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Dear Reader,

Thank you for taking a chance on my second chance romance series. When I looked at the stories forming in my heart, so many were second chance romances, I figured why not have a series?

The characters in these stories are not connected, don’t necessarily know each other. They are drawn together by the fact that they have a second chance at true love with someone from their past.

When I asked my friends if they have one love they left behind, each nodded and smiled. I guess many of us moved on from men we truly cared about in days gone by. Some days, when life gets tough, we may wonder, “what if?”

These are those “what if” stories. I hope you enjoy them and will read them all. I write them as they come to me, so I have no set number in mind for the series. I’ll bring out second chance romance novellas in this series as close together as possible.

Thank you for taking this journey with me.

Best wishes,

Jean Joachim



[image: A picture containing person

Description generated with very high confidence]



Heather & Mike:

The One That Got Away

––––––––
[image: image]


Jean C. Joachim

Moonlight Books

[image: A picture containing indoor

Description generated with high confidence]

A MOONLIGHT BOOKS NOVELLA

Sensual Romance

Heather & Mike

The One That Got Away

Echoes of the Heart series

Copyright © 2018 Jean C. Joachim

––––––––
[image: image]


COVER DESIGN BY DAWNÉ Dominique

Edited by Sherri Good

Proofread by Renee Waring

All cover art and logo copyright © 2017 by Moonlight Books

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

PUBLISHER

Moonlight Books

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication


[image: image]


For Johnny

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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New York City, Upper East Side of Manhattan

Thrusting his hand into his pocket, Mike Sullivan made sure the little box from the jewelers was there. Of course, Amy might prefer to pick out her own ring, but she’d been hinting around about marriage for so long he guessed any ring would be welcomed.

On his way to the hair salon to pick up his girl, his phone dinged. It was a text saying they had been backed up and she was behind schedule. Already halfway there, he kept going.

His stomach became queasy. Was proposing to Amy a good idea? Good, old reliable Amy. Bill, his buddy, had made a case for her. He’d pointed out how dependable she was, how down-to-earth, rock solid, predictable. She’d never surprise him with something unpleasant, like screwing around. Mike gave a short laugh. Nope, Amy would never cheat on him because he doubted anyone would ask.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t a beauty, though she put out a lot of effort and came damn close. The woman had no sexual heat, but she was dependable as hell. He knew, when he got home from work, dinner would be on the table fifteen minutes later—every single night. As he waited for a red light to change, Bill’s words echoed in his head.

“What do you expect? Marriage is about give and take. You want someone who’s gonna be there to raise your kids. Pick ’em up from school every day. Cook dinner. Amy’s an excellent cook.”

He was right about that. Amy could cook like a gourmet chef. Mike frowned.

“You’re not still mooning over that flaky chick from Fire Island, are you?” Bill had asked.

“You mean Heather?”

“Yeah. That’s the one. It’s fuckin’ five years already. You’ve looked everywhere for her. She’s gone, buddy. You need a dependable girl, like Amy. Get married. Have a couple of kids.”

“What about happiness?” Mike had asked.

“Much overrated,” Bill had said as he shook his head.

Mike wasn’t so sure. Still, he’d planned to move into Amy’s apartment. In three days men were coming to stuff his belongings into a storage locker. His place was pretty well packed up. He couldn’t move in with her without at least the promise of marriage, could he? A lot of men did, but not Mike. He didn’t roll that way. Still, marriage meant giving up his dream of Heather. Was he ready to do that? He pushed her out of his mind and crossed the street.

When he arrived, he had about a half hour wait. Her hair had to be perfect. Everything about Amy had to be perfect; her clothes, her house, he hesitated to put down a glass, even on a coaster, on the coffee table. So God damn perfect it made him nervous. That was about to come to an end, once he moved in. “Messy Mike” she’d nicknamed him. He hated it, but she was right.

Heather popped into his mind. Her shoulder-length light brown hair hadn’t been perfect. Wind-blown from the ocean breezes, it had whipped around her face before settling on her shoulders in loose, messy curls. She’d worn no makeup that he could see, except a little lipstick. Pages of articles and stories had littered her beach house. There had been nothing perfect about Heather, except that she’d been perfect for him.

Sitting back, he rummaged through the magazines for customers until he found his favorite, Esquire. Glancing over the cover, he spied a small headline for an essay inside. It was titled, The One that Got Away. And it was written by a best-selling author named Heather Stone. He searched his brain, but couldn’t recall Heather’s last name, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t Stone.

Heather had been an aspiring writer when he knew her. But this couldn’t be her. Still, he thumbed through to the article, just to make sure. He read the opening sentence, and his mouth went dry.

“Mike, where are you?”

His eyes widened. No, this couldn’t be, she must be talking about someone else. But he read on anyway.

I’ll be darned if I can remember your last name. But you were the love of my life five years ago and I tossed you away like an old pizza box. I’ve regretted it ever since. I didn’t even listen to your explanation. I dumped you like a hot coal. I was wrong. If you’re out there, please give me another chance.

He stared into space, remembering that last day, five years ago.

Broken-hearted, Mike had leaned against the railing on the Fire Island ferry, riding back to civilization. Amid a crowd of twenty-somethings, he had struggled to keep his emotions in check. The boat was jammed with bodies making their way back to life in the big city on Labor Day. Summer was over.

He’d met the girl he’d been waiting for, then screwed it up. Listening to Bill, his best friend, was totally stupid. Anger had seethed in Mike when he thought of the idiotic advice his friend had given him.

“She’s one chick. It was ten days. Don’t be an asshole. Branch out.”

Under Bill’s guidance, Mike had spent the next weekend with a girl he’d barely known, instead of Heather. After finding out about it, Heather had cried, refused to speak to him, and taken the ferry back two days early.

On the choppy ride across the bay, he’d stood alone, searching for a way to mend the relationship. In a feeble attempt at a fifth apology, he’d called her, but she’d blocked his number.

She’d breezed into his life and seized his heart as if it was her due. And then she was gone because he had been an idiot. He’d been devastated.

Eventually, he’d moved on. But Mike had never forgotten her.

“Ready?” Amy asked.

Mike looked up. Smiling, Amy stood before him, every hair in place.

“I thought we’d go to Romeo’s for dinner. Is that okay?” she asked.

Flustered, he tucked the magazine under his arm and struggled to bring his brain back to the present.

“Sure, sure. Romeo’s is fine.”

He closed his fingers over the tiny box in his jacket pocket and transferred it to his pants. He pushed it all the way down before opening the door for her and heading uptown.

* * * *
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AFTER DINNER, MIKE stowed the magazine in his briefcase. Itching to read the rest of the piece, he couldn’t manage to sneak away from Amy long enough. There was no way he could read that article with her in the room. What if it really was Heather? His Heather? He swallowed. It would be too good to be true.

Amy made decaf and served him a cup.

“Have you thought about taking your father’s offer?”

“What?” Damn, he had to focus.

“You know. About switching places with Sean?”

“You mean giving up sales director and being president of the company?”

“That was your father’s suggestion, wasn’t it?”

“It was. Sean would be lousy in sales. And I like my job. I’m comfortable with sales.”

“But it takes you away on trips a couple of times a year. Business dinners.”

“Ah, yes. I see. My father pointed that out to me, too. Since Sean doesn’t have a steady girl, and I do, it might be better for me to be home and for him to travel?”

She nodded.

“Just because my father owns the company doesn’t mean he can move Sean and me around like pawns on a chessboard. I doubt Sean would go for it. And I certainly wouldn’t.”

She frowned and finished her coffee. “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”

Taking the two empty cups, Mike headed for the kitchen. He turned on the faucet.

“Aren’t you coming?” Amy asked.

“You said you were tired. I’m not. I’ll clean up.”

“I can do that.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind.” He hated hiding his reason for wanting to stay up. Not only was he salivating to get at that article, but he had no interest in making love to Amy. She’d pushed him once too often about giving up sales. Turned him off. Maybe everything about Amy was perfect, but not for Mike. And he had no desire to let her smooth out his rough edges.

She shrugged, kissed him and trotted off to the bedroom. Mike finished the cups and saucers in record time. When he heard the click of the door closing, he whipped out the dog-eared publication.

Dimming the lights, he flipped through it until he got to the article. Torn between a desire to read every word or bag it, and skip to the end, he forced himself to slow down. She described their last encounter. For sure, Heather Stone was his Heather. She admitted how she had been wrong to shut it down without giving him a chance to explain.

Damn right you were, woman!

Then came the hook.

So, Mike, if you’re out there, and you feel the same way, let’s see if the old magic still exists. Let’s get together. I will be at Charlie’s Riverside Café every Sunday from one until three in the afternoon for the next three months. Come find me.

Mike sat back. He could hardly believe it. Here was his chance. He’d find Heather again and have what he’d only dreamed about for the last five years. He grinned. His body tingled, and his nerves jumped to life. Goosebumps erupted on his skin, and he pushed to his feet to pace. Should he go there alone or drag Bill along? Then it hit him. He’d have to break up with Amy.

How could he marry a woman when he felt this way about someone else? Wasn’t it the ultimate lie? Mike considered himself an honest man, sometimes too honest. He couldn’t do it. Even the idea of getting back with Heather made his blood race, a whole lot more than Amy ever had. Sweat broke out on his forehead. He’d been with Amy for two years. This would kill her. She’d been counting on him, and he’d done nothing to discourage it.

And what if Heather took one look at him and hated him? What if she’d changed, become some authorly snob? He’d be throwing away a woman who cared for him for nothing, a dream, a whim, a ghost. He chewed a nail.

Pressure built. Mike had to talk to someone, and not Amy. Bill, his best friend Bill, who was responsible for this whole mess from the beginning. He picked up the phone.

“Yeah?”

“It’s me.”

“I got that. What do you want? It’s late.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that. You’ve gotta meet me for lunch tomorrow.”

“I think I have a business lunch.”

“Cancel it. Reschedule. I have to see you. It’s urgent.”

“You’re not dying or anything, are you?” Bill yawned.

“No. But it’s urgent. Have you ever known me to say that when it wasn’t true?”

“Maybe once or twice. Okay, okay. I’ll clear my schedule. Eddie’s at twelve?”

“Yes, Eddie’s at twelve.”

Mike hung up. He sighed. This was good. Bill, who hated Heather for some reason Mike couldn’t fathom, would play devil’s advocate. If breaking up with Amy was certifiable, totally lunatic, Bill would be the one to tell him. Relieved, Mike headed for the bedroom, too excited to sleep, but too exhausted not to.

* * * *
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ACROSS TOWN, RIVERSIDE Drive

“Did you get your passport today?” Ian asked, coming up behind the brunette.

“Not yet. There’s time.”

“Heather, angel, we are leaving for Amsterdam in two months,” he said, wrapping his arms around her from behind.

“You’re leaving. I’m still not sure I can get away. I might have to wait another month or so,” she said, stepping out of his embrace.

“Darling, don’t you want to come with me?”

She turned and gazed into his gray eyes. His dark blond hair, combed back, his crisp white shirt tailored to his slim frame, he looked and smelled good. A native Dutchman, Ian Slager worked in finance. He was wealthy, cultured, and adored her. Why couldn’t she commit to him? She’d been seeing him for a year. He’d met every item on her list of the perfect man—with one exception. He wasn’t Mike. Mike what’s-his-name.

“Of course I do.”

“The apartment is beautiful. Much grander than this,” he said, holding up a hand to silence her defense of her digs. “Not that this isn’t charming. It is. But if we are to have children, it’s a wee bit small.”

“New Yorkers are used to tight spaces. Besides, it has a backyard. Most places don’t.”

“True, true. I promise you an office where you can write all day long.”

“I know. But here I have the birds and squirrels to keep me company,” she said.

“Ach. You just don’t love me enough, that’s all.”

She stepped closer, kissing him with passion. “How can you say that?”

“Ah, yes, in the bedroom, you are fine. But here? Not so much.”

She glanced at her watch.

“Are you going on one of your little jaunts?”

She nodded.

“So mysterious. Why won’t you tell me where you go and why?”

“A woman has to have some secrets.”

“Ah, give it up. I make enough money for us to live in style. Marry me. Come to Amsterdam. Think of the beautiful children we could make.”

Ian’s offer tempted her. What a relief it would be to give up the pressure from her publisher, the money drain of her sister, who was going through a messy divorce, and the book she was stalled on. To hightail it out of town, duck responsibilities, and not return dreaded phone calls might be the answer to her unhappiness.

But not yet. She hadn’t given up hope of finding Mike. It hadn’t been long enough. She’d waited five years before deciding to write that essay. Her publisher pulled every string she could to get it into his favorite magazine. And yet, nothing. She’d been going, faithfully, every Sunday, with no luck. She’d sit at a table in the corner and look at the men who’d show up.

She’d worn sunglasses and a hat, so they wouldn’t recognize her easily. She’d know Mike the second she saw him. Or she hoped she would. He could have put on fifty pounds. Even so, she’d recognize those broad shoulders, the thick brown hair, and his impish grin.

He hadn’t shown up—yet. Maybe he hadn’t read the article? Or maybe he hated her for dumping him. Or maybe he’d never loved her to begin with. She shook her head. Recalling the way his smile faded, the sadness in his eyes when she shut the door in his face. She shuddered to remember how badly she’d behaved. And now it was too late, or almost too late. Or maybe it really was too late. Maybe he was dead. She sucked in air. God damn! She’d never considered that. What a horrible idea! He couldn’t be dead. Nope, Mike was too full of life to die before he was thirty-five.

She had kept Ian dangling for months. Fear that he would finally leave in disgust dogged her. Her mother had nagged her to tie the knot with him before “he got away” as she so crudely put it. A sweet man, so buttoned-up, he left nothing to chance. He’d wooed her with the intention of winning. Of course, before she became a best-selling author, a man like Ian probably wouldn’t have given her a second glance.

She’d been to press parties, publishing parties, and magazine events until her feet ached and she never wanted to see another glass of white wine, ever. Ironically, she’d met Ian at an Esquire party. Marilyn, her publisher, had introduced them. Ian was just out of a six-month relationship and lonely as hell.

He took her to posh restaurants, bought fine wines, the best chocolates, lingerie from Henri Bendel. And she’d caved. Heart-sick for a sweet lover, she’d climbed in with Ian, and couldn’t find her way out.

Where Mike was rough-around-the-edges, Ian was well-mannered perfection. Where Mike was a beer and baseball guy, Ian was a rare wine and symphony guy. Where Mike was an up-and-comer, Ian had already arrived. Where Mike was a no-nonsense truth-teller, Ian was a smooth-talking manipulator. Her mother and her friends agreed that Mike was all wrong for her. Only her sister supported her. Marissa told her to wait for Mike because marrying the wrong man was worse than being alone.

And Heather languished, caught in the middle. She’d promised herself to give it three more months, then she’d go off to Amsterdam, be a good little wife and, maybe, give up writing in favor of motherhood. She sighed.
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Chapter Two
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Mike’s hand trembled for a moment as he raised his Bloody Mary to his lips. He’d been a nervous wreck all morning, waiting to meet with Bill, who was now three minutes late. Mike stared at the door, willing his friend to enter.

The copy of Esquire he’d snatched from the beauty salon rested on their small table. His gaze went to the picture of Heather on the masthead. It wasn’t affected by the curled edges of the ragtag magazine. Her hair looked a little shorter than he remembered, but her hazel eyes and dazzling smile captivated him once more.

He flipped to the brief bio about her in the front. It warmed him to see that she’d pursued her dream. He’d encouraged her to throw off the negativity of family and so-called friends. He’d said they were jealous or frustrated. It pleased him to see she’d listened and succeeded. Wow, a best-selling author! He couldn’t be prouder.

He checked his watch, five minutes late. He ordered another drink and thought about his job. Working at the craft wood furniture company his dad had built was a dream come true. Mike had taken Heather’s advice. His dad, reluctant to give his second son a chance, had agreed to a six-month trial.

That was all he’d needed. During his trial period, Mike had increased sales from their current shops, and opened up a few tony new stores on the West Coast that were selling well. Within a year, his father had made him Sales Director and moved Sean, Mike’s older brother, into production and administration. His brother had thanked him. Sean hated sales. A natural born manager, he took over the day-to-day operations.

Sean had expanded their product line and Mike had sold the shit out of it. His commissions soared, giving him a comfortable mid-six-figure income. Together, the brothers had increased the company profits enough to allow their father to take early retirement.

He’d never have bucked his intimidating dad if it hadn’t been for Heather. If nothing else, the least he could do to thank her was take her to a nice dinner at Sans Souci, the toniest restaurant in the Big Apple.

Who was he kidding? He had a lot more in mind than that—a lifetime’s worth. Before he could check his watch again, Bill was at his table.

“So what’s the fuckin’ emergency?” he asked, sitting down.

“The usual, Mr. Compton?” the waitress asked.

Bill nodded, then turned his gaze on Mike.

“This,” Mike said, pointing to the magazine.

“Esquire? So what?”

The waitress brought another Bloody Mary. Mike opened to Heather’s essay.

“Read,” he said, pointing.

Bill shrugged and picked up his drink. After a couple of seconds, he started to choke.

“What the fuck?” Bill asked, putting his drink down and mopping his shirt with a napkin.

“Sorry.”

“You should have warned me,” Bill said.

“You wouldn’t have believed me,” Mike replied.

Bill picked up the magazine and continued to read. “Holy shit,” he muttered.

“Yep.”

“That’s her?”

“Yep.”

“So you finally found her?”

“Yep. Well, nope. Not really.”

“Are you going to go to Charlie’s on Sunday?”

“Of course. I have to.”

“Then why did you call me? I mean, you already know what you’re going to do?”

“Because I think I should break it off with Amy.”

Bill had made the mistake of taking another mouthful of his beverage when Mike dropped that bomb. Again, he had to clean his shirt.

“Why don’t I just take this off until we finish lunch?”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re serious? About Amy?” Bill raised his glass. “Can I drink now?”

Mike nodded. He waited for Bill to swallow before continuing. The waitress returned. The men ordered Philly cheese steaks.

“I’m serious.”

“Why would you do that? For what, a dream? A what-might-have-been?”

“It’s unfair to Amy. When I saw that article, all I wanted to do was find Heather.”

“Let Amy decide what’s unfair to her. This is so ridiculous. So absurd. You don’t even know if you can find her. And what she’ll be like. What if she still hates you?”

“Doesn’t sound like it.”

Bill shook his head. “For a smart guy, you can be fuckin’ stupid sometimes.”

“And this is one of those times?” Mike asked, eyeing his sandwich.

“Yep.”

The men ate in silence for a while.

“The minute I thought there might be a chance with Heather, I knew I couldn’t marry Amy. I don’t love her. I don’t want to give up my job and be who she wants me to be.”

“Give up your job?” Bill cocked an eyebrow.

Mike explained Amy’s plan for his life.

“Hell, no. I wouldn’t either. But she’ll back off on that if you don’t budge.”

“I don’t want to live like that. I want a wife who supports what I do.”

“And you’re convinced Heather will do that?”

Mike nodded and took another bite.

“Buddy, you haven’t seen her in five years. And the time you spent together was only ten days. May I remind you—ten lousy, fuckin’ days!”

“I fell in love.”

“It was sex. You fell in sex. In lust. Whatever,” Bill said, waving his hand and reaching for a French fry.

“How would you know?”

“Hey, do whatever you want. You asked my advice. I’m giving it. You’re crazy to give up Amy.”

“Maybe so. I might regret it. But I’m definitely going to regret it if I marry her. I can’t do it. It’s not honest. She deserves better.”

“I love the false nobility. At least be honest with yourself. You’re not backing out because you’re doing her a favor, you’re doing it for yourself.”

Mike chewed on his food, thinking about Bill’s words.

“You’re right. I’m selfish. That’s true. I don’t want to marry her. Heather is just an excuse. I mean, I’m still going to get together with her. But this has made me see that I just don’t want to marry Amy. And that’s the whole story.”

“Thank God. Honesty. Finally!” Bill ordered a second drink.

Mike sighed as relief washed through him.

“Thanks, Bill.”

“Frankly, I don’t understand why you need a sign-off on this from me. It’s your damn life. Screw it up any way you want.”

“Why are you so mad? It’s not your life.”

“Because I hate to see you make mistakes. Letting Amy go is one you will live to regret.”

“Yeah? Well, going out on Heather, following your advice, is one I’ve regretted every day for five years.” Mike didn’t mean for that to come out so angry. Bill’s face colored.

“You’re not the only one.”

“Not the only one what?” Mike asked.

“I’ve regretted giving you that advice, too. I don’t know why you still listen to me.”

“Actually, I don’t. I knew you’d tell me to stay with Amy. I just wanted to see what your reasons were. And you didn’t have any. So that firmed up my decision.”

“Why you S.O.B.,” Bill said.

Mike laughed. “Yeah. Dragged you over here just to yank your chain.”

“Fuck you. You’re paying,” Bill said.

“Okay. I owe you.”

The men finished their meal. Mike paid the check, and they headed for the door. Once outside, Mike turned to go downtown, but Bill grabbed his arm.

“Look, Mike. I really do want you to be happy. I hope you find Heather and it works out. Big odds, but maybe it will. If you want my help, just call.”

“Will you go with me to Charlie’s?”

“Do you need me to?”

“Yeah.”

“Text me time and date. Gotta go.”

“Thanks,” Mike said, and he walked down to his office on Thirty-Sixth Street.

* * * *
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CHARLIE’S RIVERSIDE Café

A cool breeze blew off the Hudson River. Mike checked his watch. It was twelve forty-five and Bill wasn’t there yet. He paced, then took a seat at the bar and ordered a burger and a mimosa.

“I’ll have the same,” said a familiar voice behind him.

Mike’s head snapped around. He grinned.

“Didn’t think you were coming.”

“What? Have I ever stood you up?” Bill climbed on a seat. “She here yet?”

Mike shook his head. “The article says she comes from one to three. It’s not one yet.”

“If she doesn’t come, we can get wasted.”

“That’ll give us a good reason,” Mike replied.

“Like we’ve ever needed a good reason?” Bill chuckled.

“Or any reason,” Mike said.

They moved from the bar to a table in the front, facing out. Mike slapped the magazine on the glass top and zipped up his jacket. It was cool for a day in mid-June.

“Where’d you find that?” Bill asked.

“At the place where Amy gets her hair done.”

“Speaking of Amy, how did you get out of the house?”

Mike chuckled. “I told her you were upset about something and needed to talk to me alone.”

Bill laughed. “I suppose that’s not a total lie. I am annoyed you dragged me here on this ridiculous hunch.”

“There you go. See. It’s the truth,” Mike said, grinning.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to say when she shows up?”

“Endlessly.”

“What did you come up with?”

“Nothing that sounds like anything above a Neanderthal.”

Bill laughed.

“Seriously. I’ve tried explanations of what I was doing with what’s-her-name that weekend. I even considered blaming it all on you. I haven’t completely discarded that one yet.”

Bill cocked an eyebrow.

“If it works, I’m using it.”

“Cop out,” Bill replied.

“Maybe.”

“You might never get to give a long explanation. She might shoot you down the minute you start blaming me, your mother, the weather, or the man in the moon.”

“I hadn’t thought about any of those options, except you.”

“Wonderful. I’m honored.”

At one thirty, Mike got up and moved around. No single women had come in to Charlie’s.

“Maybe she’s late?” Bill suggested.

“Maybe.”

“Are you going to wait until three?”

Mike shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You’ve come this far. It’s only an hour and a half more. Might as well wait it out,” Bill said. He signaled for the waiter. They ordered another round and dessert.

Unusually chatty, Bill rambled on about his latest girlfriend and his problems at the office. Mike listened as best he could, darting his attention to the front door every fifteen seconds. Tension gathered in his shoulders.

Checking his watch, he sighed. “Fifteen more minutes.”

“Do you think you can stand it?”

“Guess I have to.” Mike rose and paced. He went to the railing and stared at the boats, bobbing in the choppy water. His mind drifted back to the lazy days on Fire Island, the big meals with eight people squeezed into a table for six, the pitchers of ice cold sangria, the long walks on the beach, finding unique shells half buried in the sand, and private lovemaking on the dunes.

He’d never taken a share in a house again after that heart-breaking summer with Heather. He’d been back a couple of times as a guest of a friend, but that was it. When he was there, the place depressed him so much, he could hardly get out of bed.

He wondered if he reconnected with Heather, could they recapture what they’d had there? Could they go back and find the magic? He had no clue. Bill tapped him on the shoulder.

“It’s time.”

“Okay.” Mike paid the check and they headed for the street.

“I figured out why she didn’t show,” Bill said.

Mike’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Why?”

“Did you even look at the magazine?”

“Yeah.”

“No, no, at the cover.”

Mike plucked it from his friend’s hands.

“The issue date, buddy. The issue date.”

There it was. The March issue. She’d come for three months: March, April, and May.

“Her trips here finished last month,” Bill pointed out.

“Shit!” Mike threw the magazine on the ground.

“Don’t get crazy. Have you called the publication and asked for her contact info?”

“Do you think they’d actually give it to me?”

“Who knows? She was willing to meet strangers at Charlie’s?”

“Might as well try. Nothing to lose,” he said, his gaze lowered to the ground. He scooped up Esquire and continued on his way home. “I figured out what to say.”

“Oh?” Bill stopped.

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry. Just, plain, I’m sorry.”

Bill nodded, patted his buddy on the shoulder and the two men headed for Broadway.

* * * *
[image: image]


GOING TO CHARLIE’S on Sunday had become a secret routine with Heather. On this fine day in June, she missed it. The bartender, Pete, always put a “reserved” sign on the outside table that faced the door. Not being an Esquire reader, Ian hadn’t seen her essay. She’d considered that a lucky break. Then someone, some mean person, had mailed it to him.

Last night they’d had a terrible argument about it. She’d planned to do one more trip to Charlies, but after Ian discovering what she was doing on Sundays there had been the most horrific row. He had been furious. She had almost laughed at his insane jealousy of a man who might not even exist anymore. She cringed remembering his words.

“And every Sunday, every Sunday you’ve been sneaking out to meet this man. This man you’re so madly in love with? More than me? You’re sleeping with me, but you’re in love with this Mike idiot? That’s crazy. Insane. I’m not going to hang around, waiting for you to find him and dump me. I’m going to Amsterdam. Either you come with me or we’re finished. Choose between your beloved ghost, Mike, or me. Tonight! If you go tomorrow, we’re done.”

She had cried and tried to convince him she loved him. But in her heart, she knew she loved Mike more. To further assuage Ian, she’d promised not to go to Charlie’s, but to follow Ian to The Netherlands within three weeks. Then they had make-up sex. Standing in her backyard this morning, waiting for Ian to get up, she chewed a fingernail. Confusion muddled her head.

He was right. She was out of her mind to hold a torch for a man she hadn’t seen in five years. A man who’d broken her heart—yet she thought maybe he still loved her. Ridiculous! She had no guarantee. Her mother would kill her, turning away a wealthy, charming man like Ian.

So she’d make her mother and Ian happy, marry him, write for a while, then have kids. She sighed. Such a mundane life. Of course, living in Europe would make it more exciting, but she’d miss New York.

Her cell rang. It was Marissa. Heather answered. She eased down into a comfortable chair, in anticipation of a lengthy conversation.

“You mean Ian found out about Mike?”

“Someone sent him the article,” Heather replied.

“That’s dirty. Who would do that?”

“Mother.”

“Oh, no. Come on. She’d never do that to you.”

“I saw the envelope. The postmark was Briarcliff. She wants me to marry him and move to Amsterdam. Then she’d have a European headquarters.”

“Do you really think that?”

“That’s all she talks about when I call. I’ve stopped calling.”

“She asked me about that.”

“Make something up. What’s up?”

“I hate to ask you...”

“How much?”

“Five thousand. This should be the last legal fee. Honest. That rat, Neil, is going to have to pay. And as soon as my lawyer finds where he’s hidden his assets, I’ll collect. Then I can pay you back.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mari. It’s okay.”

“Thanks. You’re the best.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Gotta go. Todd’s taking me to breakfast.”

“Have fun.”

Not even legally divorced yet, and Marissa had moved on. She had a boyfriend. How come Marissa could shed the skin of an old relationship so fast and she, Heather, couldn’t? She pondered the question as she headed inside to put up a pot of coffee. It was nine. She thought she heard Ian stirring. She smiled. He was such a creature of habit, he’d awake every day at nine, no matter what time he’d gone to sleep.

Rummaging through the refrigerator, she found a carton of eggs and butter. When someone put hands on her waist, she jumped and bumped her head on the freezer door.

“Ouch!”

“Darling! I’m so sorry,” Ian said, kissing her head.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“I didn’t mean to scare you. Let me take a look,” he said, running his palm over her hair. He opened the freezer and plucked out an ice cube, then applied it to the injured area.

“This should keep it from swelling.”

“Now that I’m injured, you can make breakfast,” she said, handing the eggs over.

He laughed. “A fitting punishment. You sit down, keep that on your head, and I’ll put up water for your tea.”

As she watched him bustle around the kitchen, she kicked herself mentally. How could she let this man go? She could do a lot worse than marry him. Why don’t Ian and I have that mad, crazy, passionate kind of love? She’d tried to talk herself into it a dozen times, to no avail. Her heart wouldn’t budge.

Her cell rang. It was Marcy from the publisher’s office.

“Hi, what’s up?”

“I’m sorry to bother you on Sunday. But there’s one more guy.”
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Chapter Three
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On Monday, Mike called the magazine’s office. Holding the phone, his hand trembled a bit while he waited to talk to the right person. The receptionist answered.

“Hi, I’m Mike Sullivan. I’m responding to that article by Heather Stone in the March issue.”

“Mike did you say?”

“Yes.”

“Sorry. Ms. Stone’s not taking any more Mikes.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“You are, hmm, let me take a look here. Yep. Mike number two hundred and fourteen.”

“What?”

“We’ve gotten calls from over two hundred guys saying they are the Mike Ms. Stone is looking for.”

“Two hundred?” Mike’s eyebrows shot up.

“Yep.”

“Wow. Okay. But they were wrong and I’m it. I’m the guy. Mike Sullivan. Can you give me her contact info?”

“Sorry, I’m afraid I can’t. Company policy.”

“Really? Please. It’s been five years.”

“That’s what they all said. Look, I feel for you, but there’s nothing I can do.”

“Can I speak to the publisher?”

“He’s not going to help you either.”

“Well, can I give you my contact information? And if Ms. Stone asks if anyone has inquired, you could give it to her?”

There was a short laugh. “Okay. I’ll add yours to the list.”

“The list?”

“The list of eighty other guys with the same idea.”

Mike frowned.

“Look, I understand your frustration. And you may be right. You may actually be the guy. But this story is old news and I’ve lost my mind keeping track of all this while doing my job. So, yes, I’m adding you to the list. I’ll give it to the publisher’s secretary. Maybe you’ll get lucky. I think she gives the Mike list to Heather once a week. Good luck. Now, what’s your number and address?”

Mike gave her the information and hung up. Gloom settled on him like a rain cloud on the Scottish hills. He had run out of ideas. No work got done. He wasted the rest of the afternoon bouncing between feeling sorry for himself, and desperate to connect with her. She was somewhere in this city. If he had to hire a private detective, he would. Bill had encouraged him to give it up, get engaged to Amy, and get on with his life.

It would be so easy to follow his friend’s suggestion. Easy peasy, no sweat, Amy would do everything. All Mike would have to do was turn over his paycheck and live the good life. But it wasn’t the good life. He’d end up bamboozled into switching jobs with Sean, making them both unhappy, and Sean ready to kill him.

And before he could get out, Amy would get pregnant. Then he’d be doomed, tied to her forever, raising kids together to be perfect little people doing what they were told. He shivered, the image scared the crap out of him. When he played it out that way, reaching for a giant maybe with Heather didn’t seem so ridiculous. At least the prospect of happiness was fifty/fifty. If he even managed to find her. But if he did, he had a chance of being happy. That’s all he needed, a chance, a possibility—instead of the certainty of misery and a wasted life.

He chuckled to himself. Bill was right about one thing. Mike could justify anything. Any crazy thing he’d wanted to do in his teens and twenties, he’d coughed up a seemingly reasonable scenario for doing it, even if it was the dumbest idea on Earth. Bill admired that about Mike.

They’d grown up together. Whenever they’d get caught breaking rules, he’d looked to Mike to find some cockamamie excuse that sounded almost plausible. And Mike had never let him down. Was he doing it to himself? If he was, so what, it was because he wanted happiness and refused to settle for mediocrity instead.

At the end of the day, he got a text.

Meeting my parents for drinks tonight. You promised to come.

That was it—the icing on the cake, the absolutely last thing he wanted to do. How could he face her parents when he was on the verge of breaking her heart? If he couldn’t find Heather right now, at least he could untangle himself from Amy.

No. Can we talk?

Uh oh. That sounds ominous.

I’ll be home by six.

Okay.

Fear spiked through him. He’d done it now. The meeting was set and it was time for him and Amy to go their separate ways. His stomach clenched. Giving up a loving relationship for a big fat nothing seemed like the dumbest thing in the world. He knew what Bill would say, it was screaming in his brain, but he refused to listen. It was his life. Whether he found Heather or not, Amy wasn’t the right woman for him.

He picked up the phone and dialed.

“Atlas Storage? Yeah. I want to cancel a pick up.”

* * * *
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“SO WHAT’S THIS ABOUT one more guy, Marcy?”

“Some guy who obviously can’t tell one month from another called today. Says he’s the real Mike.”

“Yeah, yeah, they’re all the real Mike.” Heather rolled her eyes.

“Do you want his info?”

“Send it at the end of the week, with your regular email.”

“Okay. What if he is the real deal?”

“Yeah? And what if goats could fly?”

Marcy chuckled. “You’re probably right. Just wanted to check with you.”

“If I meet one more wacko who wants to hook up, I’ll scream.”

“Told ya not to put a picture in the magazine.”

“I needed the picture to show Mike it was me.”

“Mike, and the horny-and-lonely crowd, I guess.”

“I didn’t know it would cause such a commotion.”

“I applaud your courage.”

“Thanks. Wish it had worked.” Heather sighed.

“Me, too. I gotta go. Boss is calling. Have a great week.”

“You, too.” Heather put down the phone.

“Who was that?” Ian asked.

“Just Marcy from Moonlight Books.”

“Oh? Are you going to Charlie’s today?”

She stared at him. His lip curled slightly in a derisive grin, his eyes were cold.

“I thought we’d settled that.”

“Publishers don’t call on Sundays.”

“Mine does.”

“Not about book business,” Ian said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“What does that mean?”

“Magic Mike. Your Magic Mike. This has to stop.”

“Some guy called, insisting he was the real deal. I don’t care. Make you happy?”

“I should be enough to make you happy,” Ian insisted.

“You should, yes, that’s right. You should.”

“Are you saying you’re not happy with me?” Red crept up his neck.

“And what if I am?”

“I will leave anytime you request,” he said, his lips compressed into a thin line.

A shudder ran through her while her mother’s words played in her head. Where will a skinny, bookish girl like you find another man like Ian?

“I didn’t say that.”

“Maybe it’s time for you to choose, this phantom, Mike, or me.”

“I thought I had made that choice.”

“I thought you had, too. But now, I don’t know.”

Heather sank down on the sofa, tears pricked at the backs of her eyes. “I don’t know, either.”

“Perhaps, I’d better go back to Amsterdam now. If you decide to come, fine. If not, well, I’ll be sad, but it will be your choice.”

Fear spiked through her. If he left, she’d be alone. All the time. Did she want that?

“Since you have no answer, I will pack my things. Think about it. Have an answer when I’m finished,” Ian said, brushing by her. The rush of air as he passed cooled her.

Settle or be alone, settle or be alone, settle or be alone...her mind seesawed. She walked out to the garden and watched the birds at her feeder. She admired their freedom.

In fifteen minutes, Ian returned. She joined him in the living room.

“Well? What have you decided?”

“Ian, I—”

“You haven’t, have you?”

She shook her head.

“I knew you’d say that. So I’ve done it for you. I’m off to Amsterdam. I wish you good luck finding this Mike whatever. It’s been fun, but we’re done.” He stood dry-eyed, holding a small valise.

“I’m sorry, Ian,” she said, relieved he’d made the decision.

“Not everyone is meant to be,” he said crossing the room.

“I wish you happiness.”

“Don’t worry about me. I will find it. It’s you who are chasing dreams, ghosts. It’s you who has little chance to get what you want. I’ll be fine.”

She nodded. He yanked open the door and was gone in a flash. Her eyes watered a bit. She went to the stove and put on the flame under the kettle. A cup of tea would help. As the water heated, she picked up the phone.

“Marcy? Call that guy. The last Mike? Tell him I’ll be at Charlie’s next Sunday.”

“Okay. You’re the master.”

“And cross your fingers.”

* * * *
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MIKE BUZZED AND AMY let him in. “

“I’ve been meaning to give you a set of keys. I mean now that you’re going to be living here, too.” She thrust a keyring in his hand. He placed it on the front hall table.

“Amy.”

“Whiskey or wine?” she asked.

“Scotch neat. Please.”

He plunked down on the sofa. Sweat broke out on his forehead. He pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket and mopped his face. Terror bolted through him. Crying women gave him stomach cramps. He watched Amy pour his whiskey then a glass of wine for herself. She brought the drinks to the couch and sat next to him.

“Now why aren’t we having drinks with my parents?”

“Amy, look. About this living together thing...”

“Did you call the storage people?”

“I did.”

“Great,” she said, interrupting him again.

He placed his hand on her arm. “Please. Don’t talk. Just listen, okay?”

She nodded, but her smile melted.

“About us. I’m not ready to move in with you.”

“You’re what?”

“Listening? Remember?”

She slapped her hand over her mouth. One glance at her eyes told him waterworks were next.

“We’re not right for each other.”

“But we’ve been so happy?”

“You’ve been so happy.”

“You haven’t?”

He shook his head. A tear slipped down her cheek.

“I’m sorry. What can I do? I’ll do anything you say. Do you want me to wear handcuffs? A blindfold? I love you, Mike. We belong together.” She threw her arms around his neck.

“We don’t. Trust me. We don’t.” He peeled her off.

His cell dinged. He glanced at it, didn’t recognize the number, and hit “ignore”.

Now the flood began.

“How could you do this? Now? I thought we were going to get married.”

“I never said anything about marriage.”

“Please, Mike. Give me another chance?”

He pushed to his feet. Begging sent him over the edge. Backing down had its appeal; anything to stop the pleading and the tears. He went to the window and looked out. Heather was out there somewhere. Even if he didn’t find her, he couldn’t marry Amy. They’d only end up divorced.

“You called it, Amy. I’m Messy Mike. We’re not suited. You don’t really know me.”

“Yes, I do. And I love you. Okay, you’re a slob. I can live with that.”

“But I can’t live with Miss Perfect. With you, everything has to be perfect all the time. Perfect hair, perfect house, perfect boyfriend. I’m not perfect. Far from it. And I never will be. You’ll only grow to hate me, and we’ll be divorced in five years. Maybe sooner.”

“What’s wrong with striving for perfection?”

“Nothing. It’s achieving it all the time that’s so damned annoying,” he said, rubbing his face.

“So you hate me because I’m perfect?”

“I don’t hate you. Hell, do you think I’d be here right now if I hated you? We’re oil and water, Amy. For two years we’ve been pretending. I like you. I like you a lot. I admire how far you’ve come in your life. But this is not the life I want.” Once he said it straight out, relief flooded him.

Amy stood up and slapped him across the face.

“What the hell?” he asked, rubbing his burning cheek.

“You just wanted easy sex. That was it, right? Just knowing you could get laid whenever you wanted. That’s what kept you with me?”

“I really liked you, Amy. But after that assault, maybe not so much anymore.” Anger pulsed through him. “I was trying to be nice, be straight with you.”

“Sure, sure you were. Mr. Nice Guy is written all over you.”

“I could have simply stopped calling or seeing you.”

“That would have been cowardly and cold.”

“Exactly. I wish it had been right for us, but it isn’t. And I’m not going to lie and ruin my happiness and yours.”

“Really? Thanks. You’ve already ruined mine.”

“I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Oh yeah? Fuck you. Get out!” She strode over to the door and yanked it open. “Now!”

“Fine. Have a good life.”

“Yeah? Rot in fucking Hell,” she said as she slammed the door behind him.

His anger faded as he rode down in the elevator. His face still stung, but at least the confrontation was over. He commended himself for his bravery as he hit the sidewalk and headed home. Sure, he’d have to unpack everything, but so what? At least he wasn’t locked into a dead-end relationship.

He stopped at the diner on his block for dinner. His cell dinged. It was Bill.

“Did you do it?”

“You’re talking to a free man,” Mike said, sipping a cup of coffee.

“I don’t know whether to pat you on the back for your courage or smack you in the head for being stupid.”

“I’ve already been smacked, so you could do the patting thing.”

“She smacked you?”

“Slapped.”

“Wow. That’s a side of Amy I’ve never seen.”

“Makes two of us.”

“So what’s your next move?” Bill asked.

“I have no fuckin’ clue.”

* * * *
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SUNDAY MORNING, EIGHT o’clock

Heather filled the bird feeders in her garden. She hadn’t expected to miss Ian much. Wrong. A faint hint of his aftershave lingered in the bathroom. The aroma of his favorite coffee wafted from her cabinet. Two magazines and a book he forgot to take occupied the nightstand. It was almost as if he wanted her to remember him. As if she could forget. She’d had some great times with Ian. He’d been sweet and generous.

But the spark wasn’t there. He tried to turn her into what he wanted, a housewife, not a working author. She’d not denied her desire to have a family, but she was just thirty with books in her head waiting to be written. It had taken her five years to reach this level of success. Ian pretended to support her work, promising her a writing space in his home. She knew it was temporary. He needed to be in charge, and Heather was a bucking bronco, not willing to be controlled by anyone.

Ian had compartmentalized his life, but Heather had never fit in any compartment, not completely. She doubted that would change because Ian commanded it. And in the bedroom, he never lit her fire much. Ever since Mike, she had refused to settle for ho-hum lovers. She knew the fireworks a skilled lover created and taking less would guarantee a life of frustration and need.

But life without Ian was lonely. She missed the dinners at tony eateries but not the harping about cleaning up her apartment and improving her housekeeping skills. Fuck housekeeping. She’d never liked it, never excelled at it, and never would. She shrugged. Being alone was her
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