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      Music blares from the Bluetooth speaker on my dresser, and I sing along at the top of my lungs as I buzz between my bedroom and the adjoining bathroom. Saturday’s long-standing Girls’ Night Out tradition dates back to when my three best friends and I moved to Asheville, North Carolina, after our college graduation. This week’s get-together couldn’t come soon enough. Three spring redecorating jobs have kept me swamped for the past month and a half, and today I worked later than usual to wrap up a few odds and ends for my clients.

      My gaze falls on the bedside clock. I slow my steps with a grimace. My ride should be here in ten minutes or so, and I still haven’t decided on shoes or jewelry to go along with the black burnout leggings and clingy thigh-length red tunic dress I’ve chosen for tonight. Normally I’d be waiting patiently on my front porch by now. But a last minute phone call right after dinner pushed the start of my night-out preparations back almost a half-hour.

      Running my fingers lightly through my curly pixie cut, I duck into my closet and grab two pairs of shoes. I haven’t had a chance to wear the red heels yet, but the knee-high black riding boots would be a more sensible choice. Parking near Pack Square tends to be limited, especially on the weekend, and the boots will be more comfortable if we have to walk more than two blocks to the bar.

      I put on one of each shoe and turn to the cheval mirror in the corner. Sexy sometimes trumps comfort, even if it means blisters the next morning. Hands on my hips, I lift my right foot up so I can only see the red shoe on my left. My eyes narrow, and then I switch feet. I alternate my view of the shoes a couple more times, no closer to a decision.

      A phone call interrupts the music playing on my cell phone. I hobble over to my dresser and check the caller ID.

      My older sister, Beth.

      Figures she’d call just as I’m about to head out the door.

      My hand hovers over the phone. My sister calls me once or twice a month, sometimes more if I haven’t been diligent about keeping in touch. But tonight, given how crazy my week has been and how much I just want to relax with my friends and a cold beer, I don’t feel like talking to her. Pursing my lips, I press the button on the side of my phone and send Beth to voicemail. There will be time enough tomorrow to listen to her well-intentioned lecture on how it’s okay to stay home once in a while, that it’s time for me to focus as much on the direction of my personal life as I have my professional life.

      Which is sister-speak for quit with the casual dating and commit to somebody already.

      Easy for her to say. She married her college sweetheart, and two seconds after landing her dream job at a Manhattan talent agency, she popped out a kid who’s about as perfect as they come. Everyone expected me to follow suit.

      Including myself.

      But then life happened, and all my expectations evaporated.

      Shaking my head, I banish those thoughts. Life is great. I like my life.

      The doorbell rings, jolting me out of the morose track my mind almost took.

      “Marissa!” a familiar voice shouts from my front hall.

      I kick off the red shoe and half hop, half limp to the top of my stairs in time to see Caitlin wriggling her key out of my front door lock—all three of my best friends have a copy.

      “Have you been waiting long?” I ask.

      She glances my way, then shuts the door. “Just pulled up. But since you weren’t out on the porch, I figured you were still getting ready.”

      I shrug. “Sorry. Client call ran long. How late are we?”

      Caitlin consults her phone as she starts up the staircase. “We won’t be late if you can get your ass in my car in the next fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m almost ready,” I say, holding my hands and backing down the hall toward my bedroom. “Accessories, and then I’m set.”

      “And footwear.” She follows me into my room and props her hip against the side of my dresser.

      I grab my other boot and pull it on, then head for my bathroom. “Find me a necklace and some earrings while I check my makeup.”

      Caitlin rummages through my jewelry box. “So, when are you going to put this money pit up for sale and move into town like the rest of us?”

      “It’s not a money pit,” I call out to her.

      “Not anymore.”

      I pull a face, then apply a thin layer of lip-gloss. My friends, along with my sister, don’t understand why I insist on living in this old farmhouse just east of the Chestnut Hill neighborhood, when there are so many great apartments in the center of Asheville. They forget, as Beth also does at times, that my home is also my livelihood. The time and money I poured into restoring, updating, and decorating every room in this house helped earn me spotlight stories, including a feature spread in six major home and garden magazines earlier this year. If my interior design business was booming before March, it’s virtually exploding now; my phone has been ringing off the hook ever since.

      Plus, I like my privacy, and there’s plenty of that where I live.

      Satisfied with my makeup and hair, I head back into the bedroom. “Are you planning to crash here after you drop me home?”

      “Depends how close we make it to last call.” Caitlin holds out a long silver chain necklace and matching chandelier earrings. “You know, if you moved downtown, it wouldn’t be such a pain for somebody to haul out here every Saturday night.”

      “It’s not every Saturday. One out of four, I have to haul into town to pick one of you up.” After slipping on the earrings and draping the chain around my neck, I face her. “What do you think?”

      She assesses my ensemble from head to toe. “Nice. You might be the only redhead I know who can get away with wearing that shade of crimson. Planning to lure in a couple unsuspecting conquests tonight?”

      “Totally calling dibs.” I wink at her as I grab my phone and stuff it into my purse. “I’ve had a bit of a dry spell.”

      “Fine by me. But you might have to take it up with Ava.” Caitlin chuckles.

      “I think I can talk her into backing off, if it comes down to it.”

      We bustle downstairs and out the front door. After buckling into Caitlin’s SUV, I fire a text message off to Ava and Mel, the other half of our fabulous foursome, to let them know we’re on the way. Caitlin cranks the volume on the radio, pulls out of my driveway, and heads into town.

      An easy smile settles on my lips as we turn onto Asheville’s main drag, slowing to meet the speed limit.

      Tonight is all about relaxing after a long workweek for all four of us. If I happen to catch the attention of the next lucky catch, that’ll just be the cherry on top.

      I prop my elbow on the edge of the window and rest my temple against my curled fist, scanning the parking lots as we pass. The sidewalks bustle with people of all ages—everyone from college students to thirty-something tourists, to older couples and retirees. Soon, Memorial Day weekend will kick off the summer season, as schools let out and people look to find cooler climes in the mountains. But even when vacation season hits its peak, it never feels crowded to me.

      It’s proven a great place to live. Asheville boasts its share of nightlife, shopping, and entertainment. But it’s still pretty quiet, at least by my standards. The girls and I are satisfied with the handful of bars and dance clubs we frequent on Saturday nights. If we want to shake it up, it’s not too far of a drive to Charlotte for an overnight adventure.

      My thoughts drift back to my sister’s phone call that I avoided earlier. Part of the reason I picked Appalachian State up in Boone was to get away from the big city life I grew up with in San Francisco. Beth never quite understood my desire for a quieter corner of the country, where I can sit on my front porch and hear birds instead of cars, busses, and trolleys.

      I found peace in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      Well, sort of.

      A sigh escapes. Where is this crappy mood coming from?

      “You okay, Marissa?”

      Caitlin’s voice jerks me back to reality. She’s parked at the rear of a packed lot, under a light so we’ll have good illumination when it’s time to head home.

      Realizing I’m fiddling with my hair, I flash a too-wide grin at her, grab my purse off the floor, and unbuckle the seatbelt. “Right as rain. Did we beat Mel and Ava?”

      Caitlin glances at her phone, then checks her mascara in the visor mirror. “They grabbed the corner of the bar and ordered the first round.”

      “Perfect.”

      I fling open the door and hop out. Adjusting the neckline of my tunic top, I draw in a deep, cleansing breath. Caitlin flips her long black hair over her shoulder and links her arm with mine. We set off toward the sidewalk and our favorite bar down the street from Pack Square.
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      “Marissa! Caitlin! Over here!”

      As my eyes adjust to the dim interior of the bar, I recognize the tall, sweet-faced brunette waving and calling our names. I tug on Caitlin’s arm. “There’s Ava.”

      We squeeze past a trio of college-age guys milling around one of the pool tables, skirt the length of the bar, and settle on the stools Ava and Mel saved for us at the far end.

      “No drinks yet?” Caitlin asks.

      “Boomer’s swamped.” Mel indicates the bartender currently mixing cocktails for what appears to be a bachelorette party swarming the center of the bar. “He said he’ll hook us up as soon as he gets that crew served.”

      I bump Mel’s elbow with mine. “You could always slip back there and give your sugar pie a hand to move things along a little.”

      She rolls her eyes and makes a fake gagging sound in her throat. “I haven’t tended bar in two years. Besides, Boomer would say it’s bad for my professional image.”

      If only every guy could be that thoughtful when it comes to his girlfriend’s ambitions. A vulnerable spot in my gut starts to ache when Boomer finally sidles over with our drinks and leans across the bar to tug on the blond fishtail braid hanging over Mel’s shoulder. She leverages herself close enough for a chaste peck.

      “Get a room,” Ava jokes.

      “I have one,” Mel replies as she sits back down.

      Boomer chuckles before returning to the center of the bar. The four of us raise our drinks—three bottles of beer and a Cheerwine for Caitlin—and toast to the weekend.

      As I lower my bottle, I catch sight of a tall, broad-shouldered man approaching the opposite corner of the bar. His white dress shirt is unbuttoned at the collar, his tie loosened though not removed. A businessman, just off work.

      But his sort isn’t typical for a Saturday night. He appears to be alone as he eases onto a stool directly across from me, lifting one hand to catch Boomer’s attention. They speak, and something he says has Boomer throwing back his head in laughter. The man cracks a half-grin, mischief sparking in his eyes.

      He pulls his phone out when Boomer moves away, and the light from the screen catches the contours of his face.

      Straight nose, strong chin. His skin holds the deep tan of someone who spends a lot of time outside. He flicks an errant lock of what looks to be dark blond hair off his forehead, then raises his gaze.

      Our eyes lock across the room.

      My friends’ voices dim to a tinny buzz, then disappear altogether. In fact, all sound in the room mellows and slips away until I only hear my own breathing and the rush of blood past my ears. Heat rises slowly on my skin, and I flatten my palms, suddenly gone sweaty, against the surface of the bar.

      Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome shifts in his seat. Then the serious slant of his mouth curves into a lopsided smirk that turns my limbs to jelly.

      I release a huff of air, and my chest tightens.

      Mel’s playful shove brings me quickly back to life. “I think we have a sighting.”

      “Where?” Ava hops off her stool and hurries to stand behind me. She, too, notices the guy at the other end of the bar. “Uber hottie at twelve o’clock, ladies. Man, I could camp out under those cheekbones.”

      Caitlin takes a sip from her glass. “Marissa already called dibs.”

      “Seriously?” Ava groans and shuffles back to her seat.

      Pulse still thumping, I tear my gaze away from Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome and plaster on one of my usual sardonic grins. “What can I say? Besides, even if I hadn’t called dibs, I saw him first.”

      Mel laces her fingers together and rests her hands on top of the bar. “It’s been a while. What’ll it be this time? Will he make it past the chat-me-up stage?”

      “I’m betting on three dates,” Caitlin chimes in. “Maybe even a hot make out session in someone’s car.”

      “I wonder if he has a six pack under that dress shirt.” Ava studies the guy, then turns to me. “If you don’t make it to five dates, can I give it a go? Only fair.”

      “Remind me what happens after five dates?” Mel asks.

      “Five dates and he gets to move furniture,” Ava replies.

      “Then you will definitely get a turn,” Caitlin says to her. “Marissa’s hardly ever gotten to five dates in the past three years. It’s happened maybe, what, twice since Jared skipped town?”

      At the sudden mention of my ex, I swing to face my friends in full. “Hello? Sitting right here, people.”

      Caitlin props her chin on the back of her hand. “Deny it.”

      Grimacing, I pick at the label on my bottle. “You don’t need to bring Jared into it.”

      Fighting a sullen frown, I watch Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome out of the corner of my eye while the girls continue lobbying bets and supposition as if they haven’t heard my comment. He’s now focused his attention on the T.V. above the bar, though I can’t tell from this angle if he’s watching the hockey game or reading the news bar scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Something about him makes my insides go all squishy, and not in that let’s try and make it to five dates way.

      So what if I have certain rules about dating? If it looks like a guy might land a first date, I’m upfront about what he should expect from me. I never objectify or string anyone along.

      It’s been done to me. I refuse to do it to someone else.

      “Okay, dance floor,” Mel says suddenly, grabbing my arm.

      I let her pull me off my stool, hanging back only long enough to drain the last couple swigs from my bottle. “Tonight was drinks, not dancing.”

      “And the dance floor here sucks,” Caitlin adds.

      Mel responds by taking Caitlin by the arm as well. “Marissa called dibs. Gotta see if the guy’s interested before she takes the plunge.”

      “Hey!” I wriggle my arm free, though I continue toward the dance floor. “Who says I’m even going to plunge?”

      “Oh, please,” Ava says, following along. “If any more heat passes between you two, Boomer’ll be scorched in the crossfire.”

      The dance floor, as we regulars call the cramped eight-by-eight area at the back of the bar, provides a poor view of Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome, which also means he can’t exactly follow my movements. For just a moment after Caitlin loads up the jukebox with a series of fast-paced tunes guaranteed to get anyone’s body moving, a wash of conflicted panic sweeps over me.

      I didn’t come out tonight intending to hit on anyone, or be hit on myself. I never do. But if it happens, I just go with the flow. Sometimes I get a couple dinner-and-a-movie dates out of it. Other times, things don’t progress farther than the front door of the bar or nightclub.

      But Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome doesn’t strike me as the sort of guy who spends his Saturday nights trolling bars to pick up women. I wish I’d met him during the afternoon, just as I was leaving a lunch appointment with a client. A businesswoman on top of her game? Maybe that would pique his interest.

      We shift places on the dance floor over the course of three or four songs. I loosen up, forgetting the possibility of being observed, and enjoy the fun with my friends.

      That ends when Mel catches me by the hand and spins me. “It looks like your friend might be thinking of joining us.”

      “What are you talking about?” Involuntarily, I crane my neck to catch a glimpse of Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome working his way toward the corner of the bar we’ve lately vacated. My heart does a weird flutter and skip, and I stumble a little as Mel releases me.

      Ava gives me a push toward the bar. “Order us some drinks, girl!” Her voice carries over the music.

      Somehow, I manage to navigate the distance back to the bar without looking over my shoulder or locking eyes with anybody other than Boomer. “Another round,” I call to him as I draw close enough to be heard.

      “You carrying them back, or do you want the waitress to bring them over?” he asks, casting a not-so-subtle glance at Mr. Tall, Bronze, and Handsome.

      Who answers for me, his voice deep and touched with an unplaceable accent. “Send theirs. Serve hers here.”

      Irritation skitters up my spine as Boomer moves away.

      I face the object of my interest, further annoyed by the audacious and smug grin playing on his nearly perfect face.

      Oh, no. Marissa O’Brien doesn’t play that game.

      Propping my hands on my hips, I attempt a withering glare. “And who the hell do you think you are?”

      “Josh Mattingly,” he replies, smoothly extending one hand.

      I stare at his palm for a few seconds, then lift my gaze back to his. “Am I supposed to recognize you by name?”

      He blinks, surprise etching itself in his features. An awkward moment passes before he pulls his hand back and rests his elbow on the edge of the bar. “It’s not an obscure name. But I guess it depends on the circles you travel in.”

      “Given that statement, I doubt you and I travel in the same circles.” I glance at Boomer, willing him to get his ass back over here with my beer.

      “Our circles seem to be overlapping tonight.”

      I turn to him again, offering a coy smile. “I think you’re way outside your circle.”

      At that, Josh straightens and folds his arms across his chest. “What makes you think that?”

      “Three things.” I hold up my index finger. “First, you’re not from around here. You’ve got an accent I can’t place, but it’s definitely not local.”

      “Neither is yours,” he counters.

      “But I’ve lived here for four years. Even if you aren’t born and bred in Asheville, you pick up the cadence of local speech after a while, and learn to recognize it in others.” I raise two fingers now. “Second, the fact that you expected me to recognize your name tells me you’re used to people recognizing it. Which means you tend to hang out around people who operate within your circle of influence.”

      He doesn’t have a comeback for that. Instead, his eyebrows lower in a curious frown as he waits for me to illuminate him on my third point.

      My ring finger joins the other two already lifted in illustration. “Third and final thing. It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday night. You’re in a bar, one of the smaller establishments dominated by locals, wearing what I assume is the remnants of a business casual outfit put together for a crappy day spent all alone at your office. And I can tell you from experience and observation that nobody who travels anywhere close to my circle—” Here I pause to sweep my three lifted fingers in a couple loops between us. “—works so late on a Saturday that he has no time to stop home and change before hitting the bar.”

      “Well, Red.” His lips twist in amusement. “I suppose you’ve drawn a conclusion about me, based on your three points.”

      Red? I don’t know if that’s a reference to my dress or my hair. “White collar consultant with no personal life would fit the bill. Except that doesn’t take into account your assumption that everybody should know who you are.” I tap one finger against my chin and shoot him an assessing glance. “The consultant angle could still work, since you were obviously stuck in the office all day. But the rest? You’ve got some money behind you. Yours, your family’s. Whatever. Workaholic, maybe. I have my doubts about the well-roundedness of your personal life.”

      “You’re not that far off.” Josh’s expression shifts into something far too serious, too intense, for my comfort. “Mind if I give you a go?”

      Heat prickles along my skin. “Beg your pardon?”

      “My impression of you.” He steps closer and dives in without waiting for my answer. “Mid-twenties, reasonably successful at your job. No family close by. No significant other, either, which is why you and your pack of lady-friends are free to spend your Saturday nights scoping out men at your favorite watering hole. Which happens to be this particular establishment, because you’re just on the other side of being able to tolerate the college crowd.”

      His assessment is eerily spot on. The prickles cool to a shiver as the blood drains from my head, leaving me momentarily dizzy.

      But Josh isn’t done. Now he leans down, his voice an intimate murmur in my ear. “You’re a woman at odds with yourself, Red. You’d like everyone to notice your confident, flippant, flirtatious exterior, to think you don’t need anyone to complete you.” Despite the dim light, his eyes show a dark, even blue that pierces to my very core. “But deep down, you’d like nothing more than a warm hug on a cold night, from somebody who knows you inside and out.”

      A fresh wave of heat gushes up from my toes, forcing me to take a step back. “I guess you think you’ll get to be that somebody. At least for tonight.”

      My voice is low, almost hollow in my attempt to keep a steady tone. But something else plays on my face. I can feel it, the battle between attraction and control over the situation.

      I decide.

      I always decide.

      And my decision has never been and will never be one that allows a man to know me inside and out ever again.

      Josh moves away, studying me. Then he reaches over to the bar and picks up the beer Boomer left there at some point in the last five minutes. He takes one sip before handing the bottle to me.

      The absurd adolescent concept of kiss transfers through drink sharing passes through my mind. My mouth goes dry.

      “You’re mostly right about me,” he says. “My family name does hold a lot of weight in certain circles, particularly corporate ones. You can infer what you’d like about my financial status from that. But I work upward of ninety hours a week. I am in Asheville on business, and I did put in a long-ass day at an office that’s only been mine for about a week. I stopped here because it’s on the way back to my hotel. I seriously just wanted a drink.”

      I blink, trying to follow. This is not typically how these conversations pan out. “And what about scoping me out across the bar?”

      “Credit where it’s due, Red.” His smile returns. “You and your friends scoped me out first.”

      My jaw drops, but words of denial don’t come. Neither does the insistence that our gazes just happened to pan the room at the same time and slammed into each other. Maybe I was the only one affected by that sudden, unexpected eye contact.

      Either that or he’s better at this game than me.

      Time to get back in control. Otherwise, I’ll have to scurry back to the dance floor with my tail between my legs to tell Ava it’s her turn.

      “There’s no crime in a girl looking.” Affecting a nonchalant shrug, I lift my bottle, take a long drink, and try to convince myself Josh isn’t staring at my lips.

      “No,” Josh replies, something shifting in his eyes. “No, there’s definitely no crime in looking.”

      I turn, my free hand raised in a pretty wave that’s meant to dismiss him. I’m not sure whether or not I want him to follow, but I know I can’t stand this close to him anymore.

      Escape. Back to the safety
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