
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 

 

 

The Oblivious Girl’s
Handbook

 

 

 


 

Also by DelSheree Gladden

 

The Handbook Series

The Crazy Girl’s Handbook

The Oblivious Girl’s Handbook

 


Eliza Carlisle Mystery Series

Trouble Magnet

The Catalyst

Firebrand

Instigator

Incendiary

 


The Arcane Wielder Series

Life & Being

 


The Ghost Host Series

The Ghost Host: Episode 1

The Ghost Host: Episode 2

 


Escaping Fate Series

Escaping Fate

Soul Stone

 


Twin Souls Saga

Twin Souls

Shaxoa’s Gift

Qaletaqa

 


The Destroyer Trilogy

Inquest

Secret of Betrayal

Darkening Chaos

 


Someone Wicked This Way Comes Series

Wicked Hunger

Wicked Power

Wicked Glory

Wicked Revenge

 


The Aerling Series

Invisible

Intangible

Invincible

 


The Date Shark Series

Date Shark

Shark Out Of Water

The Only Shark In The Sea

Shark In Troubled Waters

Repelling the Shark

 


What Had to be Done

 


Torino Dreams

 


Memory’s Edge Duo

Memory’s Edge: Part 1

Memory’s Edge: Part 2

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

The Oblivious Girl’s
Handbook

 

 

The Handbook Series
#2

 

 

By

DelSheree
Gladden

 


 


Smashwords
Edition

 

 

 


 

The Oblivious Girl’s
Handbook

The Handbook Series #2

Written by DelSheree Gladden

 

Copyright © DelSheree Gladden 2016

Cover Design DelSheree Gladden

Published by DelSheree Gladden

 

 

Names, characters and incidents
depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination, or
are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales,
organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental
and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher. All rights
reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means whatsoever, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system,
without written permission from the publisher and/or
author.

 

All rights reserved. Except as permitted
under the US Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may
be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, or by any
means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the
prior written permission of the author.

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


 

 


 

 

 

Dedication

 

 

For a very dear friend of mine who is facing
putting her life back together after having her reality shattered,
and in whom I have every faith is strong enough, brave enough, and
surrounded by enough friends who love her that she will make it
through this.  

 

 


 

 

Acknowledgments

 

 

Thank you to my beta team who is always
there and ready to read for me, and whose comments always help me
put the finishing touches on each book.

 

Thank you as well to the lovely group of
authors in the Christmas, Pets, and Kisses 2 group for giving me a
deadline to get this book done! Summer is always hectic, but
knowing I didn’t want to disappoint or bail on this great group of
ladies was the perfect motivation to finish this book. It’s been
wonderful working with them!

 

 


 

 Contents

 

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

About the Author

Also by DelSheree

Sneak Peek

 







 Chapter 1

Hard to Fault

 


 


I stared at the three, half-filled suitcases
on the bed and wondered why on earth Joseph needed so many clothes
for a three-day trip. Maybe he was packing for both trips, to save
time. That still seemed excessive, but he knew what he needed, I
supposed. He would return from his first trip while I was still in
Antigua for my friend Greenly’s wedding, and leave for his next
trip before I would get home. That trip was longer, and meant this
was the last time we’d see each other for two weeks, with Joseph
barely making it home in time for Christmas.

Sighing, I wrapped my arms around his waist
from behind and leaned my head against his back. “I wish you were
coming with me to the wedding.”

Joseph’s movements slowed. “I couldn’t
cancel this trip,” he said. “Besides, you’ll have more fun without
me.”

Chuckling, I stepped back and began setting
the stacks of clothes into one of the suitcases. “If you weren’t
such a stick-in-the-mud when it comes to traveling, we’d both have
had fun.”

“I travel for work all the
time, Sara,” he complained. “It’s not what I want to do when I have
time off.”

I understood what he was saying, but it was
still disappointing. This would be my first time flying, and I
wasn’t sure how I would do with the crowds and enclosed space of
the plane. Joseph was sure I’d be fine, though. “Well, I’ll take
lots of pictures and you can appreciate them from the comfort of
the couch.”

Joseph smiled, but it wasn’t his usual
smile. “Yeah, sure.”

Setting another stack of shirts in the
suitcase, I noticed an old sweater on top and gestured at it.
“You’re taking this? It’s got holes in the sleeve.” Glancing at the
rest of the clothes, they seemed odd choices as well. Many of the
items hadn’t been worn in years.

“Just a few things to
relax in while I’m at the hotel,” he said. He stuffed the rest of
the clothes into the suitcases and flipped the tops over to cover
everything.

Normally, traveling for work didn’t bother
Joseph, but he’d been on edge lately. I’d been consumed with finals
and defending my dissertation for weeks, but even with all of that
I had noticed his behavior was off. Probably just worrying about me
traveling out of the country alone. He was a seasoned traveler,
while I’d only ever driven across the border into Mexico, once,
during a spring break trip my freshman year of college.

“I’ll be fine,” I
reassured him. “I have all your tips written down, my passport in
my purse, bug spray for the mosquitos, and photocopies of my
passport and other documents just in case. You prepared me
well.”

Joseph’s brows knit together. “I know.
You’ll be fine.”

“Then what?” I
asked.

“Did you look at those
condos I sent you links to?” Joseph asked.

Laughing a little, I rolled my eyes. “I’ll
do it when I get back. Everything’s been so hectic the last few
days, I haven’t had time. I know you’ve already picked out the one
you like most, anyway. I’ll be happy with whatever you choose. You
always find the best, well, everything.”

I kissed him on the cheek and turned away,
only barely seeing his shoulders tense in frustration. Why was he
worrying about finding a new place now? He wouldn’t even be back in
town for two weeks. That would give me plenty of time to look over
the condos. After the stress of defending my dissertation, handling
my family, who insisted on coming down to celebrate even though I
wouldn’t walk for graduation until next May, and wrapping up my
internship, I needed this trip to relax and regroup. I only had a
few weeks before I started my new job as a financial analyst, which
made choosing a new place to live about the last thing I wanted to
worry about.

“Want me to help you get
your bags to the car?” I asked.

Joseph sighed. “Sure. Thanks.”

He still seemed despondent as we walked down
the stairs from our second floor apartment and crossed the parking
lot. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself. The silence
of mid-morning outside a university apartment building after the
end of the semester was usually peaceful. As I handed Joseph a
suitcase, it felt oppressive.

“I’ll look at the condos
as soon as I get back,” I told him. “Promise. It’s nice that you
want my input.”

Joseph frowned. “I want you to care,
Sara.”

Surprised by the bite of his tone, I didn’t
immediately reach for the next suitcase. “I do care. I just know
you’ll pick something better than I would. You always do.”

Sighing, Joseph shook his head. “A condo
would be our first real place together.” He gestured at the old,
but decent building behind us. “University housing doesn’t count.
Choosing something shouldn’t just be my decision. It should be both
of us.”

Although I didn’t get why he was pushing
about it at that moment, I tried to understand his frustration. “I
didn’t realize you felt that way. I’ll look at the condos when I
get to the hotel, okay? I’ll text you which ones I like.”

Regarding me dubiously, he asked, “You
will?”

“Sure.” If it was really
bothering him that much, of course I would do it.

Joseph’s tense demeanor relaxed somewhat. “I
better get going or I won’t have time to change clothes before my
dinner meeting tonight.”

He closed the trunk lid and pulled me
against him. Slowly, he kissed me. I felt how much he was going to
miss me with every gentle caress. Pulling in closer, I deepened the
kiss. I wished he were coming with me. Sitting on the beach with
him, walking through the waves, dancing under the stars…. As much
as I enjoyed Greenly’s family and friends, Joseph was the one I
wanted to share those moments with.

When we finally pulled back from each other,
I said, “I’ll miss you.”

Joseph chuckled. “You’ll be having too much
fun to miss me.”

Rolling my eyes, I stepped back to give him
room to grab the computer bag sitting by his feet. He stood, and
pinned a serious gaze on me. “You need to be at the airport by
one-thirty, at the latest.”

I held back the urge to shake my head at
him. “I know, I know. You already programmed an alarm into my phone
to remind when to leave the house. I’m not going to miss my
flight.” Giving him a little shove toward the driver’s side, I
said, “You’re going to miss your meeting, though, if you don’t get
going.”

Opening his door, he set his computer bag on
the passenger seat then looked back at me. “I hope you have a good
trip.” His expression was more serious than the comment warranted,
but there was simply no puzzling him out.

“You too,” I
replied.

I stood and watched him go, waving as he
pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street. Hopefully by the
time he came home he’d be over his sullen mood. Joseph’s job paid
well, enough so that he could afford an apartment or condo two or
three times nicer than where we lived. He had only stayed in the
university housing for me, so I could be closer to classes.

It was understandable that he was anxious to
move somewhere nicer. With two good incomes, we could find
something really great, maybe even buy instead of rent. Promising
myself I would look over the condo choices while I waited for my
flight, I headed back up the stairs to finish packing my own
bags.

When I made it to the bedroom and found my
carryon bag in the closet, I realized it was already weighted down.
Not sure what might have been inside it, I unzipped the case and
shook my head. When had Joseph packed my bag? My sweetheart of a
boyfriend loved taking care of people, but I was perfectly capable
of packing my own things. Hard to fault him for being nice,
though.

I lugged the suitcase out of the closet and
set it on the bed. I doubted he had forgotten anything—since he
never did—but I sifted through the contents just in case. It was no
surprise when I couldn’t find a single thing he had overlooked. All
I needed was to add my toiletries and I’d be set.

It took only a few seconds
to sweep my toothbrush and makeup into my travel bag. What held me
up was noticing not only had Joseph taken his usual personal care
items, he’d pretty much cleaned out the medicine cabinet.
What is his deal with this trip?
Shaking my head, again, I tossed my toiletries
into the suitcase, zipped it, and set it by the door.

Glancing at my phone, I
saw I still had two hours until I needed to leave and wandered into
the kitchen. Eating at the airport sounded much less appealing than
having some of the leftover lasagna Joseph had made the night
before. Ten minutes later, I was parked on the couch, eating
lasagna, and watching an episode of Grey’s
Anatomy. Twenty minutes after that, I was
asleep.

 

 


 


 Chapter 2

A Case in Need of
Solving

 


 


Beeping jolted me from my sleep. Breathing
hard, I reached blindly for my phone as I tried to figure out what
was going on. I knocked over a half-filled glass of water before
finding my phone on the couch next to me. The phone had given up
beeping, but the calendar alert still lit up the screen.

You should be at the airport by now.

Joseph. For half a second,
I almost laughed at his habit of programming bossy reminders rather
than a simple when, where, and what
time note. Then the message sank in and I
bolted up from the couch. Tripping over the coffee table, I landed
on my suitcase, dropping my phone in the process. The screen lit
up, the clock at the top of the screen telling me it was already
one-forty-five. I should have been at the airport fifteen minutes
ago!

I must have slept through the first alarm
telling me to leave the house. Scrambling up from the floor, I
grabbed my suitcase and keys before sprinting down to the parking
lot. I made it all the way to my car door before realizing I had
forgotten my purse…and all my travel documents. Leaving the
suitcase, I ran back up the stairs, fumbled with the key, burst
through the door, and began ransacking the apartment for my
purse.

Stumbling into the kitchen, on the verge of
panicking, something pink caught my eye. I turned to find my purse
sitting on top of the counter. The sticky note attached to the
front read, “Don’t forget this.” Mentally blowing a kiss to Joseph,
I snatched the purse off the counter and sprinted back to my car.
The drive to the airport was no less than a sprint, as well. A long
one.

After abandoning my car in the lot and
riding the slowest shuttle on the planet, I raced through the
airport doors and froze. A swarm of people blocked my path. Joseph
never said it would be so busy. I hated crowds, and panicked at
finding myself in the middle of one. At least it was a big open
space, though. Confinement was even worse than crowds.

I had to do this. I couldn’t let Greenly
down, or make Joseph think he had failed me. Glancing around, I
found the sign pointing me toward my gate, then slipped along the
wall where the crowd was thinnest. I got turned around or outright
lost about five times. Helpful airport employees kept correcting
and pointing me in the right direction. And that was just to get to
the correct security checkpoint.

When I rushed up to the security stand
breathing hard and sweating from my panicked hustle, the woman
pulled back warily. I slapped my boarding pass and passport down in
front of her. “I’m not too late, am I?” I begged. Joseph had warned
me that the check-in process could literally take hours.

“Too late?” the woman
asked. “Your flight doesn’t leave for two hours yet. I think you
have plenty of time.”

Positive she was wrong, I took the ticket
back when she handed it over and scanned the information for the
departure time. I couldn’t have been more shocked when I realized
she was right. Laughing, I wanted to kiss Joseph. Whether he
guessed I would doze off, or simply assumed something else would
hold me up, he’d worked the inevitable delay into my schedule to
make sure I didn’t miss my flight. What would I do without him?

The woman shook her head at me as she handed
my passport back and waved me on to the line queued up at the
security checkpoints. I was the happiest person in line, not
minding at all that I had to empty my pockets and take off my
shoes. The single file line was a relief from the mass of people
everywhere, too. The crowds stayed significantly thinner as I
walked away to find my gate. Finally, I could breathe a little
deeper.

By the time I approached my departure gate,
I had unwound from my earlier panic and was eager to get the trip
started. Joseph said the airplane would be roomy and quiet, and I
was looking forward to relaxing during the flight. Even after
falling asleep on the couch, I was still tired from such a hectic
few weeks. A nap sounded perfect.

Greenly and Roman, along with their
families, had flown out the previous day to make sure everything
was ready. There were only a few people outside of family they had
invited. I didn’t know either of their families well, but that
wasn’t going to stop me from enjoying the trip. Exploring on my own
never bothered me. It was nice not having to coordinate a schedule
with other people sometimes. The more I thought about checking out
some of Antigua’s three-hundred-plus beaches on my own, the more
the idea appealed to me, so long as the GPS app on my phone worked
on the island. I was so lost in thoughts of gorgeous beaches, I
didn’t see someone waving at me until I was nearly on top of
them.

For a moment, I didn’t recognize him. It had
been months since I’d seen the cop who’d handled the break-in at
Greenly’s apartment, as well as the man stalking her. “Detective
Cordova!” I exclaimed as I rushed the last few steps to greet
him.

His normally serious expression was absent,
an easy smile gracing his mouth instead. “Sara Taylor. Nice to see
you again, especially without a crime pulling us together.”

“No kidding,” I agree.
“After the break-in and stalker business, I didn’t like being home
without Joseph for quite a while.”

“I don’t blame you. How is
Joseph?” he asked. “Is he coming?”

I shook my head. “Traveling for work.”
Dropping my purse onto one of the chairs, I plopped down next to
him. “What about you? Bringing a plus one or going solo?”

He didn’t balk at the question, simply
chuckling at the straightforwardness. “Solo as well, without even
an excuse of a significant other being out of town.”

Having wondered if he were single the night
of the break-in, I’d never actually gotten the chance to ask. I’d
known Greenly was sort-of dating someone at the time. That hadn’t
stopped me from suggesting she give the cute cop a chance if it
didn’t work out with Mr. Complicated. Things had clearly worked out
between Greenly and Roman, given that we were flying to their
wedding, but I still couldn’t help thinking the detective would
have been a pretty good catch as well.

“Well,” I said, “that just
means you’re free to scope out all the hot chicks on the beaches,
right?”

He laughed. “Guess so.”

His laugh said weekend flings weren’t really
his thing, but you never knew. He was a good looking guy with a
sexy sprinkling of black stubble along his jaw. He had beautiful
dark skin that held enough lines around his eyes to belie his
youthful smile. Add in that he kept himself in great shape, and was
also intelligent and seemed to be a decent guy, he’d be lucky to
escape the weekend without a trail of lusty girls hanging onto
him.

“So, Detective, is this
the first time you’ve attended the wedding of a victim, or is this
a regular thing for you?” I asked teasingly. I knew Greenly was
still trying to thank him for saving her life when the man who had
been stalking her had kidnapped her.

He took the ribbing in stride, and said,
“Please, call me Monroe. To answer your question, I have been
invited to a bar mitzvah and a christening before, but this is the
first wedding.” He shook his head. “Saving someone’s life, it tends
to leave an impression. People feel indebted, even though it’s just
part of the job.” He shrugged, though the brevity in his tone said
he understood and took their appreciation seriously. “Anyway, I
appreciated the invitation when Greenly delivered it, but I hadn’t
really intended to come. She refused to let me say no, ready to
book my flight and hotel and talk to my boss for me if I didn’t
agree.”

Chuckling, because that sounded exactly like
something Greenly would do, I nudged him with my elbow. She tended
to be a walking catastrophe on the best of days, but when she was a
fierce friend and would do just about anything for the people she
loved. “Next thing you know, she’ll be trying to make you their
baby’s godfather.”

Monroe’s eyes widened. “Is she
pregnant?”

I couldn’t resist laughing at the panic in
his expression. “Not that I know of,” I said when I’d gotten
control of myself. “I was just speaking of the inevitable. They
want more kids and I doubt it will take much longer now that things
are a little more settled.”

Well, as settled as Greenly’s life could
ever be. She’d gotten a great job that still allowed her to be home
in time to get her soon-to-be step-son from school, was getting
along as well as could be expected with Roman’s ex-wife, and had
even managed not to land herself back in the hospital since being
discharged after the kidnapping.

“Good to know,” Monroe
said. “They deserve a little peace and quiet.”

I wholeheartedly agreed,
but was still stuck on his reaction to my teasing. Before I could
ask, a voice came over the loudspeaker and announced our flight was
boarding. Suitcase and purse
in hand, I glanced at my boarding pass to figure
out which line I needed to get into. Apparently, so did
Monroe.

“Hey, we’re almost right
next to each other.” He held up his ticket for me to read, and I
was delighted to see he was right. Maybe the flight wouldn’t be as
boring as Joseph promised it would be.

After a bit of shuffling
and dodging rolling luggage, we finally made it onto the plane. I
felt my chest constrict as soon as I saw the interior. Maybe Joseph
had a different definition of roomy
than I did. The seats looked like I’d have a hard
time not brushing up against my neighbor even when sitting still.
When I glanced to where our seats were located, my unease grew.
They were about as far from any kind of exit as they could
be.

“Right over there, I
think,” Monroe said, pointing past me. I nodded and forced myself
to continue.

When I reached our row, I saw I had the
aisle while Monroe was assigned the window seat. He was sweet
enough to stow my carryon in the overhead bin for me before
settling into his seat. I sat down next to him and tried not to get
in anyone’s way. The never-ending jostling and bumping made me feel
even more claustrophobic as strangers brushed up against me and hit
my seat with their bodies and bags. Even with the empty seat next
to me, they all felt way too close. I found myself mentally
crossing my fingers that no one else would sit by me.

I hadn’t expected my first
time flying to be so…unpleasant. Joseph flew all the time. It was
nothing to him. This definitely was not nothing to me. My fingers were
curled around the armrests, going white from the pressure as I
leaned every which way to avoid being bumped into or having random
bodies in my face. I jumped when a hand touched my arm, the
arm not near the
aisle.

“Would you like to trade
me seats?” Monroe asked.

It was only then I realized I’d closed my
eyes, and had to force them to open. Through my teeth, I said,
“I’ll be fine once everyone sits down. Crowded.” I shook my head,
pulling away as a large man’s thighs brushed across my arm.

Monroe’s hand clasped over mine. He peeled
my fingers from the armrest and tugged. “Trade me,” he said, no
longer a question. I wasn’t sure how he expected me to comply with
the aisle so full of people still. Not until he stood, stooping to
avoid hitting his head on the overhead console, and scooted himself
into the space of the empty seat. I still hadn’t moved, so he
gripped my upper arm with his other hand and lifted me from my seat
and across his body.

He managed to get me halfway when someone
flopped into the seat in front of us. The force of their body
dropping sent the seatback knocking into me. I reached out to stop
myself, but my hand glanced off Monroe’s shoulder and I smacked
into his chest, just narrowly avoiding smashing my forehead into
his chin. I must have startled him, because for a moment, we stayed
like that. It was easy to tell from his build and the way he
carried himself that Monroe was a fit guy, but I was surprised by
just how solid he was as I stayed dumbly pressed against him.

I heard a soft blowing sound, next to my
ear, then something tugging at my hair before realization burned a
hole through my stupor and I scrambled to pull back. I couldn’t get
very far, given the tight quarters, and Monroe was still brushing
my bright red hair out of his mouth. Quickly, I gathered my hair
and pulled it over the opposite shoulder.

“Sorry,” I said,
embarrassed, but able to laugh at the silliness of the
situation.

Monroe smiled, no longer eating my hair.
“It’s fine.”

Realizing I was still half pressed up
against him, I glanced at the seat he’d traded with me and edged
past him to take it. The window was barely bigger than my head, but
I instantly felt better as I looked out it. Not quite the same as
being near an exit, but good enough. Only someone sitting next to
me disturbed my relief. I spun to the side and was surprised to see
Monroe taking up the space.

He stilled, his eyebrows rising in question.
“You don’t mind, do you? Looks like no one else it taking it and I
thought it might be easier to chat this way. Keep your mind off the
flight.”

Looking past him, I saw the aisle had
cleared and he was right about us not having another seat-mate.
Relief returned and I relaxed back into my seat. “I don’t mind at
all.” I was actually quite grateful he was there. “It’s not flying
that bothers me, thought this is my first time, so who knows for
sure,” I said. “Just the crowd and people bumping into me. Makes me
panic a little.”

Monroe nodded slowly, no doubt filing that
tidbit away somewhere, some mental policeman’s notebook where he
kept information like that organized just in case it proved
important someday. I was lucky if I could keep track of written
notes. Without alarms in my phone, I’d never remember anything.

“Planes and airports are
definitely bad about crowds and being run into,” he said. “But
you’re here, facing it, on your own even. You’re pretty brave to
make this your first ever flight.”

I swore I heard a note of
hostility in his tone when he’d mentioned me flying alone. It
didn’t make sense it would be directed at me, so he could only mean
it for Joseph. Feeling the need to defend my boyfriend from someone
who barely knew him, I said, “Joseph and I have never flown
together. Obviously, since I’ve never flown before, but he’s on
planes all the time. When he’s actually home, we usually spend
it at home, so I
very much doubt he even considered it being more than just another
flight before booking it for me.”

Monroe didn’t seem impressed by my rebuttal,
and he didn’t seem interested in keeping it to himself. “How often
is Joseph actually home?”

“He’s gone three to four
days a week, usually. Lately it’s been more, but he can’t help
it.”

“What exactly does he do
again?” he asked.

For some reason, I doubted Monroe needed
reminding. I answered his question, anyway. “He’s a pharmaceutical
rep. He travels all over the state to different hospitals and
companies, conferences, trainings, that sort of stuff. He’s very
good at it.”

“I’m sure he is,” Monroe
said. His tone wasn’t exactly condescending, but it wasn’t
complimentary.

I was about to pull out my
phone to prove my point, but the flight attendant began going
through her safety speech, something I felt compelled to listen to
very carefully. The no electronics
sign came on soon after and I couldn’t do
anything to combat the detective’s disbelief. Then he distracted me
with a question about the upcoming wedding.

Not until we landed in Miami for our layover
did I have the chance to turn my phone back on. I hadn’t forgotten
his tone when discussing Joseph, despite having enjoyed our
conversation during the flight. He was amazingly easy to talk to
when Joseph wasn’t the topic. A wonderful storyteller as well. I
suspected he’d seen and dealt with plenty of things he didn’t want
to talk about in his work, but there seemed to be no end of funny
or crazy stories, either. I wanted to kiss him for keeping me
distracted through the flight, especially when the kid behind me
kept sticking his hands between the seats to touch me.

“We’ve got two hours,”
Monroe said. “Want to grab something to eat?”

I nodded, but slowed as we approached the
main thoroughfare of the airport. There was a swarm of people
moving between shops, restrooms, and fast food restaurants. No
chance of getting through without being swept up by the river of
travelers. I reconsidered how hungry I was. Then Monroe’s hand
slipped into mine and squeezed.

“There’s a sandwich place
right there,” he said, pointing to a food shop on our right,
outside the main mass of people.

Breathing a sigh of relief, my head bobbed
in agreement. The airport was huge. I was as good at finding my way
around new places as I was remembering appointments. Between my
claustrophobic desire to avoid crowds and fear that I’d get
hopelessly lost, there was no way I would have ventured into the
crowd if Monroe hadn’t been there to guide me. As it was, I kept
close to his side and avoided looking at the crowd as we moved
along the edge of the stream of people to the sandwich place. I
felt I could breathe again when Monroe dragged me into the order
line where there were only a few people waiting ahead of us. His
hand slipped from mine and moved to my back, guiding me as though I
might get lost in the short maze that led to the cashier.

“What looks good?” Monroe
asked.

I wasn’t sure whether he was talking to me
or himself, but it prompted me to breathe and look at the menu
either way. I actually didn’t care for sandwiches. Going anywhere
else was out of the question, though, so I perused the menu for
something I might actually like. The pickings were slim. When we
got up to order, Monroe asked for a meatball sub while I requested
soup. I was digging through my purse to find my wallet when Monroe
reached past me and handed the cashier his card.

I opened my mouth to protest, but he shook
his head. “My treat.”

The way he said it reminded me of Joseph.
The tone left little room for argument, so I shrugged and closed my
purse. “Thank you.”

He smiled, then looked away to sign the
receipt. When he finished, I wasn’t prepared for him to reach for
my hand again, so I had no idea why I took it without question.
Just his protective nature, I supposed. One look at me and it was
clear I needed rescuing, no doubt. I could have told him I wasn’t
going to panic in this mildly busy section of the airport, but I
thought it might be rude and kept my mouth shut.

It wasn’t until our food was ready that he
let go of me and tipped his head in the direction of the nearest
table. I nodded, my arms wrapping around my middle now that I
couldn’t hold onto him. I followed too closely. When he stopped to
set the tray down, I nearly bumped into him, and backed up into my
suitcase. Monroe caught me before I could fall, his head shaking at
my clumsiness.

His words were teasing, but his tone held a
bite when he said, “It’s a wonder Joseph didn’t find a way to
cancel his trip just to make sure you survived the airports.”

“He said he was sure I’d
be fine on my own,” I said firmly, even though his comment ate at
me just a little. Sure, maybe Joseph didn’t understand my fear of
crowds as well as he could, but he did know how likely I was to get
lost or miss a flight when left to my own devices.

“You’re sure he knows you,
at all?” Monroe asked.

“Maybe I
wanted to do this on my
own.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow, then shook
his head and bit into his sandwich.

He’s a
detective, I reminded myself. Of course he
could see through my lies. The last thing I had wanted to do was
make this trip on my own. I’d wanted to fly out with Greenly, but
my parents were still in town to celebrate, and I couldn’t ditch
them because I was afraid to do something the majority of adults
managed on a regular basis. The idea of having to make it through
four total flights, two airports, a cab ride to the hotel, and
checking in and out by myself had almost talked me out of going.
Backing out on Greenly wasn’t an option. So I’d sucked it up and
not cancelled.

“Joseph and I are very
independent,” I said. Then I remembered Monroe having to hold my
hand through the crowd and felt the need to clarify. “What I mean
is, because he’s gone so often, we know how to get along without
each other when we have to. Clingy would not work for us, not with
his job. I wouldn’t want him hanging all over me all the time,
either. Maybe it’s not how every relationship goes, but it works
for us. See?”

I took my phone from my purse and had
Joseph’s Facebook profile up in a few taps. One more tap brought up
all his pictures. They were what I’d wanted to show him before.
Sliding it across the table, I gestured at the pictures.

Monroe took the phone, scrolling through the
pictures, but his frown only deepened. “What am I supposed to be
seeing? It just looks like Joseph hangs out in a lot of bars, with
a lot of other women…all over the state.”

Frustrated by his
negativity, I held back on snapping at him only by reminding myself
that he was a cop and it was likely a habit to always think the
worst of people. I turned the phone so I could see the pictures and
tapped on one of Joseph at dinner with a brunette woman at least a
decade his senior. Maybe
if you just looked at the pictures his behavior
seemed odd, but the comment that went along with the post clearly
identified the woman as a client. It was a business
dinner.

I pushed the phone back at Monroe. “Joseph
is so good at his job because he’s friendly and makes people feel
like they’re the center of his attention when he’s with them.”

Still skeptical, Monroe navigated to anther
picture. One of him and a group of friends out at a club, drinking,
laughing, enjoying each other’s company. I still didn’t see the
problem. “He goes out with friends when he’s in town. So? He went
to college with the guy on his left. They usually hang out when
Joseph is in San Diego. The blonde is his girlfriend.”

“And the other blonde? The
one Joseph has his arm around?” Monroe asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Probably one of Caleb’s
friends. Like the four other people in the picture with their arms
around each other’s shoulders. They’re all just posing for the
picture. Besides, if it was anything more than that, why would
Joseph post it publicly?”

Monroe shrugged, not backing off but not
pushing it either. He went back to his sandwich. I spooned soup
into my mouth, annoyed he would judge Joseph when he barely knew
him. It was a mystery to me why Joseph was on his bad side.
Everyone who met my boyfriend loved him. Except Monroe,
apparently.

That bothered me more than I wanted to
admit, though I wasn’t sure why. What did his opinion matter? I
barely knew the guy. Joseph and I had been together for almost
three years. No doubt Monroe’s instincts were fabulous for police
work, but my relationship with Joseph wasn’t a case in need of
solving.  


 


 Chapter 3

Some Trick to his
Request

 


 


I wasn’t sure how Monroe managed to convince
the headphones-wearing teen to switch seats with him, but I wasn’t
disappointed when he sat down next to me after we hit cruising
altitude and the seatbelt light went off. Not liking Joseph didn’t
prevent him from been a great distraction from the crowded plane.
Not being seated next to a window this time, I really needed it.
Next time Joseph booked a flight for me, I’d have to ask that he
request a window seat for me. Closer to an exit, if that was even
possible.

“How are you doing?”
Monroe asked, his gaze bouncing between me and the older guy to my
right who had pulled down the shade on the window next to him. At
least he had leaned away
from me to rest his head and close his
eyes.

“Fine,” I said.

I didn’t love being in the middle seat, but
it was better than the aisle where people would be up and down all
through the flight, and the flight attendants would trap everyone
around them in their seats during the drink service. I didn’t think
I could handle having the drink cart pressed right up next to me
like that. Monroe must have figured that out, because as soon as he
heard a flight attendant ask someone behind us what they wanted to
drink, he turned his hand palm-up. I didn’t hesitate to slip my
hand into his.

“Another Coke?” he asked,
as they drew nearer, clearly having remembered my preference from
the first leg of our flight. “Or something stronger?”

Without redirecting my gaze from the back of
the seat in front of me, I asked, “Do they serve alcohol on
planes?”

“It’s usually just the
basics, but yes.”

Why hadn’t someone told me that before? One
more thing Joseph forgot to mention! “I don’t need anything fancy.
Vodka and Sprite should do the trick.”

I could hear the drink cart stop next to us.
I closed my eyes before I had to see how it was blocking us all in,
and listened to Monroe order my drink. Crinkling of paper made me
fearful the window seat guy had woken up. I peeked with one eye,
but he was still out. Turning to look at Monroe, I was surprised to
see him handing cash to the flight attendant in exchange for my
drink. I hadn’t even considered the cost when I’d asked for it.

“Did you just buy me a
drink?” I asked when he handed me the vodka mix.

Monroe took a sip of his own drink before
answering. “This is turning into a regular date. Lunch, drinks,
hand holding…”

I had offered to pay for my own lunch. When
I scowled at his teasing, his smirk deepened.

“Not like Joseph will
mind. You’re just hanging out with a friend like he does.
Independence and all that, right?”

There was no doubt he was testing me.
Annoyed or not, I smiled back and lifted my plastic cup. That was a
test I had no problem passing. “Right.”

He shook his head, but he clicked his cup
against mine. “To friends and independence, and what I’m sure is
going to be a very interesting weekend.”

Whatever
that meant. I took a
drink, savoring the burn as the liquid flowed down my throat. It
wasn’t the best vodka, but it was cold and strong enough to do the
job. Just the anticipation of its relaxing effect took my nerves
down a notch. The only other thing I needed was distraction, and
that was what Monroe was best at.

“So, what was with the
panic when I teased you about Greenly making you their kid’s
godfather?”

He grimaced. “She wouldn’t actually do that,
right?”

I laughed before taking another drink.
“Neither of them are Catholic, so I don’t think that’s actually an
option but, regardless of religious preferences, no. Lydia would
have a conniption fit.”

Relief eased his pinched expression.

Curious, and a little confused, I kept
pressing. “Seriously, what’s the deal? Kids freak you out or
something?”

He shook his head.
“Getting too involved in a victim’s life does.” He’d sidestepped
the kids question
entirely, but I figured I owed him enough to give him a
pass.

Gesturing at our
surroundings, I said, “Has that line not already been crossed?
You’re flying to Antigua for her wedding. This isn’t just an
hour-long ceremony at a church across town. It’s a trip you need
a passport for.
How is that not getting too involved?”

Monroe sighed. “It is, which is why I
originally told Greenly I couldn’t come, but she’s hard to
refuse.”

That was entirely too intriguing to not
question. “Hard to refuse, huh? Do you have a thing for her?”

The scathing look he threw at me said I was
wrong, but I wanted more and he knew that. “No,” he said, “but I do
feel guilty for failing to protect her. Even so, she treats me like
this hero.”

“Well, you did save her
life,” I interjected.

“Only after I dropped the
ball on keeping her from being taken in the first
place.”

His guilt was ridiculous, but I couldn’t
help be a little glad of it. Had he rejected Greenly’s bizarre
request, I wouldn’t have even made it this far without breaking
down. I lifted my cup again, and said, “Here’s to unfounded guilt
and making new friends.”

Chuckling, Monroe joined the toast, then
finished off his drink. He was quiet for several seconds before
looking over at me with an expression that was somewhere between
calculating and playful. “When are you flying back?”

“Monday,” I replied. “How
about you?”

“Same.” His expression was
definitely leaning toward devilish as he shifted to half face me.
“What are you planning to do after the wedding and reception? I
know Lydia is taking Sammy for the rest of the weekend so the
newlyweds can have some alone time. Are you hanging out with
them?”

While I’d met Lydia and her family several
times at parties Lydia hosted, and had babysat Sammy on more than
one occasion, I shook my head. “I was just going to explore a
little, check out beaches and shop, that sort of thing.”

“On your own?”

The concern and doubt in his voice was
heartening. “I’m used to being on my own,” I said drily.

“In a foreign
country?”

I hesitated. How big was Antigua? With more
than three hundred beaches, it had to be big enough to get lost in.
Joseph hadn’t mentioned renting a car, though. That meant either he
hadn’t expected me to venture too far from the hotel—which didn’t
make sense since I’d told him I wanted to see the beaches—or he
expected me to take care of renting a car on my own—which made even
less sense.

“Why do you ask?” I
finally replied.

Monroe’s mouth split into a grin. “Want to
play tourist with me?”

For just a moment, I hesitated. Then I
remembered Joseph saying he had plans to meet up with some friends
from high school. He’d spend most of his evenings, for the next two
weeks, hanging out with friends he rarely got to
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