
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Uncle Alex

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	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

            	Epilogue

            	Acknowledgments


	An Excerpt from FIX HER UP
  
	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

  




	About the Author

            	By Tessa Bailey

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Jack

            Growing up in the brothel where my mother worked had a couple of drawbacks. Here is the main one: I know way more about women
               than any man should.
            

            
            For instance, sometimes when they say they’re fine? They’re actually fine and you should stop asking and shut the fuck up.
               I learned my lesson the hard way, as one does when sharing a bathroom with a rotating door of females, not to mention a best
               friend with the almighty X chromosome. Those lessons have served me well, though, haven’t they? Knowing when to retreat carefully,
               push forwards, or backpedal like a motherfucker during a conversation with a girl means I never go home alone.
            

            
            Alone is a funny word, though, isn’t it?
            

            
            Sometimes I’m the most alone when surrounded by women. And that situation happens a lot more often for ol’ Jack than it does
               for most guys. Is that a brag? Damn right. When women see me coming, their hormones whisper my name. I’m a demon in the sack.
               And most important, I treat girls with respect. Why shouldn’t they want to go home with me at the end of the night? A couple
               of hours in my bed means laughs, some patented sweet talk, a few orgasms and cab fare. They could definitely do worse.
            

            
            It’s not their fault that I’m barely there when it’s happening. That I’m watching myself touch them from above like a creepy,
               naked angel and wondering how long the mild queasiness will last. But like I said, that’s not the girl’s fault, is it? Women
               get blamed for enough without me adding to their plate. I’m there to give them a safe, shameless, satisfying ride and send
               them off with a smile.
            

            
            Jack Garrett. Superhero. Protecting New York City’s women from two-pump chumps one night at a time.

            
            Look. I’ve witnessed the way men can disregard women as garbage once they’ve had their fun, so this calling of mine is not
               such a joke. Am I arrogant to think my dick is making a difference in the world of women? Yes. Am I apologizing? Hell no.
               Did I mention the orgasms and cab fare?
            

            
            I’ve just come from a visit with my mother, who now works as a pet groomer’s receptionist—thank Christ—and as always, I marvel
               over how my old neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen has changed. They’re calling it Clinton now but I don’t have time for that
               nonsense. It’s the Kitchen to me and it always will be. Doesn’t matter how many gastropubs and yoga studios pop up, I can
               still see the grit beneath the glitter. I pass the doorway where I finally got a hand up Melissa Sizemore’s shirt when I was
               thirteen, only to find out she’d been wearing a Wonderbra the whole time we’d been dating—and that’s when I spot the redhead.
            

            
            There is a lot of new blood in the Kitchen. Midtwenties Millennials, like myself, trying to make it in the city, while crammed
               into an apartment with three roommates. Right now I’m calling the East Side neighborhood of Kips Bay my home while I train
               to be a cop under the annoyingly watchful eyes of my NYPD instructors, but someday I’ll come back to the Kitchen.
            

            
            And if this sexy redhead is an indication of what awaits me, it’ll be sooner rather than later.

            
            What the hell is she up to, though? She’s on her tiptoes, peering through the window of a dive bar I know too well. In her
               hand is a shiny pink camera. She’s snapping away with a look of total awe on her face. A face I can see only in profile, but
               that’s enough to peg her as . . . cute. Cute as a button, even. Huge eyes, full cheeks, the kind of red, puffy lips that stop
               traffic. At least when I’m at the wheel.
            

            
            When it comes to women, I don’t have a type. Tall, short, curvy, freckled, pierced, black, white, etcetera. All applications
               are accepted and approved. This redhead, though . . . I can’t quite put a name on what pulls me towards her on the sidewalk.
               Is it her smile? The wobbly tiptoe dance she’s doing to make up for her lack of height? I’ve established she’s adorable, but
               she’s probably not looking for a hookup. Yet. Although, I never pursue women outside of bars, where I spend a lot of my time.
               If you ask my best friend, Danika, way too much time. But the alcohol makes it a shit ton easier to say yes. Yes to the girl,
               yes to what my body wants right now, but will regret later.
            

            
            I push the troubling thought aside and focus on the redhead.

            
            Coming to a stop beside her at the window, I get a nice whiff of mint and wonder if it’s courtesy of lotion or direct from
               the herb. “Need a boost?”
            

            
            She drops back onto flat feet and flicks me a glance. “I’m grand, thanks.”

            
            Irish girl. Her accent loops around in the air, but doesn’t distract me from her huge blue eyes. Nothing could. They’re the
               color of pale denim, outlined by a crowd of black lashes.
            

            
            Hot. Damn.
            

            
            Those twin beacons scan my face in slow motion, like a couple of bar code readers . . . and go right back to spying in the
               window. Huh. Disinterest from a girl is definitely new, but then again, this is why meeting women on a night out works so
               well. There’s no mystery. For all I know, this girl is waiting for her husband to exit the dive where I had my first beer.
               No ring on her finger, but maybe they’re traveling from Ireland and she left it home to be safe.
            

            
            My mouth screws up in disgust when I realize I’m performing detective work involuntarily. Freaking academy is actually working.

            
            “What are we looking at?” I ask, trying again.

            
            “You’re looking at me. I’m looking at this historical landmark.”

            
            “O’Keefe’s?” I wave at the familiar bartender through the window. “Are you sure you didn’t confuse this for the Empire State
               Building? Easy mistake. Happens to everyone.”
            

            
            One end of her incredible lips gives an upwards tug. “I know what I’m at. Could you get lost now?”

            
            “You’re asking me to leave when I just made you smile?”

            
            “I imagine it’s not difficult for you to make a girl smile. What else you got?”

            
            My chest vibrates with a laugh. “What else do you want?”

            
            Thoughts skitter across her face like a blown dandelion. “I won’t know until I see it.”

            
            I prop my shoulder against the building and wink at her. “Look no further.”

            
            She peers up at me and I swear to God, she’s not even seeing what I’ve got on the surface. She’s digging deeper, deeper . . .
               looking for more. When is the last time that happened? Never. Not that I can remember. She’s not playing a game with me. She seems to be truthing me. Being totally honest.
            

            
            Who does that?
            

            
            “I’ll decide when I’m done looking.” With a jolt, she goes back to looking through the window. “But I think that’s enough
               for now.”
            

            
            I’m not even offended. I’m more fascinated than anything else. It’s not that I’ve never been turned down before—it has probably
               happened at least once—and I should really walk away now. No means no. Zero excuses. I’m just finding it pretty difficult
               to walk away and never hear the tilting notes in her voice again. To forfeit a chance to look into those unmatchable eyes
               at least one more time. And damn, she was searching for something below my surface and I’m kind of bothered that she hasn’t
               found it yet. Hell, I’m not even sure what’s there. But the fact that she tried at all makes me want to stick around. “I’ll
               make you a deal. Just tell me why you’re out here like a Peeping Tom and I’ll go. Just satisfy my curiosity, would ya, honey?”
            

            
            The twin patches of pink on the girl’s cheeks tell me she’s not totally unaware that I’m attractive. The cajoling did it.
               Women like it when I beg, whether or not it’s only for show. This time doesn’t feel like it’s for show.
            

            
            When she drops back onto her heels, humor is dancing in her expression. “Once I tell you, getting rid of you will be easy
               enough, I suppose.”
            

            
            Now that I finally have her undivided attention, I just want to hold on to it. Even though she wants to get rid of me. Maybe
               the lighting on the street is bad and my face is hidden by shadows. Or the sun is blinding her. That has to be it. “Let me
               be the judge of that.”
            

            
            Lips pursed, she tugs a book out of her back pocket. It’s titled The Ultimate Guide to Famous New York City Mob Hits. She gestures towards the window with the book spine. “In there is where Whitey Kavanaugh was whacked during the mob wars
               of eighty-seven.” Her eyebrows give a mischievous waggle. “You’re kind of interrupting my murder tour here, good-looking.”
            

            
             

         
         
            Katie

            In Dublin, we have a word for this kind of man: a ride.
            

            
            I’m fighting the temptation to peek over his shoulder and see if he walked off a movie set. Honest to God, he’s a dream. A
               taller version of James Dean, charisma gliding off him in lazy, rolling plumes of smoke. His smile is its own story altogether,
               the way it crinkles the corners of his eyes and creates dents in his cheeks. I wouldn’t call them dimples, because they’re
               more like twin, side-by-side dips on both ends. Like his mouth is in quotation marks.
            

            
            All manner of things are happening here. The dead center cleft in his chin. His stubbled cheeks and jaw. Dark, sweeping eyebrows
               over green eyes. His hair is in a crew cut, but I can see it’s black and if it were long, would probably flip just perfectly
               over his forehead, framing his gorgeous face. Tall. He had to be tall and fit, as well? Really? It seems an awful gluttony
               of five-star qualities on a single person. God should have spread them around His other creations a bit.
            

            
            I could have used a few inches of height myself. My neck is already beginning to protest being craned so long to look into
               the face of such flawlessness.
            

            
            Good thing he’ll be moving on soon. No one sticks around for a girl who has a long-standing fascination with organized crime.
               At least, I don’t think so. I’ve never voiced this interest of mine out loud to a man. I barely speak to men at all, although
               I have plans to change that while I’m visiting New York. As soon as this completely unrealistic, possibly CGI creature stops
               trying to knock me into a coma with his physical charms, I’ll be off to the races.
            

            
            “Good-looking, huh?” Of course, he focuses on the name I called him. “And yet you’re so impatient for me to leave.”

            
            “Oh, em . . .” When his smile sags a touch, I realize I’ve been outright rude. But I’m too embarrassed to explain why. That
               I thought he was just having a laugh at my expense on his way into the pub . . . and couldn’t possibly be interested in me.
               I mean, I’m only after getting off the plane at JFK, no shower or hairstyle to speak of. My jeans and tank top are rumpled
               from traveling and will probably have to be burned. What could possibly have drawn this man in my direction? “I apologize.
               I just assumed you had somewhere else to be and I was . . . giving you leave. To go there.”
            

            
            He tilts his head, interested. “Where do you think I’m headed?”

            
            “Hmm.” I lean back and size him up. When I reach his eyes, one thing is obvious. He already thinks he knows my answer. “Piano
               fingers.”
            

            
            Shock transforms his expression and the digits in question twitch at his side. “What about them?”

            
            “Maybe you’re a piano teacher? On the way to a lesson?” Why is he so quiet all of a sudden? “Am I that far off?”

            
            “No, but . . .” He shifts. “You look at me and think I could be a piano teacher?”

            
            “What do you want me to see?” His lack of response jumbles my nerves. “Wherever you’re headed, I was just trying to be polite and give you
               an easy send-off. I didn’t mean to sound eager or anything.”
            

            
            He gives a quick shake of his head. “You don’t need a reason for wanting me gone.” He seems intent on impressing this important
               point upon me. “It’s your decision and I should have listened the first time.”
            

            
            I’m suspicious by nature. “Are you being this agreeable now because I’m murder sightseeing and you’re trying to get away from
               me?”
            

            
            “No, actually I think murder sightseeing is pretty fucking cool.”

            
            “Is that why you’re still here?”

            
            “Yeah. And the fact that you’re beautiful.” He arches an eyebrow when all I can do is sputter. “If you’ve changed your mind
               about ditching me, I’ll bring you inside to get a decent picture. Do you know which chair Whitey was sitting in when—”
            

            
            “Third from the end.”

            
            “Had a feeling you would know.” With a half-smile, he offers me his arm, which is wrapped in the soft cotton of a black hoodie.
               “Come on. I’ll kick whoever is in it out.”
            

            
            “I don’t go into bars. That’s why I’m out here probably looking like a bloody lunatic.” The reasoning behind my no bar rule
               is personal—too personal to tell a stranger—so my gaze automatically evades him. Otherwise he might see the hurt and I don’t
               share that with anyone. It’s mine. But I feel him watching closely as I tuck my camera back into its case and replace it in
               the pocket of my backpack. “Thank you for the offer . . .”
            

            
            “Jack.” His throat sounds crowded when he answers me, along with his eyes. “And you’re . . .”

            
            “Katie.” I sling my backpack on over my shoulders, trying to remember if I thanked him for calling me beautiful. Or if I should
               even call attention to the fact he did, because he might repeat the word and I’m not sure I can handle hearing it twice in
               one day. Not without giggling and making a complete arse out of myself.
            

            
            The last four years of my life have been spent training for the Olympics nonstop. Grueling hours of practice that meant zero
               time for the opposite sex. Now, at the first sign of freedom, I’m thrown right into the arena with James Dean’s great-grandson.
               When I decided to sandwich in a torrid love affair during my business trip to New York, I had someone more approachable in
               mind. Like a nerdy desk clerk. Or a portly crossing guard. “Listen, I’m not judging or anything. About the bar. Really. You
               can go on in—”
            

            
            “There you go, trying to ditch me again.” His thousand-watt smile turns back on and steals the breath straight out of my lungs.
               “Are there any other famous mob hit locations in the neighborhood or is this your last stop?”
            

            
            “There’s one more,” I hear myself say. Shite. How am I supposed to relax when he’s smiling at me like that? If he concentrated
               the full power of that smile on a stick of butter, it would be a gooey puddle in seconds. Needing a distraction from his face,
               I consult my mob hit guide. “McCaffrey Park. Is that close?”
            

            
            “Right down the street.” He ticks his head in that direction. “Ready?”

            
            No, I’m not ready. For one thing, he’s a stranger in an unfamiliar city and might be planning to harvest my organs. Two, he’s
               fresh and stunning, while I’m in ratty runners and wearing a purple backpack like an oversized toddler. And three . . . I
               just have a feeling mysterious Jack is going to be bad news for me. Call it a sixth sense or common sense or what have you,
               but this ride with the bad boy smile has trouble oozing out of his pores.
            

            
            This should be a no brainer. When a stranger shows an unlikely interest in me, it’s probably for the best to avoid walking
               with him to a dark park where mob hits have taken place. Just as a rule. I’ve been expected to act beyond reproach my entire
               life, though. I barely survived a strict Catholic upbringing before being thrust under the Olympic microscope. Every day of my
               life has been scheduled and executed without fail.
            

            
            This man is not on my agenda.

            
            Then again, I did promise myself adventure during this two-week trip. Swore to myself I would fulfill a vow to someone I love,
               by living without constraint. After being under my father’s thumb so long, I’m so light. So without responsibilities, I didn’t
               even take the time to clean up after my flight, throwing on my runners and bursting out of the hotel. Could Jack be part of
               my adventure?
            

            
            No, it’s impossible. Surely he’s filming a romantic comedy down the street and he’s method acting right now. Then again, those
               piano fingers . . . the way he acted so surprised that I would point them out has me reluctantly intrigued.
            

            
            His green eyes cloud with disappointment the longer I take to answer him, though. His smile winds down in degrees until his
               mouth is nothing more than a grim line. I’m about to turn him down for the walk to the park, when he says, “No hard feelings,
               Katie. Huh?” He winks, but it’s a sad one. “Even if it is going to take me a damn long while to forget those eyes.”
            

            
            My heart is in my mouth when he goes. His hands shovel into his pockets and he walks backwards a few paces, keeping me in
               his sights, before turning and strolling down the block. It’s insane, the anxious bubbles that begin to pop in my belly. My
               hands tighten into fists at my sides and the backpack starts to feel heavy. “Wait,” I shout. Then I cringe. Because everyone
               on the sidewalk, including Jack, turns to look at me. “Ah . . . sure go on. Just the walk, then?”
            

            
            Even from a distance, Jack’s mouth spreading into a slow smile is breathtaking.

            
            As I walk towards him, my feet on the warm concrete seem to be chanting one word.

            
            Trouble, trouble, trouble.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Jack

            I’m taking this girl home.

            
            Katie trots towards me on the sidewalk, making her small tits jiggle underneath her tank top. The wind sends that red hair
               flying off behind her and I can already feel it wrapped around my fingers. Feel it rubbing down my stomach and catching on
               my thigh hair. Most times, I would be well on my way to reaching that portion of the evening with a girl. Instead, I’m walking
               her to the park. There’s a first time for everything, I guess.
            

            
            Not like I’d had much choice if I wanted to keep hanging out with her, since she doesn’t go to bars. Doesn’t go to bars. Where I tend to close my nights. Every night, lately. Meaning she’s not a drinker. A good girl. It was right there in her
               denim eyes that she has a good damn reason for not wasting hours in watering holes. So God knows that should have been my
               cue to bail the second she dropped that information, but I still stood there. Waiting for her to choose me. Why?
            

            
            I have no idea if I’m good for this kind of activity anymore. Park walks. Small talk. In high school, I focused more energy
               on dates. Hanging out with girls when the focus wasn’t on getting each other into the sack. Around sixteen, sex became a given
               and I loved it. I listened to the johns talking. I paid attention to my mother’s friends discussing their customers and I
               learned how to murder in bed. It kind of gave me a sense of . . . value. And there didn’t seem like anything wrong with that
               when everyone around me was living with that same sense.
            

            
            I’m good at . . . fucking. No, I’m a great fuck. Do I have other skills? Sure, I can entertain any crowd with a tried and
               true set of card tricks and the occasional arm wrestling competition. But beyond that, I’m not sure what I think I can bring
               to the table with Katie.
            

            
            Katie hasn’t offered too many details about herself, but here is what I’ve gleaned. She’s organized. Those little dog-eared
               pages in her mob hits book and the way she sealed her camera neatly in its case tell me so. She’s got a sense of humor, but
               doesn’t use it to flirt. At least not with me. Murder is her jam. Her eyes make my stomach hurt.
            

            
            And she’s got a great rack.

            
            What do I have going for me? Obviously she doesn’t give a shiny rat’s ass about my devastating good looks. I might be able
               to impress her by mentioning I’m training to be a police officer, but something tells me she would cut through my bullshit
               and see the academy is just a necessary evil for me. That it’s not something I’m proud of, unlike my fellow recruits. Getting
               my badge is just a way to pay the rent and help my mother out with grocery money. If I hadn’t lost a bet to Danika and gotten
               stuck enrolling, I would have found another way to make ends meet. I always have.
            

            
            It frustrates the hell out of Danika and our other roommate, Charlie—whose father and brother are big dogs in the department—that
               I don’t take training seriously. That I show up with a vodka buzz half the time and waltz through the drills like a sleepwalker
               on Ambien. Maybe I just don’t see the point. A room full of shithead twentysomethings are preparing to call themselves New
               York’s Finest and I can’t relate to being confident in anything beyond bedroom and parlor tricks. I’m there. I’m training.
               But I never actually feel present. It seems like an elaborate dream to me, the halogen lights and drills and sweatpants. I’m not meant for it. I’m not sure
               I’m meant for anything at all but a good time.
            

            
            Katie catches up with me on the sidewalk, her thumbs looped under her backpack straps. I’ve got a good eight inches on her
               and since I’m the furthest thing from a saint, I let my attention drop to the edge of her tank top. My body responds to the
               sight of her breasts swelling against the white cups of her bra and I swallow a groan, aching for the feel of them in my palms.
            

            
            I’m seriously attracted to this girl. More attracted than I’ve been to anyone in my memory. I’m also anxious to stop pretending
               I’m the kind of guy who chaperones an innocent out-of-towner to the park and find a flat surface where I remind myself what
               I’m good for, just for a while.
            

            
            “So . . . do you live around here?”

            
            Katie looks up at me a split second after I take my eyes off her cleavage. Close call. “Not anymore. I grew up here, but I
               live on the East Side.”
            

            
            “Oh, I think that’s where I’m staying.” She’s like a curious meerkat, ducking and shooting up onto her toes to look into the
               shops we pass. Her camera is back out and she’s taking pictures of damn near everything in sight. “I just flew in this afternoon
               and I haven’t really gotten my bearings yet, but the hotel is somewhere around the UN. Is that east?”
            

            
            “Yeah.” I edge closer to Katie as two men pass by us on the sidewalk. Would she have done this walk to the park alone if I
               hadn’t come along with her? I’m not sure I like that idea at all. No, I definitely don’t like it. “Are you here in New York
               by yourself, Snaps?”
            

            
            She pulls to a stop and blinks up at me. “Snaps?”

            
            “On account of you taking literally one picture per second.”

            
            Her whole face brightens with a smile. And then she keeps walking.

            
            Feeling . . . bemused? I jog to keep up. “Look, I’m not saying women aren’t capable of taking care of themselves, but it’s
               almost nighttime and you don’t know this town. Some precautions might be in order.”
            

            
            “I appreciate your concern.”

            
            “But you’re ignoring it.”

            
            “Yes.” We’re a block away from the park now and I can see it’s empty, except for one old man in a ball cap feeding the pigeons.
               I’m trying to decide on another tactic to keep this cute-as-a-button redhead from getting mugged while she’s in New York,
               when she cuts off my uncharacteristically noble line of thought. “Tell me a story about this park. If you grew up here, you
               must have one.”
            

            
            Is she really so confident in my ability to entertain her with my memories and thoughts? The idea both pleases me and makes
               me nervous. “Sure.” I scratch at my sideburns, a series of images and sounds flickering in my head. “All right. Some of the
               locals used to have chess tournaments in the park.” I squint an eye and point off into the distance, rubbing our shoulders
               together in the process. “At those tables near the basketball court. Only six or so regulars would be allowed to play and
               the same dude won every time. Isaiah. They had like a . . . trophy of sorts the winner would take custody of, but it was really
               just some knife carvings on a plaque.”
            

            
            We reach the corner across from the park and I slide an arm across Katie’s shoulders. Maybe I do it because I don’t usually
               go this long without touching the girl I’m interested in. Or maybe I’ve designated myself as the one looking after her tonight
               and the responsibility is making my palms sweat. I don’t know. But I do it and she stiffens, but doesn’t pull away.
            

            
            “Anyway . . .” I let the oxygen in my lungs seep out slowly. “Same guy won the chess tournament again, only the loser didn’t
               feel like being gracious for the hundredth damn time. So he tossed the plaque into the back of a passing garbage truck.”
            

            
            “No,” she breathes. “Terrible sportsmanship, that.”

            
            “Terrible.” God, the fluid, husky way she talks is addictive. As soon as I’m finished with this story, I’m done talking so
               I can listen to all her, all the time. “So off goes the winner, chasing after the garbage truck and his beloved plaque. He
               manages to stop the truck after four blocks, but the compactor has already mangled it.”
            

            
            She shoots me some narrow-eyed suspicion. “Is this going to make me cry?”

            
            “If it does, be forewarned that a woman’s tears have no effect on me. Sob a brand-new river straight through the city. I’m
               completely immune.”
            

            
            “Is that true?”

            
            “Hell no, it’s not true. I’d curl into a fetal position and beg for mercy.”

            
            Her laugh tickles straight through my bones. “Better make it a happy ending, then.”

            
            I let out a slow whistle. “Isaiah walked back to the park with the mangled plaque and the runner-up helped him put it back
               together?”
            

            
            “Oh no, you don’t, liar.” She gasps and pokes me in the ribs. “You changed the ending. I want the real one or I will launch
               a formal protest.”
            

            
            “With who? The storytellers’ union?”

            
            “Yes.” She giggles through the word and I realize two things. I’m doing all right here. Not a single drink in me. No expectation
               of sex. Yet. And I’m doing fine. I’m not sure how long I can keep it up, though. We’ve been walking for only five minutes
               and already my heart is starting to hammer, my tongue feeling thick. I want a drink. I want Katie spreading her legs for me
               in bed. I want the high of feeling useful I only get from giving pleasure.
            

            
            “Uh . . .” I tug on the string of my hoodie, forcing myself to chill the fuck out. But seriously. What am I doing here? Walking
               with this girl who giggles and wears a backpack. Trying to pull off the long game. Why? What is it about her that’s got my
               chest so tight? “Okay, here’s the real ending. Don’t say I didn’t try to soften the blow.”
            

            
            We walk into the park and she eases away from me, turning in a circle to take in the scenery and, I swear to Christ, for a
               second I really believe she’s a mirage and I’m imagining the whole thing. “Fair enough. I’m prepared for the worst.”
            

            
            “Isaiah fell down a manhole on his way back to the park.”

            
            The old man feeding the pigeons on the bench behind me hums. Mmm-hmm. Probably because he was sitting in the same spot a decade
               ago and witnessed the whole thing.
            

            
            Katie is staring at me as though the fate of mankind is in my hands. “Did Isaiah survive the fall?”

            
            “He did.” I ease the backpack off of Katie’s shoulders because it looks heavy and I decide I should be holding it for her.
               She doesn’t even seem aware I’m removing it, she’s so intent on the story’s ending. “He would have landed on a subway gear
               switch, but the plaque blocked it from sticking him in the ribs.”
            

            
            Her nod is slow. “So the moral of the story is, it’s okay to be a shite loser.”

            
            “No, the moral of the story is this city has hidden dangers and you shouldn’t be exploring it all by yourself.”

            
            I take the camera from her hand and snap a picture of her adorable outrage. Which makes her bristle even more. “How dare you
               try to teach me a lesson when I’m on holiday.”
            

            
            Time for more cajoling. I tilt my head to one side, slipping into a contrite smile. “Forgive me, Snaps? I only have your best
               interest at heart.”
            

            
            “How did you fit my best interest in there with all the lies knocking about?”

            
            “Persistence.”

            
            Our fingers brush as she takes her camera back. “I’ll be keeping my head around the likes of you, Jack.”

            
            “We’ll see about that.”

            
            I don’t like the touch of worry I see trickle into her expression as she leads the way farther into the park, but I follow
               anyway, wanting her more with every step.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Katie

            If I’m not mistaken, Jack is the Big Bad Wolf and I’m Little Red Riding Hood.

            
            Or at least that’s how I’m feeling as he saunters along behind me in the rapidly falling evening. It’s strange. One second
               I feel safe as houses with him. The next, I wonder if he’s deciding how best to prepare me for his supper.
            

            
            I’m picturing myself trussed up like a turkey when the wind begins to kick up, sending goosebumps prickling up my arms. There’s
               a cardigan in my backpack but Jack is carrying the feckin’ thing and I’d have to stand there and dig it out while he holds
               it open in his big hands. And then I’d essentially be required to don clothing in front of him, which is basically, seriously
               way too close to intercourse to even consider. Slide on my cardigan under his watchful green eyes? We might as well be stretched
               out in my hotel bed doing the bloody business.
            

            
            Where did that thought come from?

            
            I must be jet-lagged. That’s why I’m picturing Jack above me, half of his amazing face lit by the lamp on my hotel side table.
               No. No no no. I can no more tell this man I’m a virgin who’s been locked in a firing range for four years than I can recite
               the ancient Greek alphabet. And I would have to tell him. Anything else wouldn’t be proper behavior. While I might be on a
               rebellious streak, I can’t set aside every ounce of politeness and Catholic guilt that has been hammered into me for years.
            

            
            He could help me check an item off my Katie Conquers New York list.

            
            As soon as I consider the notion, I discard it. Jack would chew up the likes of me and spit me out. I glance over my shoulder
               and find him watching me, as if chewing and spitting is exactly what he has in mind. Maybe some flambéing and glazing while
               he’s at it.
            

            
            But then. Then he frowns at my shivering, unzips my backpack and pulls out my cardigan, holding it out for me to take. “If
               that’s not enough, you can have my sweatshirt.”
            

            
            “Oh.” Lord does it sound lovely, the chance to be swallowed up by his rich scent, but I can’t. That would pretty much be like
               double intercourse. And I’m back to being confused over whether Jack is the Big Bad Wolf . . . or a sheep in wolf’s clothing. “Ah,
               th-this’ll do. Thanks,” I say, taking the cardigan.
            

            
            Watching me closely, he nods, before zipping the pack once more and casually tossing it over one wide shoulder. “So where
               did this hit go down? Talk to me, Snaps.”
            

            
            “Right.” I whip the mob hit book from my back pocket, lick my index finger and flip to the correct page. “This one was more
               quick than brutal. It happened in broad daylight during the mid-eighties and the victim was . . .” After studying the black-and-white
               crime scene photo a moment, I turn and point back towards the benches. “He was found over there, single GSW to the left temple.
               Witnesses claim the perpetrator walked with a severe limp. Therefore, the rumor was that local baddie Frank Donahue was the
               shooter, but no one in the neighborhood would confirm which of the shooter’s legs was bad, putting the kibosh on that theory.
               And then the witnesses changed their stories altogether, probably afraid of retaliation or being called a snitch. So technically
               it went unsolved.”
            

            
            Jack appears to be holding his laughter. “Technically?”

            
            “Well . . .” I drop my voice to a whisper. “It wouldn’t be difficult to fake a limp if you wanted to frame someone obvious.
               Someone the police would already suspect. I’m just putting it out there, mind you.”
            

            
            “Jesus. This is exactly why you need me with you on this little holiday in the city.”

            
            Him be my guide? When had that subject been broached? “I don’t follow.”

            
            “Going around, stirring up old homicide investigations. Throwing out new, dangerous theories.” He bites his bottom lip, dragging
               his green eyes from my feet to the tip of my head. “You need me along for the ride. I can’t have you ending up in the updated
               version of that book.”
            

            
            A laugh bubbles out of me before I can stop it. “And you would be willing to throw yourself into harm’s way for a mere stranger?”

            
            Silence glimmers between us. “Yeah, I think I might.” His boots fall heavy on the asphalt as he comes closer. Close enough
               that I have to tip my head back. “And you won’t be a stranger too much longer, will you?”
            

            
            Languid, purple—I’m guessing on the color—heat billows in my tummy, reaching down to my knees and loosening them. Feckin’
               hell. It’s settled. He’s the Big Bad Wolf and while, yes, I am quite clearly attracted to Jack—who wouldn’t be?—this burning
               he kicks off inside me is far too bright. Too intense.
            

            
            I’ve had none of the experiences most twenty-five-year-old women are meant to have at this point in their lives. There was
               no time after the tragedy. After my father tunneled all his focus into the Olympic trials. Maybe Jack sensed that I would
               be an easy conquest? Something in my gut tells me he wouldn’t do that, but damn, I don’t have the experience to be sure.
            

            
            It doesn’t help that I’m suspicious by nature and I’m fascinated with true crime.

            
            Doesn’t help whatsoever.

            
            “Em. I don’t think a bodyguard is necessary.” Pretending to be engrossed once more in my book, I back away from the magnetic
               presence of Jack. “Don’t you know people fear the wrath of the redhead? My hair protects me wherever I go.”
            

            
            “Or it makes you more recognizable,” he mutters. “Is this all you plan to do while visiting? Tour old crime scenes?”

            
            “Oh no, it’s only one item on the list.”

            
            The second the words are out of my mouth, I know I shouldn’t have let them loose. No one knows about the list, save myself.
               It’s tucked into the back pages of the book in my hands, flat as a pancake and unseen by human eyes. It might as well be my
               diary, it’s so personal. But I know when Jack’s eyebrows lift and his devilish mouth curves, I’m not getting away without
               an explanation. Not without some effort. “List?”
            

            
            “Shopping list. I love a good sale. Did you know that about me?”

            
            “Try again.”

            
            “Grocery list. I have wheat allergy so I have to stock my hotel room with food. It’s very inconvenient, but I’ve gotten used
               to it.”
            

            
            “That was pretty good, but I’m still not convinced.” He crosses his arms. “What list?”

            
            I clomp over to a bench and drop down onto it, noticing that the pigeon-feeding man has gone home for the day, leaving Jack
               and me alone in the empty, now dark, park. Even though I’ve decided he’s a wolf, I’m still not nervous for some reason. Thinking
               maybe I should be and my sheltered upbringing has made me less perceptive of danger, I do a quick scan behind the park’s perimeter
               bars, confirming there is a decent amount of foot traffic, plus one hot dog vendor I could call out to if I was in trouble.
            

            
            When I return my attention to Jack, there’s a furrow between his brows, as if he knows my thoughts. “Hey. We can go somewhere
               more out in the open if you want, Snaps.”
            

            
            The memory of him walking away, prepared to leave me outside the bar sails past. He might be seductive, but he’s not aggressive.
               “I’m grand. You want to sit?”
            

            
            He falls onto the bench beside me like a prince draping himself over a throne, one arm stretched along the back, his fingers
               just shy of brushing my neck. The heat of them alone makes me shiver, along with Jack’s steady eyes. “Tell me.”
            

            
            “It’s silly—” I stop myself. “No, actually, it’s not silly. I have a list of things I want to do during the two weeks I’m
               in New York. They’re not big, world-shattering accomplishments. It’s more for a bit of fun. I haven’t had fun in a long time.”
               I sense his fingertips creeping close to my nape and hurry to speak out of pure nerves. “That’s not to say you should feel
               sorry for me, Jack. I’m fine.”
            

            
            “Okay. If you say you’re fine, I believe you.”

            
            “Just like that?”

            
            His middle finger slides right down the center of my neck. “Just like that.”

            
            I feel the rich texture of his voice and that featherlight touch between my legs, but I force myself not to press my knees
               together, lest I give myself away. “How about we make a deal?” Jesus, I sound like I need a new set of lungs. “I’ll reveal
               one list item.”
            

            
            “How is that a good deal for me?”

            
            “I’ll let you come along.”

            
            He’s strumming my neck now like a guitar, slow, slow brushes designed to drive me mad. And it’s working. His huge, warm, male
               presence on the bench is sucking me in, making me want to turn and crawl straight into him. “So if I agree to the deal, I
               only get to come along on one adventure?”
            

            
            “How did you know I was calling it an adventure?”

            
            Those dimples wink at me. “Seems like something you’d say.” He appears to be pondering the terms of the deal. “What if I hold
               out for the entire list? All or nothing.”
            

            
            I straighten my back. I’m not sure if it’s a voluntary move or what, but he’s now cupping my nape, sliding his thumb through
               my hair and I can barely breathe. “Didn’t you learn anything from your plaque story? When you wish for too much, a manhole
               comes along and swallows you up.”
            

            
            He expels a harsh breath. “Christ, you’re fucking cute, Katie. How long am I supposed to pretend I don’t want to kiss the
               shit out of you on this bench?”
            

            
            My knees snap together to block the bolt of lightning that blows up both thighs. “Th-this is you pretending? Really? With
               the whole thumb massage thing?”
            

            
            “You don’t know the half of it, Snaps.” His laughter is pained as he stands, pacing away. My neck feels achingly cold without
               his hand. “Fine. You have a deal. One item on the list and I get to be there. Sold. For now.”
            

            
            “For now?”

            
            Jack inclines his head. “You might decide to tell me more at a later date.”

            
            “Is this the part where you tell me you can be very persuasive?”

            
            He crooks a finger at me. “If you’re going to put words in my mouth, honey, at least be nice and use your tongue.”

            
            I shoot to my feet. “I’m way out of my league here.”

            
            “Shit, Katie. Wait.” His burrows his fingers through the short ends of his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m the one out of his league.
               Most girls aren’t interested in having a heart-to-heart with me on a park bench, all right? I don’t know what you expect from
               me.”
            

            
            “I hadn’t gotten round to expecting anything just yet.”

            
            “Don’t go. Just . . . don’t go.” He drops his hands slowly, as if trying to will me back into a sitting position, but my heart
               is pinging all over the place and I’m . . . I’m thinking of doing a legger. Just juking left to throw him off, then sprinting
               straight out of the park. I thought I understood how hypnotic and overtly sexual Jack is. But right up until he told me to
               come over and use my tongue, I was underestimating him. I only met this man a half-hour ago and I want him to throw me down
               and make a harlot out of me. And for someone who felt guilty over her own private fantasy about the Tonga torchbearer in Rio,
               it’s a lot at once. A lot.
            

            
            He could tease me for being a virgin. Once we get the general hilarity out of the way, I could disappoint him. I could . . .
               yeah, I could start to like him. Maybe I already do. But he has to have a million options for companionship at his disposal,
               and that’s far too intimidating for me.
            

            
            “Thanks for coming with me to the park, Jack . . .” I pick my backpack up off the bench. “But I have to go.”

            
            “Fuck. I really blew it, huh? You’re just going to go.”

            
            I think it’s the hollow tone of his voice that propels me to blurt, “I’m going to dance in Cherry Hill Fountain in Central
               Park. Tomorrow night.”
            

            
            He’s very still and somewhere in the distance a horn begins to blare. The universe telling me I’ve made the right decision
               sharing my plans? I guess I’ll find out. “You can get arrested for that.”
            

            
            “Then I suppose I could do with a lookout.” There we go. I’ve lost the plot. The plot vanishes from sight completely when
               Jack’s upset expression is cracked open by a mile-wide, slightly piratical smile . . . and my pulse flies on butterfly wings
               up to my throat. “I’ll see you then.”
            

            
            “One kiss.” He takes a step forwards, his big chest rising and falling. “I know I’m pushing it, Snaps. But I’m dying over
               here.”
            

            
            I’m dying, too. No denying it. This attraction is very bad for my mental and physical health. He probably won’t even show
               up tomorrow night. His romantic comedy costar will distract him with an invitation to eat grapes on a sun-drenched rooftop
               somewhere and I . . . I could never get another chance to kiss this outrageously beautiful man. This trip to New York isn’t
               only a career opportunity, it’s a chance to shake off my comfort zone.
            

            
            Do it, Katie. Don’t regret it. Don’t be a coward.

            
            What’s the worst that could happen?

            
            “Just one, then,” I whisper.

            
            His green eyes go molten as he takes two big strides and swoops in. I hear my backpack hit the ground and then nothing, nothing,
               but Jack’s mouth has any part of my focus.
            

            
            What’s the worst that could happen?

            
            He could kiss like my taste will set him free. And that’s exactly what he does. One giant hand cups the back of my head, the
               other resting on my cheek. He tilts me so gently, I don’t expect the ravenous sweep of his tongue, smooth and wicked. The
               power of it knocks me back a step. Jack follows, towering over me, groaning into my mouth, taking, absorbing, demanding more.
               Holding me right where he wants me, his firm lips slanting and slanting. He’s the Big Bad Wolf and I’m the meal he’s snared
               in his trap. Only, I’m not sitting there taking it like good prey. After the initial shock of sensations, I willingly drown
               in them.
            

            
            My hands twist in the front of his sweatshirt, my back bowing by primitive demand and he counters me perfectly, giving me
               his hard lap to cushion my softness. His rough exhalation shakes out into my mouth when our lower bodies meld on a single
               grind, his eyebrows slashing down as though he’s in pain.
            

            
            “One more, Katie. One more, one more, one—”

            
            I yank him back down, cutting him off with my waiting kiss and his hands, they become these sweeping sources of hot want,
               dragging down my sides, clutching my hips and pulling me up onto my toes, sliding me side to side against his large arousal.
               There’s nothing gentle about the way he’s kissing me now, and I imagine this is what he does with his mouth while thrusting
               into a woman. Just overwhelms her senses until she’s a mass of lust and urgency, letting him have her in any manner he deems
               suitable.
            

            
            And I was worried about putting on my cardigan in front of him.

            
            Maybe it’s ridiculous—maybe I’m ridiculous—but that’s the thought that forces me to break away, sucking in deep gulps of chilling
               night air. Jack’s forehead is pressed to mine, twisting side to side like he’s shaking his head. Or in denial. I don’t know.
            

            
            Somehow I find the strength to extricate myself from his hold, stooping down to pick up my bag. “Just so we’re keeping count,”
               I manage, breathily, “That w-was two kisses. Never say I wasn’t generous with you.”
            

            
            His green eyes cut towards me and I read determination there. A lot of it. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Snaps. Don’t you dare doubt
               me on that.”
            

            
            I nod, the heat of his body reaching out to grab me as I pass towards the park’s exit. The entire way to hail a cab, I feel
               his eyes burning into my back. And I wonder how the heck I’m going to check off the mad love affair on my list with Jack nosing
               about, giving me kisses like that.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Jack

            There’s nothing like a little hair of the dog that bit you, right?

            
            I wait for the locker room to clear out to take my final swig of cheap vodka and orange juice out of my water bottle, before
               stowing it back on the shelf. My head loosens up and the burning in my throat eases. Right as rain. It’s rare that I wake
               up with a hangover anymore, but you can bet your ass I tied one on after that kiss in the park last night with Katie.
            

            
            What the hell happened?

            
            She asked me to tell her a story. Through the whole thing, straight through to the end, she’d been interested. Watching me,
               holding her breath, waiting. I started to wonder what else I could do to hold her interest, outside of bed.
            

            
            What do you want me to see?

            
            After the way her searching questions and honest vulnerability stripped me down without a single piece of clothing removed,
               though, I’d been prepared to sign over my kidneys for that kiss. Both of them. Maybe I’d been desperate to come to my senses
               and kissing her was the only way to achieve that. No way the kiss could live up to the girl, right? With all her teasing smiles
               and wit and intelligence and that rack. Only, the kiss had turned my blood to rocket fuel. I’d thought, no way, no way we’re
               ending the night any other way but naked, sweaty and filthy. But she’d walked away, leaving me standing there with a beating
               heart in my throat and a boner that took seven shots of whiskey to kill.
            

            
            I still haven’t recovered. The academy is the place I least want to be on most days, but this morning? I’m counting the minutes
               until I see her again. Get those steady, yet curious eyes on me and hold them. Hold them longer this time. That damn kiss
               threw me off my game so bad, I didn’t even get a phone number or the name of her hotel last night. If she doesn’t show up
               tonight, I have no idea what I’ll do. Facebook is an option, but there have to be five thousand Katies in Ireland. There’s
               only one that’s got me itchy, though.
            

            
            It’ll go away. This itch. Soon as we get between the sheets and I bang her into next Thanksgiving, I’ll go back to being good
               old Jack, the one who takes nothing and nobody seriously. The downwards slide after Katie might be even harder than usual,
               but she’ll be worth it.
            

            
            Although, what if I don’t feel like shit after I’m with Katie? I’ve begun to think the crash into regret after sex is something I speed towards on
               purpose. What happens if it’s taken away?
            

            
            Maybe with Katie I won’t feel used and shitty afterwards. Is this the time?

            
            My stomach drops. Do I even want to feel good afterwards?
            

            
            Hands everywhere, my head stuffy with the scent of floral perfume, low laughter, heavy breathing.

            
            The vision hits me out of nowhere and my hand shoots back into the locker, wrapping around the water bottle of vodka and drawing
               it out. It shakes in my grip as I bring it to my lips.
            

            
            “Garrett.” Danika’s voice whips straight through the center of my ugly thoughts. My oldest childhood friend is standing at
               the entrance to the men’s locker room—the girl has no boundaries—and she’s giving me that tilty-headed stank face she does
               so well. “Drills are about to start. Are you waiting for a formal invitation?”
            

            
            “A simple Evite should do it,” I quip into the bottle, taking another drag.

            
            “Cute.” She crosses her arms, letting me know she’s not in the mood to shovel my bullshit. It used to take a lot more to make
               her angry with me, but her irritation seems to be coming easier lately. We lived in the same building on 10th Avenue growing
               up and were friends for three years before I got up the nerve to tell her why I never invited her over to watch television.
               But she’d already figured out what my mother did for a living. While I sat there gaping like a fish, she’d socked me in the
               shoulder and told me she’d aim higher if I ever held
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