guy I barely know is holding my hand, but I can’t even think, let alone walk straight, so holding his hand is keeping me from falling over. But I feel I can trust him. With my line of work, my gut is what I follow, so now shouldn’t be any different.
He walks in front of me to keep me sheltered behind him. I follow his steps, gripping his hand like a safety net.
He peeks over his shoulder. “Are you okay?”
I nod.
“I can’t find anything suspicious. Where’s your car?”
I hadn’t been paying any attention, but I look up and take my surroundings in and immediately recognize the street where I’d parked my car.
“Just over on the right.” I don’t want to disconnect our hands, so I nod toward the street where it is. 
“This way?”
“Yeah, across the street. The silver one.”
I move so I’m beside him. It’s strange to walk with a guy, hand in hand, like a couple. I smile, thinking about telling my grandma when I get to her place. She’ll drill me with questions about him, and as soon as she gets a hint he is hot, she will want me to go on a date with him, or worse, meet him.
I’m not afraid anymore with him beside me. I just hope whoever it is doesn’t return.
What if the person comes back next week? Will he be there?
I can’t expect him to save me every time. I have to put my big girl panties on and protect myself. I’ve never been scared or vulnerable, and I think it’s derailing my sense of control. I don’t like being pushed into unfamiliar territory.
We cross the road, and as we approach my car, I know it’s time to untangle our hands. Even though I don’t want to. We stop beside the car and part our hands. 
I cradle the saffron as I stare up into his dark gaze. “Thanks for doing this. You didn’t have to, but I appreciate it.”
“Anytime. I’m glad you were sensible and waited by the shop. It was the safest option. And I’m glad I left after you and you weren’t stuck there.” An unreadable expression flashes across his face, and I can’t imagine what he’s thinking, but if it’s anything like me…it’s what would’ve happened if he wasn’t there? Would I still be there waiting, terrified?
I shrug off the thought because I’m not there anymore. I’m here. Safe. Thanks to him.
I fetch my keys out of my bag and unlock the car door. He moves over and opens the door. I take my seat and carefully lay the flowers on the passenger seat and turn to face him with a smile. “Thanks again.”
He leans down, resting his chin on his hands on top of the doorframe. “I’ll see you next week?”
I can’t help but feel relieved knowing he will be there, but I need to figure out a way to protect myself. He can't be expected to be there every single time. I can’t ask that of him either.
“Definitely,” I say with a small, shy grin.
“Good. Now, before you go, can I grab your number? I want you to text me when you get to your destination. To make sure you're okay. You trust me now, right?”
The way my heart races for him, I don’t hesitate.
“Yes, I trust you.” 
We exchange numbers before he closes the door with a wink. I bite my lip, hiding a stupidly happy smile. He walks off, and I watch his handsome frame move along the sidewalk before I drive off, already excited to see him next week.






  
  Chapter 6

Jonathan


I’m typing away on my work computer at White Empire, but my mind wanders off. I rub my freshly shaved chin as I realize I know nothing about her. 
I didn't even get her last name yesterday, and if I text her now, she’ll think I’m weird and she’s already freaked out.
Grabbing my phone from my pocket, I open her text from yesterday, and I can’t help but smile. 
Ruby: Home. Safe. Thanks again. :) 
Dropping my phone back down on the desk, I refocus on my task at hand, but frustration gets the better of me.
She rattles my brain to not even get her last name.
I keep tapping my finger on the desk, when an idea strikes me. Her social media handles. Surely her last name will come up there. Then I can see if anything is abnormal for someone to be leaving her a note and giving her this unsettled feeling.
Like an ex…
I bring up Facebook and type in Ruby, but it’s a popular name, and after spending an hour clicking on every profile listed, I almost give up. None of them matches the woman I’m looking for. She’s hard to forget, after all.
Those pouty, kissable lips. That long beautiful hair…I want to run my hands through as I kiss her. 
Yeah, I know I would have seen her.
Her beauty would have stood out on the screen in front of me.
Disappointed, I sigh. 
Dead end after dead fucking end.
Her full name is important for me, so I can eliminate whoever’s making her feel unsafe. Terrorized.
I don't see her as crazy. I believe her.
I don't want to see that scared, paled face ever again. She should walk the streets comfortably.
Definitely not her. I don’t want her scared. I'll do anything I can to protect her.
After finishing my typing, I sip my coffee, still holding on to the hope I’ll find an answer. My phone rings, and when I see who it is, I sigh. James.
“I need you to take me over to Browns,” he says after I answer.
“Right now?” 
“Yes. Now.”
“I'm coming,” I say and shut down my computer. It’s not like I have anything to go off, so this is a welcomed distraction.
But as I’m about to hang up, James asks, “What's up?”
Not wanting to discuss it right now, I say, “I'll tell you when I see you.” 
“Okay. See you soon.” He hangs up, and I stuff my phone in my pocket and go downstairs.
A couple of minutes later, I’m waiting in the car when James opens the door and slides across the backseat, typing away on his phone, so I wait until he finishes and puts his seatbelt on and looks up at me before I drive away. 
“What’s going on?” he asks with a puzzled expression.
“Every Friday, whenever I go to the florist to pick up your arrangement for Abby, there has been this woman.”
James's eyebrow lifts at the word woman.
“Interesting,” James murmurs. 
I push his words aside and continue with the story. I’m hoping verbalizing it will bring some new ideas.
“So yesterday, she left before me, but when I left the shop, she was standing by the door, frightened. She said someone had left an, I miss you note on her car and she felt something was off. Like someone was following her.”
James's eyes don’t waver as he waits for me to finish before he speaks.
“I looked around, but nothing or no one seemed out of place.” I breathe out the frustration I feel.
“She’s not some freak, is she?” 
I clench my hands on the steering wheel as I drive, causing my knuckles to turn white. “No.”
Why the fuck would he think that?
“And you say you’ve only met her twice?” James questions further.
“Yeah,” I say, confused by his comment.
“You seem invested in her.” He rubs his hand over his jaw. 
My chest warms as I think of her, knowing there is something about her that has me under her thumb. But when he asks, my defensive mode turns on.  
“So, anyway, as I was saying. I was trying to figure out what to do about this guy or girl who might have been following her. I looked around and then eventually walked her to her car and told her to text me when she got home.”
James’s brows lift. “You got her number?”
“Yeah, I wanted to make sure she was fine.”
“That’s all? You're not interested in her?”
I think for a second—do I answer this honestly or lie? He’s my buddy. If I can’t trust him, then I can’t trust anyone.
“Well, yes, I'm interested in her. But why, I don't know. I just…there's something about her, James.”
When silence lingers for a few minutes, I glance at him through the rearview mirror and witness his smirk. He’s enjoying every second of this. 
“I did some research, but because I only know her first name, I'm unable to look her up.”
His smirk drops and he sits up. “Do you need any help from me? You know I have connections.”
“I would normally say no, but, James, I think…yes.”
He pulls out his phone and quickly types away on it before his eyes meet mine. 
“I need to ask her first,” I say when I realize we might be breaching her privacy. 
“You want to ask her?” he asks, confused.
“Yes. I feel like it's an invasion of privacy to look into her, her friends, exes and family. All behind her back. I know I wouldn't like it if it was done to me.”
He shakes his head. “If you say so.”
“I say so, James. I just…she seems the type that would want to be asked.” I pause before continuing. “I see her saying yes. But just to be sure, I want to ask. If she tells me to back off, I’ll respect her wishes. So yes, I would love to meet your connection and have a chat with them and try to figure out what's going on. I don't like a woman frightened and scared on the street.”
“Yeah, totally, no woman should feel like that. I'll send you the details in a text now.” He returns to his phone, and a second later, my phone chimes with a new text.
I park on the side of the road. “Well, we're here now, James.”
His head lifts to peer out the window before unbuckling. 
“Thanks for the number,” I say. 
“No worries. I'll see you soon.” James exits the car, and when he closes the door, I take a deep breath. 

      [image: ]I’m at the florist’s shop the following Friday with the stupidest smile on my face. I get to see her. But the further I walk and linger waiting for Sally to serve me, I realize Ruby’s not here yet.
I'm a little sad. I enjoyed seeing her every week. It was something I looked forward to.
I miss the electricity sizzling between us, our easy chat, the warmth at holding each other’s hand. The charge is unlike anything I’ve experienced, and when she’s around, it’s there. Even in a scary moment. I knew she felt calm with me. Her breathing wasn't quick; she didn’t seem distressed. With her labored breaths, I can only hope it was me who calmed her. And I have to admit, it made me feel good. I like the fact that she can rely on me. I just hope I can figure out what this weird sense she got is before it's too late.
I swallow hard, hating that thought. No fucking way will I let anything happen to her.
“Hi, John,” Sally says, and I turn to face her, grateful she’s taking me away from my thoughts.
“Hi, Sally. I'm here to pick up James's arrangement.”
“Yes, right. I’ll grab it. Come, follow me.”
As I walk behind her, I can’t bite my tongue any longer. “Um, so, Ruby…is she coming in today?”
“Ruby?” Sally asks with a knowing smile before continuing to speak. “Well, she normally does, but she's a little late today. All right, now give me a second, and I'll be straight back with the arrangement.”
“Where does she go on Fridays?” I say a little louder because Sally is walking further away than usual to pick up this week’s arrangement. But as she walks toward me, I see these flowers are taller. 
What the fuck has he ordered now?
“She goes to her grandma's house with the saffron and cooks using them every Friday.” Sally smiles at me when she lowers the flowers to the desk.
The knowledge of Ruby warms my heart. A woman who treats her family like that is a woman worth keeping. She's wholesome, beautiful, and everything I could want.
I need to marry someone like her.
I don't know care if she doesn’t have what my parents are after—money and/or a family name.
My stomach rolls at all the thoughts. Why can't love be enough for them? A connection so powerful it makes my heart beat its own rhythm for her.
I grab the flowers with difficulty because of their size. I’m going to tell James these are way too obnoxious; Abigail won’t like these. I know I fucking don’t. 
I plaster on a fake smile. “Thanks, Sally. I'll see you next week.”
“See you, John.”
I walk slowly from the shop, hoping I might catch Ruby on my way. But as I step outside and look around, that flicker of hope diminishes.
Maybe next week?






  
  Chapter 7

Ruby


As I'm almost at Sally’s door, a hand touches my shoulder. I turn around swiftly and press down on the can of pepper spray I bought myself. 
“Ah, fuck,” he screams. 
Shit! No, that's John.
Horrified, I watch as John bends over and furiously rubs his eyes, still cursing. I’m frozen on the spot, unable to move to help him. 
“What the fuck?” he says.
“Oh my god, I'm so sorry,” I say, shoving the can back into my handbag. And then cover my open mouth. I peer around and there are now passersby staring as they wander past and it makes me more embarrassed. 
I’ve been on edge lately, so his touch on my shoulder scared the crap out of me and caused me to react without thinking.
“It fucking burns.” He's still muttering under his breath. My stomach churns at the pain I’ve caused.
“I'm so sorry, John. I just…I thought…I don't know what I was thinking. Just not that it would be you.”
He tries to stand and open his eyes, but he can’t, so he stays hunched over. “It's okay. It's not your fault. You did good by buying it, but this fucking sucks.”
His words are nicer than I deserve, and I know he’s trying to make me feel better, but my heart is still racing and I’m struggling to swallow the lump in my throat. I don't even know what to do to fix his pain. 
I want to touch him, but I don’t want to make things worse. So, I just stand awkwardly, hoping a passerby can help us.
“It's easing,” he says as he straightens.
I’m still staring at him like a deer in headlights. “I'm so sorry again. Can I grab something? Let's get inside and see if Sally can help.” 
“Good idea.” He nods. 
Without thinking, I grab onto his upper arm so that I can be his vision. “Let’s get you inside. Just keep your eyes closed.”
I push open the door and drag him along, appreciating the feeling of his tricep flexing underneath my hand. He’s so strong and sexy.
I can't deny that a little flutter happens in my stomach and between my thighs at his muscles. I haven’t touched a man in ages.
He's all man, that's for sure. I drag him along through the shop and scan around to find Sally. She spots us approaching her, and her brows pinch together in concern. “What's going on?” she asks.
John groans beside me, and it’s like I’m doused by a bucket of cold water. Gone are the flutters and aches and now it’s replaced with guilt.
“Well, I kind of pepper sprayed him,” I say in a low voice before biting my lips. 
Sally’s face lightens with humor, and she chuckles.
He groans in pain, and it causes me to become protective of us.
“It's not funny, Sally. It was an accident. I've just not been feeling myself. So I carried one and he touched me and I sprayed him. I need your help. I don't know what to do, but I need to ease his pain. I don't know what else to do. I never looked up what to do when you spray someone.” I want to explain myself but also get her to understand my concern. Like what if I’ve caused him permanent damage? 
“Okay, okay, let's go over to my computer and have a look.” Sally says.
Great, we’re about to use Dr. Google. I want a real doctor or nurse, but there’s no one around. I take a breath and guide him along and follow Sally to her computer. She types something in. 
We follow the flushing instructions she found online, and he’s able to open his eyes and look at me. His beautiful brown eyes are red rimmed, and I suddenly feel sick, hating how I’ve let my mind wander off and think someone is following me.
Seriously, why am I doing this to myself? Buying pepper spray was a stupid idea. 
You brought it to protect yourself.
“John, I'm sorry. Your eyes are red,” I say as I stare at him.
He reaches out to grab my arm, but then drops it back to his side. I’m sure he’s too scared to touch me, but I want him to touch me. I don’t want him to hold back. Fuck, this is a disaster.
“It's okay. I want you to protect yourself. This is not a bad thing. At least you tried. It sucks at the time.” He tries to laugh to make me feel better, but it doesn’t help. My stomach is still rolling in waves of guilt and embarrassment.
I offer a half smile. “I bet. It’s never been sprayed in my eyes before.”
His face brightens, and my nose scrunches as I try to figure out what he’s beaming at.
“Well, I think I owe you a drink now. Or should I say, you owe me a coffee date now.” A wicked smile forms on his face, and now, I know why his expression changed so quickly. I can’t help but smile back; he's piqued my interest and offered me a date. I can’t exactly say no, can I? 
Sally smirks at our interaction. And I’m sure she’s loving every second of this.
“As in…now,” he says.
I was not expecting him to want to go right this second. As if reading my face that’s etched in surprise, he says, “If you're free. Or would you like to meet up another time?”
Knowing I’m only going to my grandma's and she would have a field day knowing I had a real date with a guy, I wonder, Why not? I'm going to have to tell her about this story anyway. So, I may as well have something else to follow up with while we bake our pie.
“All right, let's go today.” 
He beams. “Perfect.”
Sally can’t contain her grin at our exchange, it seems. Not indulging her, I ask, “Can I pick my bouquet up afterward?”
Her eyes twinkle in delight as she answers smugly, “Of course. You two have a good time. I'll get them ready.”
“Thanks, Sally,” John adds with a smile.
I dip my chin and walk out of the shop with a heated face, and I can’t deny the tingle that runs through me by that knowledge. A hot guy wanting to go on a date with…me? Sign me up.
He stays close behind me as if once again protecting me. The way he acts…it’s as if he doesn't want me to be too far out of his range.
I like this feeling of being around him. He gives me the sense of security and safety I crave. Especially while I don't even know if someone's watching me. Or maybe I'm reading into nothing. Either way, I’m excited.
It’ll be my first real date in over twelve months.
Even if it's only for coffee.






  
  Chapter 8

Ruby


“Where did you want to go?” he asks beside me. 
I slow my steps on the sidewalk. His hand brushes mine, and it causes my fingers to twitch. How easy would it be to take his hand in mine at this moment? But I focus back on his question and not on his hand.
I look around at the row of stores, from clothes to pharmacy. “I haven't been to any shops around here before. Do you have any suggestions?”
He shakes his head. “No, I haven't been to any, but I'm sure they’re all good. How bad can they screw up coffee?”
My brows raise in disbelief; he’s never had a bad coffee before? “I’ve had bad ones in my time. They burn the beans.” The thought makes me screw up my face.
“That’s shit. How about that one there?” I follow where he's pointing and nod my head.
“Sounds good.”
I continue walking, expecting silence, so I'm surprised when he asks, “How are you feeling after the other night?”
I snort. “Well, I sprayed you with pepper spray. I wouldn't say I'm recovered.”
His chest rumbles with a deep chuckle, and it's the sexiest sound. Can this guy for once do something ugly?
But I don't think there's anything ugly about him.
“I'm still on edge. Still worried there is something, or, should I say, someone watching me, but another part of me thinks I'm fucking crazy.” I laugh, but it’s strained. I’m trying not to show how terrified I am of the impending threat.
He reaches out and touches my shoulder and softly strokes my arm, and it leaves a trail of heat. “You're not crazy. Trust your gut. If it's telling you that something's off, it's probably because you're right.”
I appreciate his kind words, and it makes me feel a little better. And when he removes his hand from my arm, I almost groan, missing the contact already.
“Mm. Yeah, I guess so. I guess I’ll have to trust your word that I'm not crazy, but I'm not sold,” I say teasingly, my mouth twisted with an easy smile.
We arrive at the busy café. The sun is shining bright today, so the outside dining area is filled with people. We find a free table nestled in the corner and take a seat. The waitress comes to take our order. I peer over at John. He smiles at me letting me go first.
“Just a cappuccino for me, please,” I say.
Maybe I should have ordered a decaf. The caffeine is probably not going to help me rein in my racing pulse.
My gaze moves to him. 
“A long black, thanks,” he says.
“Any sugar or cream in either of them?” she asks.
We both decline.
When she's out of earshot, we sit there with wide grins on our face.
Now I get to ask him whatever I want. I rub my hands together and think for a moment. When something pops in my mind, I lean on the table with my elbows to focus on him and ask, “What do you do for work that makes you have a Friday off?”
His mouth twitches, and he leans in closer. “I'm a driver.”
A driver? Really? He doesn't seem like a driver.
But what do I know?
I really wasn’t expecting it, but now I have lots of questions. “Who do you drive for? Do I know them? Are they famous or something?”
He laughs, tipping his head back, showing me his sexy throat, and I can’t help but notice a mole on the side of his neck near his right ear. Is it a birthmark? 
“No. He's not famous. But he’s still cool. He's actually a friend.” His words cut through my inspection, and I drag my gaze back to his. He’s staring at me with a curious expression. 
I look down and suck in a breath before looking up to speak. “Oh, yeah?” I eagerly say, wanting him to tell me more.
He reclines back and runs his hand through his hair before dropping it into his lap.
“We grew up together. His name is James White. He’s a real estate property developer. And he owns a building called White Estate.”
“Wow, that's impressive.”
He nods. “Yeah, he's a good guy. And it's easy. I can't complain.” 
“Well, that's good, I guess. Is that…all you do?” I try to say it kindly, but it’s hard to imagine him only driving a CEO around. 
“No,” he says, but I don’t miss the flicker of an expression I can't decipher.
Like a painful one.
He runs his hand through his hair before leaning on the table to speak. “Well, I used to be in IT. Like a family business thing. But I needed to get out.”
Seeing the look on his face tells me I don't want to push because it seems like a difficult topic for him. He’s opened up enough already.
He changes the subject by asking, “And what do you do that lets you have every Friday off?”
He wiggles his brows at me, wearing a cheeky smirk.
“I’m a social worker,” I say proudly, knowing how much I love my job.
“Wow.” His jaw slackens. “It's not surprising, though.” 
I frown. “What do you mean?”
“You're kind, warm, and easy to talk to. I feel like it’s a fitting job for you.”
I smile at his words, but the blush rising on my cheeks has me averting my gaze for a moment to get myself in check. I’ve never been affected by a guy before, so this is all new. To have him genuinely talking about me in a positive, sweet way is unusual, but very nice. He makes all my previous boyfriends look pathetic. They thought my job was ridiculous and encouraged me to study something else. So having him compliment it warms my heart. 
I lock gazes with him. “Thank you. I work Monday to Thursday and Saturday.”
“Is there any particular reason for that?”
The waitress interrupts us by dropping our coffees off. 
I take a sip before going back to our conversation. “Well, I'm close with my parents and my grandma, but my grandma's elderly now. So, I spend every Friday baking.” I laugh and continue, “It’s why I buy the saffron.”
“What do you make with the saffron?” he asks as he sips his coffee.
“Pies.” I chew the inside of my cheek. The way he’s staring is making my heart pound. There is so much warmth in his eyes.
“Well, that's cool,” he says, lowering his drink.
“I think so. And it's not like a savory pie, it's a sweet pie.”
There's this flicker of a funny expression on his face that makes me see where his mind's gone.
Boys. 
I giggle and take a sip of my coffee, thinking how easy it is, sitting here with him, chatting.
I know I do it for a living, but that’s work. This is just…he's easy. Easy to be around. Easy to fall for and obviously easy on the eyes.
Men are normally way more complicated than this. He just makes it comfortable right away. What’s the catch?
He sips his coffee, and I assess him over my cup with curiosity. 
When I recall his order, I ask him, “How do you drink that with no cream? It's…awful.”
He chuckles. “Yeah, it’s not great at the start, but I quickly got used to the taste.”
I tip my head back, confused. “So why don't you add some cream or sugar, then?”
“Lower calories,” he answers with a shrug. 
I'm shocked at that answer, not expecting him to worry about calories, but I remember the feel of his strong tricep underneath my hand, so him watching his calories makes sense. I can’t even imagine what’s underneath his clothes.
I clear my throat, feeling a little flustered from my thoughts. “Well, I like calories. A lot. I don't care what I look like.”
He’s staring at me intensely, and I sink in the chair a little under his heated gaze. 
He leans forward, running his eyes over my body. “You don’t need to. You look damn perfect.”
“Oh.” It comes out as a squeak. I bring the coffee to my lips, needing to wet my parched throat.
I'm still startled when I lower the cup back down to the plate. I don't know what to do. I'm staring at him back…lost. What do you say to a hot guy who’s complimenting you about your body and how good you look? It's not something I'm used to. 
It's always expected for a woman to count calories and exercise. I’ve done that in the past and it’s exhausting. I just couldn’t do it anymore. Losing weight and toning up used to be on my New Year’s resolutions every year until I got sick of getting into the second month and feeling like a failure. So, I stopped worrying and I feel better than ever.
I look down at my drink to avoid his gaze because it’s causing a heat to form between my thighs.
“So…the flowers are for?” I blurt, finally thinking of something that won’t encourage my body to combust. 
“James, my boss. He buys his girlfriend flowers every week.”
“Oh.” I swoon, and add with a wide grin, “How sweet is that?”
“I don't know about sweet. Finding myself in a florist’s shop every week wasn't part of my job description. And now it seems I’m stuck doing it,” he grumbles with a shake of his head. “You should have seen his order the other week. It was the most ridiculous order of flowers. I was so itchy and my throat and eyes were so sore, I thought my face was gonna blow out.”
I giggle at him. He still seems so angry about it.
“I was having some friggin’ reaction. I told him if he was ever to buy them again, he can pick up his own flowers or I'm paying for delivery.”
I giggle more. “Why doesn't he pay for delivery?” I ask.
He rolls his eyes and air quotes to mock James. “He wants the personal touch.”
I bring my hands to my chest. “Oh my god, this guy is so sweet. I need to meet him.”
“He's taken, remember?” he says in a clipped tone.
Is that jealousy?
I wave my hands and try to explain. “Oh no, it's just, you know, guys like him are scarce. No men think of personal touches. It’s rare.”
He simply watches me, absorbing the words as I say them. His face is tight before he shivers and blurts out, “Oh, and last week, he ordered these obnoxious, tall ones. It was just ridiculous. Again, I told him if he ordered them again, I will not do his dirty work. He can deliver his own flowers. Speaking of last week, where were you?”
My heart swells, thinking he missed me…did he? Maybe I should play on this and lighten up the mood.
“Are you sure you’re not my stalker?” I narrow my eyes, trying to be serious for a second but failing and laughing at my own joke, and when he joins me, I laugh harder.
“No chance,” he says.
After we calm down from our fit, we sit there with stupid smiles on our face, looking at each other for a moment while we finish our drinks. 
The waitress comes over and we squabble about who pays. He actually looks mortified by my suggesting it. I give up and say if that makes him happy, he can pay. So, he does.
When we leave, he walks me to Sally’s. Again, we're back in a comfortable silence. And my mind drifts to wanting to hold his hand, but I can't. We don’t have an excuse now like we did before, and I'm not making the first move.
After picking up our orders at Sally’s, he walks me to my car and says, “Goodbye. I'll see you next week.” As I sit down, he holds the door, pausing, and speaks again. “Oh, can I ask you a question?”
I lift my brow, wondering what he needs to ask me. “Yeah, what's up?”
“James gave me an investigator’s number. But I will not use it unless you allow me to. It's your choice, but I would like to see if there's anything strange going on and try to figure out who this person is.”
I blink rapidly in shock. Oh, this man. The fact he's thinking of me and willing to find an investigator—this is all so unexpected, but also sweet. 
“Well, I can't see why not. And James sounds like a nice guy. So, I trust you and James to have a good investigator, and I can’t keep living my life in fear and holding around pepper spray and spraying people I like.” I tug my lip between my teeth as the last two words leave my lips. 
I watch the moment it dawns on him. His expression darkens with fire, as the electricity bounces between us.
“You like me?” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice.
I blush. “Yes.”
“I like you too,” he says, and I turn crimson. 
I’m lost in the euphoria of him feeling the same about me. I miss half of what he says and only pick up the next piece. 
“I need your last name. And I'll give it to the investigator today.” 
I nod and give him my last name without hesitation. Knowing it’s getting looked into properly has the heaviness lift away from my shoulders. I just hope they discover who, and more importantly, why they are doing this.
“How about next Friday? Before we pick up our flowers, we meet here again?” he asks with a wicked grin. 
I blink, shocked at what I’m hearing. He’s asking me out again? 
I already can't wait for the next week.






  
  Chapter 9

Ruby


I'm stirring the cake mixture in the bowl at Grandma’s. She stands beside me, watching intently to make sure I’m doing it right. No matter how many times I bake with her, she always hovers and corrects me. 
“What's new, sweetheart?”
Here goes nothing.
A smile erupts on my face as I think about John. “Well, I've had a strange couple of weeks.” 
“A couple of weeks, and I’m only hearing about this now?” Grandma asks.
“Well, I kind of had an incident today, and it's funny, but kind of not.” 
“What do you mean?” She grabs a spoon to stir the already mixed batter. So, I lean my hip against the counter and fold my arms.
“Well, I've been going to the florist for a while now to pick up our saffron. And last month, I met this—”
She cuts me off. “Gentleman.”
I roll my eyes at her excitement. “Calm down. You could be wrong.”
“But I’m not, am I?” She gives me a dazzling grin, and I can’t help but laugh.
I shake my head. “No, you never are.”
She pauses mixing to face me and talk. “Sorry, but you never talk about a man. And the way your face is lighting up right now, I can tell he’s special. I need to know every single detail, Ruby.”
He is special, but I’m trying not to get ahead of myself. 
“Okay, well, so we've been seeing each other on Fridays. He’s a driver for his friend but also a successful IT guy. I actually don't know all the details yet, but he picks up flowers for his boss and drops them off every Friday. So, I'd been seeing him at Sally's, but the other week I was leaving to come here, and I just felt off.” I cross my arms at the memory.
“What do you mean, sweetheart? What felt off? Were you sick?” She frowns before returning to mixing. 
“No, nothing like that. How do I explain this? The air around me didn’t feel right. It was as if someone was watching me. After the note, I thought I was crazy. I kind of still think I'm just being paranoid for no reason.”
She goes to pour the mixture into the cake pan, so to help, I hold it for her. “Maybe, honey, but that's serious.”
I sigh. “I know, I know. Anyway, I'll get to the end of the story and then you can tell me what you think. Because I need your advice.” Grandma turns to take the tin to the oven.
“So, he walks me to the car after checking around. We found nothing that didn't look out of order or anyone lurking. And then I came here and forgot about it. In the meantime, I bought myself some pepper spray.”
Grandma prepares the tea kettle. “Good idea. Protect yourself.”
“Exactly, and today, before I walked into Sally's, he touched my shoulder, and I grabbed my pepper spray and sprayed him.”
Grandma laughs hysterically. “You pepper sprayed the lovely man? Oh my. What did you do that for?” 
I place my hands on my hips. “In my defense, I didn't see him. He snuck up on me and grabbed my shoulder.”
She shakes her head, still chuckling. “Well, that's true. That's his fault.”
“But I still felt awful. You should have seen him, crouched over in pain. And when he could open his eyes, they were so red and raw. And then he told me I had to go to coffee with him to make up for it.”
Grandma grabs the cups so I grab the tea bags and put them in the cups. 
She smiles. “Ohhh, so he asked you on a date?”
“No. Calm down.” I giggle, walking to get the creamer from the fridge.
“It sounds like it was a date.” She murmurs, as I pour the creamer in both the cups.
“I barely know him,” I argue. It’s more to myself than to her. I’m reminding myself I need to take it slow.
Cradling the cup, I take a sip, enjoying the warm, milky drink.
“So what? Growing up, I met your grandfather, and after a week, my family married us off. That was how it was done.”
Meeting her gaze, I explain, “It's different now. You get to marry who you want, who you love, and who you want to spend your time with.”
“I get that, but what I’m saying is that you don’t need to worry about how long you've known each other before you get together or marry.”
“No marriage! That’s not going to happen. Now there’s something else he mentioned that I want to discuss with you, though.”
“Yeah?” she says as she takes her cup over to the table to sit down, and I follow her, taking my tea to join her. 
“We went to get coffee, and he told me about James, his boss. He had given him a contact for an investigator. He could arrange it if I want this matter to be investigated further.”
“That’s kind of them. I hope you said yes, dear.”
I nod. “I think that it’s a good idea because I just hate this weird feeling I'm getting, and the fact I pepper sprayed him, it's just so embarrassing. Like I can't be spraying everyone and staying freaked out all my life.”
“Well, that’s fair enough. I hope they find this person responsible. I can’t have something happening to my favorite granddaughter.”
I sip my tea and answer with a smile, “You mean your only one.”
“Exactly.”
“Anyway, I'll see what he comes back with. He said we should meet at the same coffee shop before we pick up our flowers next week.”
She smiles, and her eyes are sparkling with excitement. “Another date. This is exciting.”
“Calm down. I'm not about to marry him.”
“I didn't say that, dear.” She smirks as she sips her tea, the smell of the cake filling the house.
I sit watching her, knowing she's already picturing a wedding in her head.
“Well, if you don’t get married, let’s hope you get laid.” 
My mouth drops open, horrified. “What?”
“Maybe that would help you with stress. There’s nothing wrong with being hot and heavy with a handsome guy. And you wouldn't be like this if he was not tall, dark, and handsome. That's your type, right?”
I know she remembers what my ex looks like, and I can’t deny I have a type.
“Yes, but—”
She cuts me off. “But nothing, sweetheart. You need to go and live. You're young, fit, and healthy, so go and bang him senseless.”
She never stops amazing me. I am mortified, and when I find my voice, I say, “I’m just meeting him so he can tell me what the investigator finds. That's it! There will be no banging or getting laid or whatever other word you want to use about it. There is none of that going down. Thank you very much.” 
Oh god, this conversation is awkward. I rub my forehead and try to slow my breathing down.
“Why, honey? Sex is good, it’s healthy.”
Oh my god, please stop.
I squeeze my eyes shut before looking at her. “Yeah, well, not a conversation I want to have with my grandma, but you are unique.”
“And I'm
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