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Chapter One



Bliss Duncan stood on the Penn Station
platform, huddled with a swarm of happy passengers waiting to board
the train to all points south for the Christmas holidays. From the
bubbling conversations and the massive smiles on the other
traveler's faces, she had to be the only one not overjoyed about
making the trip. Family gatherings zapped her energy, the questions
about her life, the snide remarks about her answers, the pressure
to be perfect. Just thinking about what was to come left her
drained and inert. But her mother had insisted she come home early
for the holidays and, like any good daughter, she
obeyed.

Her phone vibrated in her hand. She
glanced at the screen before accepting the call from Keith. He was
turning out to be way too needy for someone who didn't know how to
reciprocate.

“What's up, Keith?” She
tried not to sigh into the phone.

“You sound like I'm
bothering you.”

“I'm getting ready to
board the train, so I won't be able to talk long. You should have
just come home with me for the holidays. My family is cool, they
don't bite.”

“I need some time to
think. This thing at work has me up-against-the-wall. They're
looking at me like I'm some kind of cannibal. I would never put
people’s lives in danger. They have to know I'm not the one who
falsified those records.”

“Breathe, Keith. You just
need to get out of bed, get dressed, and try to live a normal life
until this is all over.” She pushed ahead as the crowd began to
move. “Once you talk to the investigators and show your
documentation, then everything is going to be fine.”

“But you should be here
with me. What kind of girlfriend leaves her man in the middle of a
crisis?”

She rolled her eyes towards the
ceiling. Coddling him through this eruption in his life was like
taking care of an infant. He whined and fussed non-stop. The
constant moping around was dragging her under right along with him.
If he'd been a more nurturing boyfriend then maybe she wouldn't
have minded, but before this scandal broke he'd all but ignored her
most of the time. Their relationship was on life support and she
was ready to pull the plug.

“I’ve had this trip
planned for months. You knew I had to come home. I missed
Thanksgiving with my family and my mother would have a
mega-melt-down if I tried to blow them off for Christmas. Besides,
I think we need a little space right now.”

“I told you Megan was a
mistake. You spend so much time in the office I just needed someone
to talk to. And all we did was talk.”

“All you did was take
something bad and make it worse.”

The phone went dead. “He hung up on me
again.” She stared at the dark screen before shoving it into her
purse. “Big, baby,” she muttered.

Keith's microwave mentality was as
childish as he was. The moment the world stopped revolving around
him, he thought the sky was falling.

She boarded the train and found a
seat. The train jerked away from the platform. Within moments the
rhythmic sound of steel and metal lulled her into a sense of
foreboding that wouldn't let go. This was not the time to let her
foot off the throttle at work. While Keith's career might be
swirling down the drain, her prospects were bright for a change.
One slip-up or missed detail and everything she'd worked so hard
for could be yanked away.

The two-hour ride gave her time to
catch up on phone messages and work on the year-end status report
before slapping on her happy face and pretending to be ecstatic
about being home for the Christmas holidays. And the break away
from Keith gave her plenty of time to think about their
relationship. Which is more than he'd done in the last year. He was
sulking again about something she had done or hadn't done. Either
way, there was more bickering to come. He didn't understand her
need to work so hard. Her ambition was a personal affront to his
laid back, don't care attitude. But she wouldn't let his attitude
about work impact her.

Bliss looked at the battery icon on
her phone and her heart double- stepped. “Oh damn, my battery is
dying.” Bliss dropped the phone on the pull down tray next to her
lap-top.

The gentleman seated beside her leaned
over the armrest just enough to encroach into her space. “Is
something wrong?”

She'd barely noticed him when she
stepped on the train and took her seat. But she should have. His
salt and pepper hair was just as striking as his facial
features.

If she'd had something other than work
on her mind, she would have been talking to him long before now.
Making friendly conversation with a handsome stranger on a train
ride home was in no way comparable to what Keith had done. It
didn't even come close to what he'd done with Megan. “No, nothing's
wrong. My cell phone battery is dying. I don't think it's going to
last until I get off.” She dug in her purse. “My charger should be
in here. I packed in such a hurry I was throwing stuff
everywhere.”

“Maybe that's for the
best. This is the quiet car.” He pointed at the sign posted over
the door. His calming baritone voice erased the sting of the
reprimand. “And I can't imagine you can find anything in that huge
purse.”

“Thank you.” She gave him
one of her stony looks, one that she preserved just for Keith when
he was being a major pain in-the-you-know-where.

She stole another glance at the
gentleman seated next to her. A thick book rested in his lap as he
turned the page. His fingers were long with neatly manicured nails.
She couldn't help but wonder if anything else about him was as long
and intriguing.

She pointed at him. “You look
familiar.” She shifted in her seat to get a better look.
“University of Delaware. Introduction to Marketing. You were the
Assistant Professor. Dr. Winbush.”

He studied her for a moment. “And if
my memory doesn't fail me, you're the young lady who sat in the
last row texting during my lectures. I remember the face, even
though your curls covered most of your face, but not the name.” His
smile was even, accentuating his dimples.

“Bliss Duncan. And please
don't judge me too hard. I was young. A Sophomore. I didn't know
any better. Are you still at the University?”

“No. It didn't take me
long to realize academia wasn't for me.”

“Did you know how many
times the women in your classes tried to get your attention. I'm
not talking about for academic reasons either.”

“I heard the whispers. But
students were off limits.”

“You look different.” He
was much more handsome now, the gray on his temples made him look
distinguished, well traveled.

“I grayed early. It's
hereditary.”

“I think the gray makes
you even more distinguished. If that's at all possible.” She pushed
away the naughty thoughts crowding for attention in her head. She
directed her gaze back into her own space. If Keith hadn't been mad
at her for the last week, she wouldn't be horny and admiring long
ago crushes on a train.

The ping from her phone signaled an
incoming text message. She picked it up and glanced at the screen.
The message was from Keith. With one hand poised over the computer
keyboard, she used her other hand to scroll through his
message.

‘This just isn't going to
work. If you can't be here for me when I need you, then maybe I
don't need you. Let's take a break. A long one. You're too busy for
a boyfriend. You have your precious job and your family. Good-bye
Bliss.’

“He broke up with me. I
can't believe he broke up with me.” She blurted. With the phone
still clenched in her hand, she held it up for him to see, as if
she needed a witness to her humiliation. “Who breaks up with
someone by sending a text message? Keith is such a jerk.” Her voice
was edged with the kind of disappointment she'd become too familiar
with. If Keith had been nearby, she would have clocked him with the
cell phone.

Dr. Winbush nodded like he thought the
outburst was ordinary from random passengers on a train. He sat up
straighter. She was happy to have his full attention now. “If your
boyfriend breaks up with you in such a callous way, he wasn't worth
your time” He paused. “You're obviously a beautiful woman and based
on how you've been pounding on that computer since you sat down,
you're accomplished. You don't need him. It's his loss.” He
shrugged a shoulder as if he'd solved all of her problems with his
quick synopsis.

She clutched the phone to her chest.
“He said I was so busy I didn't need a boyfriend.” She swallowed.
“I'm trying to get a promotion. Living in Manhattan is expensive.
If he wasn't such an underachiever and hadn't drawn suspicion on
his questionable business practices, he wouldn't be in this
predicament. Christmas is two days away. He probably just didn't
want to buy me a gift. He's so cheap, he could be a free
sample.”

“Based on your activity
for the few minutes we've been on the train, he might have a
justifiable gripe.” He glanced at his watch. “You’ve barely looked
up from your computer since you sat down, except for the few
glances you've given me—once you noticed I was sitting next to
you.”

“You noticed that, huh? I
was trying to be discreet.”

“Then you're not very good
at it. I wish I could have had that kind of attention from you when
you were in my class.” The knowing smile he gave her said he was
teasing.

She tucked her hair back to turn her
full attention on him. “I did get an A in the class.”

“You can call me Marc, and
you probably should have only gotten a B. I was being generous.
Since you attended all of my study sessions, I gave you an A for
trying.”

“I probably shouldn't
admit this, but do you know I used to follow you around
campus?”

“I did not know that. I
thought us running into each other was only
coincidence.”

“I was pretty stealthy
back then. I don't know if I could be that discrete
now.”

“Now you don’t need to
be.” His voice dropped an octave. The words sounded like an
invitation. One she wanted to accept.

She directed her attention back to her
computer. “This report is due on my manager's desk right after the
holidays. If my parents hadn't demanded I come home early, I would
have finished it before leaving the city.” She spoke with the
indignation she always used when being judged. “No one ever tells
men they work too hard.”

“I'm sure you have a good
reason. Everyone who works nonstop thinks they do. I used to think
getting the syllabus out on time and preparing for the next exam
were the most important things in the world, so I understand.
You're young. A millennial. Right now, you think your job is your
life. You were willing to put your boyfriend on the back burner for
it as if he was always going to be there. Kinda like
leftovers.”

She drew back to get a good look at
him. He’d used his wisdom to point out what he thought were her
shortcomings as if his age gave him a free pass to judge her. He
wasn't as old as her father, but he sure was acting like
him.

She studied him for a moment, trying
to determine his age. The salt and pepper hair made it
impossible.

“I'm forty. In case you
want to know.”

“I didn't...I mean I would
never ask,” she said.

“I don't mind saying my
age. For me, it's just a number.”

“I see. Well, look, Marc.
I'm sure your words of wisdom would work for someone else, but you
don't know my situation. I was passed over last year for a
promotion. I was told I need to prove myself. Women are always told
that. Were you ever told you needed to prove yourself before you
could be given a job? Of course not.” She stopped long enough to
take a breath. “No, men are given the job first. I actually had to
train my manager on how to use the marketing software. And now he
wants me to prove I can handle a job I know inside and out. I just
think that's code for sit back and wait until we think you're
worthy of the promotion. Well, I'm tired of waiting. Next year is
my year.” She gathered her hair at the nape of her neck.

“I never said you didn't
have a valid reason for ignoring your boyfriend. But you have to be
ready to accept the consequences of what happens when you ignore
people you care about.” Marc kept his nicely manicured hands in his
lap.

“Look...I shouldn't have
dropped my problems on your shoulders. It's not like Keith and I
had some great relationship. If he hadn't broken it off, I probably
would have cut him loose as soon as I got the time. We haven't been
vibing lately. But at least I would have told him to his face.
Because that's the kind of person I am.”

“A notable quality. Then
you should consider his deed a gift. An early Christmas
present.”

She turned in her seat and settled
against the soft cushion. High maintenance. That's what Keith had
called her. Spitting the words out like they coated his mouth with
something foul. Being busy at work served as a convenient
distraction for avoiding the inevitable. Now that the finality of
their relationship was sitting on her phone, she waited for the
unhappiness to arrive. The part of her that was supposed to be sad
at being dumped just before the holidays.

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing, and she’d been
dumped often enough to know the feeling. Instead, a heady
excitement rushed her stomach.

She faced Marc. “You know, I'm not
sad. I don't think I even care that he broke up with me.” There was
no hitch in her voice. She hoped she didn’t sound callous. “That's
just one less thing I'll have to worry about over the holidays.” At
least it was all true.

“It worked out for the
both of you then. A silver lining.” Marc had a remarkable smile.
One she'd continued to remember long after they parted
ways.

The conductor announced the Wilmington
stop. Bliss shoved her computer into her bag and
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