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After thirty-six years of life, seducing women was second nature to Adam. In his mind, pursuing Tish was a minuscule task compared to his extensive list of conquests. Adam had watched her hips swaying rhythmically on her petite frame as she walked down the same narrow Boston Street she had gone by daily for five years on her way to work at a department store. Her job was the only thing that kept her going since her divorce from Leo, her former childhood sweetheart.

Adam parked his car beside a restaurant when he sighted her. It had been pouring rain the night before, almost like a movie set. Everything the rain had touched sparkled, and a delicious earthy scent filled the air. He almost stumbled as he rushed to get closer to her.

“Can I have a moment of your time...Do you know how I can get to...,” he said, tapping Tish lightly on the shoulder from behind.

Tish turned briskly, cringing in disgust at what she considered an invasion of her personal space. As her gaze moved past Adam’s broad shoulders through her medicated sunshades and landed on his face, her heart pounded furiously in her chest. 

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Do I know you?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, drawing his words. “I...I needed to ask you for directions. Can you spare me a couple of minutes? I promise I won’t take more than that.”

Tish was intuitive enough to recognize when someone needed assistance, and this wasn’t the case. Adam’s rugged handsome looks and mannerisms, which stood out, despite his failed attempt at stammering, screamed someone sure of himself.

“Can you offer me a little help?” Adam continued, rousing Tish from her reverie.

“Of course,” Tish responded. The overpowering scent of his musky perfume filled her nostrils as he held out his hand. “Sorry. Where did you say you were going?” She was irritated by his forwardness. Rather than give her hand in return, she stepped back to create more space between them as his six-foot-two frame threatened her five feet and two inches of woman.  

“Tish?” he inquired, raising his brows.

“Who told you my name?” Tish asked, looking around and then returning her gaze to him.

Adam chuckled. “Easy,” he said, pointing at her jacket.

“Oh! My name tag,” Tish said, heaving a sigh of relief. She had attached the tag to her jacket before leaving home that morning, a rare move for her since she often waited to settle at her stall before putting it on display. She now regretted that decision. Not only did Adam know her name without her volunteering it, but he also knew where she worked.

“It’s a pretty name,” Adam said, his mouth twisted in amusement.

“Still need help?” Tish said, ignoring his compliment. “Make up your mind. I’ll be late for work if I don’t leave now.” 

“I can drop you off if you—”

“No!” she responded abruptly, shaking her head. “As you already know, I’m going across the road, so I don’t need a ride. Thanks for offering, though.” 

“Well, can I visit you sometime? I’m Adam,” he said, slowly stretching out his hand, expecting her to reject it a second time.

Tish smiled from the corner of her lips as she took her right hand out of her jacket pocket and shook his. “Nice meeting you.” 

As she waited for him to let go of her, she began to feel a familiar stirring in her heart, one she had not experienced since the demise of her relationship with Leo. She reminded herself of her decision to avoid romantic relationships, especially not after the hand love had dealt her.

“Has anyone ever mentioned you’ve got gorgeous eyes?” Adam asked, looking down at her. “I imagine you receive a lot of compliments about these curly red locks of yours.”

“Stop the flattery,” Tish muttered. “It’ll get you nowhere.”

“I’m not trying to flatter you,” Adam responded. “Why would you jump to that conclusion? What are you doing tonight?”

“Shouldn’t you be on your way?” Tish replied with a chuckle. “On a serious note, I thought you were headed somewhere. You know you’re not kidding anyone with that story. I could smell you from a mile away. I knew you didn’t need any help. New Yorkers always seem to know their way around.”

“You’ve got me! But wait, how did you know I was from New York?” Adam asked, following the direction of her gaze. “Oh! My license plate...” he said, chuckling from the realization that she’d beat him to his own game. 

“You’re not the only one who’s observant,” Tish grinned. “Hey! I have to go now. It was nice meeting you.” 

“Same here,” he responded. “Call me when you’re done with work. I’m in Boston for a few days. Perhaps we could get dinner and stop at one of the local bars for a drink. Whatever you want.” 

“I have dinner plans with my friends tonight.” 

“Ditch your friends and hang out with me,” Adam pleaded. 

As he handed Tish his card, her index finger brushed lightly against his, causing shockwaves down her spine. She quickly withdrew her hand and exhaled slowly to mask her racing heart.

"Maybe some other time," she said, clearing her throat and pushing a handful of hair from her face before turning to leave.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter Two


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Tish knew she had remained in her marriage to Leo for far too long and had worn out the patience of everyone around her. If her brother, Damascus had not rescued her that bizarre night, she would have stayed even longer. Leo had been incensed after returning from a business trip and stumbled upon a soiree Tish had organized for a small group of friends in the garden of their eight-bedroom mansion. He had waited for everyone to leave before confronting her. As an argument ensued, he dragged her around the house and bruised and battered her before disappearing into the night. She had managed to reach the phone to call Damascus to rescue her. He walked in and found her crying on the bathroom floor, and he swore to destroy her and Leo if she ever dared return to him. Damascus had alerted the police and coerced Tish to press charges. The half a dozen pictures in Damascus’s possession from prior incidents helped convict Leo, otherwise, he would have gone scot-free. He now had to spend the next seven years of his life in a penitentiary.

That first encounter with Adam had left Tish disoriented, but having sworn against men, she felt too powerless to pursue things further. Her divorce was final, but she still felt the need to allow the passage of time to heal the damage caused by that relationship. Adam, on the other hand, was completely enamored of Tish. Being a lover of challenge, he became even more determined to unravel the mystery of her existence. 

Following their first encounter, he frequented Boston from New York, and each time, he would visit her at work. After three attempts to get a date with her failed, he was left wondering if he had lost his charm and ability to seduce women to do his will. He had decided to ignore her for a while to give himself time to come up with a fool-proof plan to get and keep her attention. That tactic had worked exceptionally for him in the past. Some of his prior girlfriends had also played hard to get, which had made him all the more interested in them. The problem with that method was that when he finally conquered, he’d lost interest as fast as he had fallen for them, but he believed Tish was a different breed. Besides her striking good looks, there seemed to be something about her that Adam couldn’t lay his hands on. The mystery of her existence, coupled with the intensity of his attraction, concerned him greatly. After six months, he had begun to feel like a loser when she continued to reject his advances. He had entered the contest on a whim. 

Adam had come across the Tidal Tours website, the host of the “Love Experiment.” When he googled “how to get the love you want.”  The even-numbered contestants in this experiment provided information about their situation as well as details regarding the targeted odd-numbered contestant they desired to fall in love with. They then waited to see if their object of desire would take the bait through a carefully planned strategy to woo them into entering the competition by positioning their agents in strategic locations that their targets frequented in a bid to lure them to enter the contest. 

Tish was Contestant 103, and Adam, being 104, was completely in cahoots with the organizers. “Three months in the tropics, by the beach, with nothing to do, will surely make someone fall in love with you,” the website promised. The rules of the game prohibited the contestants from revealing their true identities. They were expected to play along as they were automatically matched with the object of their desire. The contest was rigged to favor the even-numbered contestants, labeled evens, as they enticed the odd-numbered contestants, labeled odds, who were led to believe they were playing a fair game. The evens received different contest rules than the odds. For them, swiping left and right on the Q phone was a mere formality. Their target was already set. To retain their advantage, the evens were to play exactly as instructed to get that love they wanted. The hosts supplied them with lines to help them pull in their odd-numbered conquest and coerce them to declare their love for one another by the time both parties returned their Q phones.
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Tish’s entanglement with Leo was not the only thing weighing her down as she walked home the day she received the news that she had won the contest. The office politics instigated by Abhiri, the unofficial office gossip, made her life unbearable. She knew exactly how the report that she was gunning for the supervisor’s job started. Her words had been misconstrued during a conversation she had with Abhiri earlier that week. Following that conversation, she had felt uneasy but failed to realize how much things could be twisted out of context. In the days that followed, her supervisor had passed by her stall several times without uttering as much as a hello. She had also made an unreasonable number of requests of Tish. Abhiri had joined the team only a year prior and desperately sought Tish’s friendship when she noticed none of the old-timers would give her the time of day. Tish now blamed herself for letting her guard down and allowing Abhiri into her circle, a trait that did not come so naturally to her. 

Tish’s heart raced when she saw a blue envelope sticking out of the mailbox attached to her front wall as she arrived at her doorstep. It looked nothing like the regular pieces of junk mail she had grown accustomed to receiving from the department stores in the area. She winced at the clanging sound as she pulled the envelope out of the old rusty mailbox. This one was addressed specifically to her and bore no postmark. 

“They just brought that,” her next-door neighbor Pat said in a
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