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DEDICATION

This book honors those who have lost loved ones to addiction,

those who struggle with it themselves,

and those open to understanding the quiet struggle that touches so many lives.

Addiction whispers lies.

It promises relief but leaves emptiness.

It offers an escape but takes away the things worth holding on to.

Pain is real, but it is temporary.

Sobriety is hard, but it brings freedom.

Habits formed to soften the hurt can last a lifetime—

but so can the choice to feel, to heal, and to live authentically.
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Choose to feel.

Choose to stay.

Choose to love.

Choose to live.
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This book is for everyone,

because in some way, addiction touches us all—

through a friend, a family member, or a person in passing.  

FROM HIGH TO HOME

Vices Series, 1

M.J. Meghan
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The sun teeters on the edge of the horizon, darkness threatening to consume the space around me, reminding me that light always gives way to darkness. 

One moment is all it takes, for all the light to drain from the atmosphere. In just a few minutes, our worlds can come crashing down, the brightness, happiness, and ignorance sucked away, robbed from us. A body can bleed out in just two to six minutes. Did you know that?

That’s what happened to Julie’s body. Her life, stolen in an instant.

The sliver of the sun disappears before me, a black abyss enveloping the horizon. And there it is: darkness. Within seconds. 

I need a flashlight. I sigh. “Where’s my phone?” I grumble, patting down my pants pockets. “Just a flask?” 

I lift the flask to my lips, the last few drops trickling into my mouth.

I hope I have more.

Two beams of light illuminate the field before me like a haven of hope. I turn my head back toward my friend Greg, who’s patiently waiting for me in his truck.

I glance toward Julie’s grave. Even though I know she can’t hear me, I speak anyway.

“Thanks,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “Hey, Jules. I, uh... I got some news for you.” A deep breath steadies me as I continue. “So, your case reopened. Can you believe it? After all these years.” 

I glance around the cemetery, Greg’s high beams against the graves cast long shadows across the neatly kept grounds. “I received an apology letter from the bastard who did this to you. I swear, Jules, I will find him. And when I do...” I clench my fists, cracking my knuckles. “I’ll make him pay.”

Shifting my weight between my feet, I stumble. Goddamnit. Too much to drink, not enough to dull the ache. 

“I’m sorry I haven’t been here more often. You know how life gets. But I promise you, I’m doing everything I can to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.” 

The words taste both sweet and off-putting on my tongue, a mixture of determination and regret. 

“Actually, I’ve decided to become a detective. Just need to finish a few more years as an officer and get my master’s,” I confess, feeling the weight of my ambition settle on my shoulders. “I want to help others who are going through what we went through. You know, give them some closure.” The closure we never got.

I stare at the ground, tracing the patterns in the grass. “I miss you so much, Jules. You have no idea.” The wind picks up, blowing my hair and biting my skin, as if in response to my admission. It’s as if the universe itself mourns your loss. I’m so sorry, Jules. I whisper to the empty night. It’s stupid, talking like you can hear me. But I can’t help it.

Closing my eyes, I try to picture Julie’s smile once again, but it’s like trying to grasp a fading dream. The image that was once etched into my mind has become twisted and distorted over time, just like this damning never-ending search for justice. 

I reopen my eyes, my vision struggling to make sense of the blurry outline of her cross. The grass surrounding it is overgrown, the once lively green depleted to a barren brown. How could I have let this happen? What type of police officer am I? What kind of brother?” 

“Damnit,” I mutter. Beating myself up won’t help. Actions will. I remind myself. “Anyway.” I shake my head. “I should get going. But I promise, I won’t let you down. I’ll find the person who did this to you, and I’ll make sure they pay for what they’ve done.” 

Approaching Greg’s truck, his window descends with a screech, a whoosh of cigarette smoke escaping and engulfing my senses. The cigarette scent reminds me of my dad. Though unreliable and shifty, he’s still my father, biologically. And he would be forever—whether I like it or not. 

When I open the door, it creaks open, the hinges buckling like they’re about to snap off, and I slide into the passenger seat. The worn leather, a testament to countless miles traveled.

Greg gives me an affirmative nod, taking a long drag of his cigarette before putting the truck in gear.

As we descend into the night, my eyes watch the rear-view mirror, Julie’s sad excuse for a memorial, barely visible in the dark, shrinking until it’s nothing but a speck. A fleeting glimpse of my past, fading into the distance. The world outside seems a little less real, the colors muted by the hazy veil of alcohol, so I turn my attention to what’s inside, who’s inside. The only constant in my chaotic life: Greg.

“Thanks,” I manage. “For bringing me here...and well, for everything.” For being a rock, when everything else crumbles.

“Well, you couldn’t possibly drive, and I don’t want to get sued,” he scoffs. Greg’s voice is gravelly, worn down by years of hard living and too many cigarettes. 

The smoke in front of me is weaving intricate patterns in the air between us, a mesmerizing dance of the damned.

My fingers itch for something to hold onto, some way to ground myself. I pull out my half a pint of Jack Daniels from by my feet. I’d gotten it this morning from Discount Liquor in preparation for today. I twist off the cap, the smell hitting me first, familiar and comforting in its own twisted way. 

Thank you, trusty Jack.

I take a long swig, letting the liquid fire slide down my throat. It burns, but it’s a welcome burn in today's context. Greg side-eyes me, his expression unreadable behind the haze of smoke. I can’t tell if he’s judging me, and tonight, I don’t really care. Tonight is about forgetting, even if it’s only temporary. A brief respite from the crushing weight of reality.

I pull my flask out of my jacket pocket and carefully refill it. A ritual, a coping mechanism. “Easy there, Ryan,” Greg says finally, flicking ash out the window. “You don’t want to end up like... well, you know.” I knew it was coming. The lecture, the warning.

His words sting, but I swallow his warning along with another mouthful of whisky. I know he means well, that he’s trying to look out for me, but it only serves to remind me of the person I’m trying so hard not to become. The ghost of my father, a specter of addiction and failure.

It’s insulting, degrading even.

“Like father, like son,” I mutter, my voice thick with sarcasm. “At least I know who I take after.” A legacy of brokenness, a destiny I’m desperate to defy.

“Ryan...” Greg starts, but I cut him off. Not tonight, not now.

“Sorry, it’s just... tonight’s been rough. With it being Julie’s anniversary and Julie’s case reopening and all that...” My words trail off, swallowed by the hum of the engine. I don’t need to say any more. Greg understands. He always has, in his own quiet way.

“Look, Ryan, we’re all struggling in our own ways. But you’ve got a lot to be proud of. You’re gonna be a damn fine detective one day, and you’ll make things right.” A vote of confidence, a balm to my battered soul. Raindrops slide down the windshield, their paths illuminated by the passing streetlights, painting the world in streaks of melancholy.

I stare down the road, realizing we are heading in the wrong direction. Further away from my destination, closer to oblivion.

“Shit,” I mutter. “I need to go back to Mackey’s. You’re closing tonight anyway, right?” I have a mission, a purpose that cannot be deterred.

His eyes narrow slightly, suspicion flickering in their depths, and he turns his vehicle brashly, making a beeline out of my development toward the main strip. “Yeah,” he replies, his voice laced with irritation. “Might I ask why you need to go back?”

“Got a date,” I say, my voice surprisingly even. I’ve arranged to meet someone at Mackey’s tonight—a lead that could potentially help me solve Julie’s case. She had a striking appearance, with fiery red hair and green eyes that seemed to smolder with intensity. I couldn’t deny my immediate attraction to her, despite only seeing photos of her. But her tainted bloodline paired with her looks made her both captivating and dangerous. As I prepared to meet her, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this encounter would be unlike any other. 

“Tonight?” Greg’s voice is incredulous. “Ryan, maybe you should take it easy tonight. Don’t you think you’ve had en—”

“Don’t.” My warning came out more like a threat. “Not today.” A quick glance at Greg reveals he must’ve sensed my defeat because he withheld his typical lecture. He knows better than to push me too far.

And to be blunt, his lectures are hypocritical because he’s a bar owner. Still, after knowing Greg since I was a child, he’s an enigma to me. He owns a dive bar in Baltimore County called Mackey’s, and he’s been sober for years, yet his livelihood supports the disease he’s been fighting most of his life. So, when he lectures me on my occasional drinking, I dismiss it because, well, he’s the provider, a paradox, or a contradiction, if you will.

I clench my jaw. “Resting isn’t an option,” I retort. “I need to do this.” I have to see this through, no matter the cost.

“Alright.” He sighs. “But don’t let it become a habit, alright? A woman deserves a man who is sharp and attentive... or at least sober...” Greg strings his hand through his grey hair. “...I mean, Jesus. I don’t know... maybe I’m old-school.” A relic of a bygone era, maybe.

I nod, wondering if he’s referring to sex or not, but I won’t ask him to elaborate. Some things are better left unsaid.

Anyways, this woman’s lineage warrants her ill-fated future. I’ve served my time, enduring my ill-fated past. It’s karma, and you know what they say: she’s a bitch. It’s a shame because she is probably the best-looking girl I’ve seen in a while, in my life maybe. 

Greg puts his car into park, pulling his keys out of the ignition. We both step out of his truck, making our way toward Mack’s which appears to be both a haven and a hellhole.

And yet, as it looms before me, its neon lights flickering like dying embers, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m standing on the edge like I’m on a suicide mission. Everything could come crashing down, or everything could come together. My heart races, and for a moment, I’m paralyzed by doubt, a precipice.

As Greg pushes open the door, we step back into his bar, and I can’t help but wonder if I’m making the right choice—or if I’m simply a farce for doing this. But there’s no turning back now. The die is cast, the wheels are in motion. Greg gets to work immediately, and I take a seat at the bar. A familiar perch, a well-worn stool.

“Water,” Greg suggests, slinging a heavy glass across the cherry brown surface to my grip.

“Thanks, Greg...” I tilt my chin up. “I know I’ve said this countless times but... I appreciate you.” More than words can express.

Greg nods and makes himself busy avoiding any more heavy conversation. A silent understanding, a bond forged in fire.

Walking over to the deep booth in the back, I find my mind racing with incredulous thoughts. Is this really what you want to do? I ask myself, staring at her profile from my phone as if it holds the answers to all my questions.

“Maybe not,” I admit, the words barely a whisper even in my thoughts. “But it’s what I need to do right now.” 

“Fine,” I continue aloud, steeling my resolve. Let’s do this. Cheers, Julie, I think, raising my glass to my sister. “This one’s for you.”

Chapter Two
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I pull into a parking spot in front of Mackey’s, anxiously contemplating my game plan for the night.

Should I message him I’m here or say I can’t make it anymore? About a week ago, he messaged me on Facebook Dating, and he had been straight and to the point, wasting no time in setting up a date.

No cheesy pick-up lines or surface-level small talk.

But the problem with that is: I know nothing about him. 

I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone, unlock it, and I pull up the app. John, Harry, Collin, Zak, Ryan.

Bingo.

“Ryan,” I drawl, rehearsing his name as if it’ll will make the date go smoothly.

I press his name, the semi-familiar photo maximizing. He appears to be your typical clean-cut guy. But if you look closely, his features edge between rugged and polished.

His face and eyes contrast with his sleek dark hair and fresh shave. His face is angular, his jaw wide and sharp enough to break skin. Then, his cobalt eyes are framed by intense, dark brows. He’s conventionally good-looking, yet his online profile fell short of inviting. It was minimal, including three from-the-neck-up selfies, and a vague height-less bio, typically indicating that a.) he is 5’2” with a small penis, or b.) his ego has already been stroked, so he doesn’t feel the need to share that he’s 6’3.” The only intel I could gather is that he’s twenty-eight and should be a model. No height. No job. No hobbies. Nothing.

I toss my phone to the side, rubbing my fingertips against my temple.

With each passing second, waves of self-doubt flush my head, the insecurities drowning any rational thoughts left. But who could blame me? Meeting a stranger is intimidating, not to mention his photo looks like one that’d be featured in a Calvin Klein ad.

He’ll see me and assume I’m a con artist because my dating profile offers an assortment of filtered photos, displaying only my best angles. I must say, I did my absolute best marketing, highlighting my best features and camouflaging my worst.

First dates are like an initial product trial. Potential buyers determine if you’re a worthy investment by conducting a thorough examination. My greatest fear and expectation are one and the same. The potential buyer will do their quality check, noticing a few flaws or imperfections. The potential buyer’s dissatisfied because the photos or descriptions are deceiving, so he’ll return the product, the product labeled as false advertisement. Or, despite his disappointment, he’ll keep the product and use it a few times, the value diminishing with each use. Then, eventually, he’ll trash it because it never met his standards. It was only convenient for the time being.

Ping. The vibration rumbles within my car’s cupholder, sending a shudder through my body, then reeling in my scattered thoughts. “Crap!” I mutter, scrambling for my phone and unlocking it.

Ryan: Hi Mirabella, I’m inside at a table. Are you here yet, or what’s your ETA?

“Oh, God. He’s already in there.” I step out of my car, peering left then right.

Walking through the doorway of Mackey’s, it’s only a few steps before the dimly lit interior swallows me whole, and the familiar faces of the regulars seem to stare at me with knowing eyes. The bar feels like a sanctuary of sorts, a place where the past is washed away, and the walls hold secrets of their own.

I take a deep breath, scanning the room for Ryan. His presence is expected, and I don’t have to search long before spotting him at a table in the corner of the bar, his expression lost, maybe even more lost than mine. He looks up, his deep blue eyes meeting mine. Fuck.

His hair is short but gruff, falling into his face in a way that is both endearing and infuriating. His cheeks are slightly flushed like he’s been running or has been out in the cold too long. I try to smile, but it feels forced and fake –like a mask on my face that doesn’t quite fit.

Our eyes meet. “Mirabella?” As the man stands, his muscular figure becomes evident to anyone with eyes. Holy hell, he’s tall.

It’s him...or uh, Ryan’s his name?

I think. 

His dark hair contrasts sharply with his cobalt eyes, which seem to pierce through the shadows as he watches me approach.

“Hey, Ryan,” I say, attempting to sound casual despite my racing pulse. “Sorry if I’m late.”

He shakes his head, standing up. “You’re right on time,” he says matter-of-factly. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Mirabella.” Ryan reaches his hand toward mine, giving me an intentional and slow handshake.

Dad always said a handshake reveals a lot about a person. A strong, firm handshake shows confidence and self-awareness, whereas a limp fish handshake shows insecurities and neuroticism.

Ryan is undoubtedly the strong-handshake type, his presence oozing an overpowering aura of confidence and toxic masculinity.

“Oh, I go by Mira... or uh, Mirabella works too.” A giggle slips out, the awkwardness in my voice ringing obnoxiously through my ears. “It’s nice to meet you, Ryan.” I attempt to match his suave confidence.

As I slide into the booth, I can’t help but be thrown off by the seriousness etched across his handsome features. He doesn’t smile or attempt small talk, simply watching me with an intensity that contrasts with the laid-back bar scene. And yet, there’s something devastatingly attractive about him that I can’t ignore.

As I reach for the laminated menu, my hands tremble with nervousness. Trying to break the tension, I ask, “Have you been here before?” 

Ryan’s reply is low and controlled, his voice betraying nothing of his thoughts. “Once or twice. It’s a good place to unwind after work.” A small smile plays upon his lips.

“What do you do?” I blurt out.

“I’m a police officer in Baltimore County,” he says nonchalantly.

My mind races with conflicting emotions—am I turned on or scared? The image of Ryan in uniform invades my thoughts, causing me to swallow hard. He watches the bobble of my throat as I try to compose myself.

Trying to keep the conversation light, I offer, “Uh, wow, that’s very honorable of you.”

Ryan responds with a stiff nod, giving me nothing to work with. My attempt at flattery falls flat. 

“My record is squeaky clean...” I pause, thinking. “Well, I’m not sure if parking tickets count, but if they do, then it wouldn’t be exactly spotless.” A mischievous smile crosses my face.

Ryan rolls his eyes and lets out a scoff. “I haven’t seen your picture at the station yet, but duly noted,” he deadpans. Yet there’s a hint of amusement playing in his eyes. “Mirabella cannot be trusted behind the wheel.” 

“Ah, yes,” I nod, searching for words to keep the conversation going. “So, how has work been? Anything interesting lately?”

His gaze narrows slightly. “Not really. It's pretty boring here in Baltimore County. We’re no Baltimore City.”

I shift uncomfortably in my seat, trying to find the right words to say. Ryan’s intensity seems to have softened ever so slightly, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve already made a wrong turn. The low hum of conversation and clinking silverware fill the air around us, yet it does nothing to ease the silence between us.

“Uh, so, tell me about yourself,” I venture, hoping for a more neutral topic. “What do you do when you’re not working as a police officer?”

He hesitates, as if weighing his words carefully before speaking. “Well, I enjoy reading, mostly crime novels and mysteries. And I like to run when I have time. It clears my head.”

“That sounds nice.” I offer him a tentative smile.

Ryan leans closer, his eyes narrowing in curiosity. “So, what do you do for a living?” 

“I’m a special educator,” I reply with a hint of pride in my voice.

“Wow, that’s brave,” Ryan responds, his face serious. “And rewarding.”

I smile, happy to talk about my job. “Yeah, definitely. I’ve always wanted to help kids build confidence and succeed.”

“What made you want to get into special education?” Ryan inquires.

“Well, I have dyslexia,” I admit, looking away from his intense gaze. When I was younger, reading and writing were really always difficult for me. But after working with my special educator, I got all caught up, and now I want to help other kids like me who learn differently.”

“That’s interesting,” Ryan muses. “When did you find out about your dyslexia? My friend used to have it, too.”

“I still have it,” I clarify. “It doesn’t go away, but it does get easier, but to answer your question, I was diagnosed in sixth grade.”

He nods in understanding. “What about your family? Did they help you read and write, too?”

I take a deep breath before responding to Ryan’s question about my family. “My parents were always busy with their businesses and taking care of my uncle who was sick. He struggled with addiction.”

The atmosphere shifts as soon as the words leave my mouth. Ryan’s grip tightens on his menu ever so slightly and his jaw flexes, almost like he understands the pain.

“It must have been tough,” he says genuinely.

I try to brush it off with a laugh. “It’s okay, I was young when it all happened.” But the memories of cigarettes and unsteady footsteps still suffocate me.

Ryan studies me intently with his police officer stare, analyzing my body language and waiting for any signs of deception. I force myself to sit up straight under the weight of his gaze.

“Anyway, tell me more about your job,” Ryan redirects, breaking the tension. “Do you enjoy teaching special education?”

I hesitate, then continue picking at the loose threads on my jeans. “Most of the time. I’m actually working toward becoming a reading specialist once I finish my masters, but sometimes I don’t know...” My voice trails off as doubts creep in.

Ryan’s intense gaze softens as he looks at me, and I take the opportunity to get to know him better. “What about you? Why did you decide to become a cop?” I ask, genuinely curious.

He shifts in his seat, his jaw clenching for a brief moment before he answers. “I had a friend who was killed in a hit-and-run. It was devastating to see their family suffer, knowing the person responsible was never caught.” His voice cracks with emotion, and I can see the pain in his eyes.

“That’s why I want to be a detective,” he continues. “There are so many people out there who need closure, and I want to help bring it to them.”

Wow, Ryan carries such a heavy burden on his shoulders. But I also see the vulnerability behind his strong exterior, the pain that drives him forward.

Without thinking, I reach out and touch his hand gently. “Ryan, that’s incredibly brave and selfless of you. You’re doing something truly important.”

He stiffens slightly at my touch, a hint of annoyance flickering across his features before he quickly regains his composure retreating from my touch. “Thanks,” he replies coolly. “But I don’t need praise like your students do. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

Feeling slightly hurt by his dismissal and mention of my students, I quickly quipped, “For sure.” For sure? Really, Mira?

“Let’s talk about something else,” Ryan suggests in a softer tone. “Tell me about your parents.”

I take a deep breath and nod, grateful for the change in topic. “Well, my mom owns a business in the food industry, and my dad is a general contractor. They met in college and have been inseparable ever since.”

“Nice,” Ryan says, his words betraying his tone which read seemingly dissatisfied by my response. “What about other family members?” 

I tilt my head, feeling slightly like I was a suspect in an investigation rather than on a date. I hesitate for a moment, my eyes flickering to the ground before meeting Ryan’s gaze. Dismissing my concerns, I continue, “I’m an only child,” I confess, “but I have a cousin who’s practically like a sibling to me.” Memories of our childhood antics flood my mind, but I push them aside. “We used to be inseparable, but life happens, and we’ve grown apart over the years.”

Ryan nods, his cobalt eyes softening. “I know what you mean,” he says. “Family can be complicated, but sometimes you just need someone in your corner.”

I nod slowly, understanding his words all too well. I scan his face for any hint of emotion as I ask, “What about your family, Ryan? What are they like?” 

His expression darkens, and he shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

“They’re not here,” he answers in a low, detached voice.

My cheeks flush with embarrassment at my probing question. “Oh,” I murmur apologetically. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s fine,” Ryan reassures me tightly, taking a sip of his drink.

Ryan’s eyes bore into mine as we sit across from each other. I shift in my seat, trying to fill the silence with meaningless chatter. But when Ryan suddenly changes the subject and cuts off any further discussion about our families, a nagging feeling of unease washes over me. Did I offend him? The once-promising date has taken an awkward turn, and I struggle to find a way to salvage it.

Ryan continues talking, his questions feeling more like interrogations as he digs deeper into my life. It’s as if he expects me to spill all my secrets on a first date. Suddenly, I felt exhausted trying to be someone I was not just to impress this man.

Who is he to demand so much from me? Why am I bending over backward just to seem perfect for him? The realization hits me like a ton of bricks, and I straighten up in my chair, meeting his gaze head-on.

“I did mean to pry,” I firmly state, my body tensing as if preparing for a battle. “Isn’t that what people do on first dates, Ryan? Ask questions and try to understand each other?” I stand up and smoothly slip on my jacket without waiting for a response. “But you’re bombarding me with questions, and when I try to learn more about you in return, you make it damn near impossible.” I turn toward the exit. As I navigate the bustling restaurant, a wave of confidence washes over me. However, deep down, I know what’s coming next. Just as I reach the exit, someone grabs my shoulder, turning me around.

Chapter Three
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I gently place my hand on Mira’s shoulder, turning her toward me. “Where do you think you’re going?” 

She looks up at me, her voice shaky but maintaining a confident posture as she replies, “I was leaving.”

Surprised, I raise an eyebrow, trying to hold back a smile at her flustered state. “You were?” I question, intrigued by her sudden change of plans.

“I am leaving,” Mira corrects herself, her tone more assured this time. I can sense her resolve, even amid her uncertainty.

“Is that so?” I ask, my voice dropping to a whisper, my hand still resting lightly on her shoulder. Her green eyes meet mine with a spark of defiance, a stubbornness that sends a wave of desire coursing through me. Taking a step closer, I let my fingers trace her arm's line, watching goosebumps form under my touch. “And if I ask you to stay?” I murmur, my gaze locked onto her vibrant green eyes. She hesitates at first, the corners of her mouth twitching into a frown before she lets out a small sigh.

“If you ask me...” Her voice is no more than a whisper as she meets my eyes. There’s a challenge in them that draws me in deeper. A spark of something unfamiliar yet captivating. 

The tension between us thickens, time seems to stand still. Words remain unspoken, yet our bodies seem to be drawn to each other like magnets. It feels electric and irresistible, burning away all doubts and insecurities.

Her breath hitches as I lean forward, our lips just a hair’s breadth apart. “Stay.” 

“Ryan,” she finally speaks up, her voice soft yet edged with irritation. “I don’t get why you’re here. You’ve been acting distant and cold all night. Are you disappointed or not happy with me?” 

Taken aback by her words, I ask, “Is that what you think?” 

Mira’s green eyes scan me skeptically. 

“I can assure you, I am extremely attracted to you,” I speak with calm sincerity, hoping to convey genuine intentions. “I apologize for how I was acting. If we are being honest, today’s been a long day for me.”

Mira’s emerald eyes narrow at me. “I appreciate the apology, but why should I believe you now?”

“Because I’m being honest,” I reply firmly. “Stay for dinner and let me prove it to you.” I hope some sort of sincerity shines through, despite the rocky start to our evening.

Mira seems hesitant, but something in her expression softens. “Fine, I’ll stay.” 

I let out a heavy breath, blowing air through my lips. “Let me get us some drinks on the house.”

Mira offers a small smile, her expression reading happy, or happier for now. She was staying, and that’s all that mattered. Returning with the drinks, I slide hers across the table with my most charming grin. “Here’s some liquid courage.” Mira laughs at my remark, her tension visibly easing.

****
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Two hours later, we are both a few drinks deep and comfortable. At times during our date, I’d started to listen to her, noticing when she’d scrunched her nose or cover her mouth when she’d laugh.

Those instances were merely momentary lapses in judgment.

I’d remind myself of who she is, and where she’d come from. She was a witness, a person of interest, if you will. She’s a Rosenberg. And that was enough to make me thoroughly despise her. She also wanted to try every appetizer on the damn menu and didn’t even check what they were. She selected them solely on their names, picking things like the “best damn fries in Bmore” and the “hangover sliders.”

She even had the nerve to order for me, and she ordered four appetizers! When I told her I order the same burger every time and have since I was ten years old, Mira responded, stating I need to “broaden my horizons.” Whatever that means in the context of bar food.

I know my preferences, and I also know my dislikes ... even if I’ve never tried them.

I didn’t have to dislike the taste. I could simply be turned off by the idea of something, even enough to never give it a try.

We ditch the table and sit at the bar. I lean back and consider her, my eyes wandering down her small figure. Even through the dim light of the bar, I can see her freckles dancing across her skin, teasing me. Her eyes sparkle with a certain type of jovial innocence that’s hard to resist. 

“You know, Mira,” I begin, feeling my heart rate increasing as the tension between us starts to build. “I’m not used to this sweet kind of woman. The ones who are all sunshine and smiles.”

She throws her head back, a hearty laugh escaping her lips. “Oh Ryan, I’m full of surprises,” she confesses, the corners of her mouth curling up into an irresistible smile. Her playful response sends a spike of intrigue shooting through me like an electric jolt. But I have to keep myself in check. My mission is my priority.

“Oh really?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at her. 

Her flirtatious gaze holds mine captive as she nods confidently, biting her lower lip seductively. The sight makes it difficult for me to focus on anything else but her.

“Guess you’ll have to stick around to find out,” she teases with a wink. Her boldness catches me off guard—she’s unlike what I imagined her to be. Honestly, Mira’s charm and enthusiasm are hard to resist. This is dangerous. I feel a stirring within me, not just physical attraction but something deeper that worries me more. Damnit Ryan, stay focused.

She gestures toward the bar, where the cold plate of “hangover sliders” sits, the golden buns oozing with savory fillings and runny egg yolk. “Come on, just try one,” Mira urges. “It will change your life.”

“I seriously doubt it,” I reply skeptically.

“C’mon,” she pleaded.

“No,” I say firmly.

“But I’m really good at peer pressure,” Mira jokes, playfully rolling her bottom lip down like a fussy toddler.

I stick to my guns. “No.”

Mira finally nods, accepting that she won’t change my mind. ‘No’ seems to be a foreign word to her, but I won’t let her win. Even if she had held me at gunpoint, I wouldn’t have tried those raw egg burgers.

Mira eyes me intently, leaning in with her elbows on the table. Mira chuckles and leans in closer to whisper, “I hate when the bar staff starts cleaning around our feet while we’re still eating. It’s like they should just bring out a vacuum and use the suction tube on our table.” We both laugh at her joke.

Just then, the barback, Frank, turns the corner and catches us mid-conversation. He shoots us a sharp glare before continuing with his work. Mira’s face flushes as she giggles nervously. Then she mutters an apology.

“Mira, your comment is going to provoke the servers to spit in our food... we are lucky we have already eaten—or well, at least you have. But your sly remark may have just jeopardized our chances of receiving an untainted dessert. Thanks for that.” 

Mira smacks her hand on her forehead and smiles, but her eyebrows furrow.

“You could have offered a subtle gesture to indicate she was right there. My mom is that person who complains about everything when we go out to eat. Every. Time. I never want to be that person!” Mira hisses.

“Well, news flash, Mira. You are that person,” I say, cocking an eyebrow at her.

Mira sits back with a pouty face, not that I care.

The bar is half empty, filled with Macky’s regulars. All the men at the bar are watching me enviously, as Mira is the hottest woman in a ten-mile radius of Baltimore County. Hell, probably within a 100-mile radius. I take note of our surroundings. Our waitress is even sitting at a booth on her phone, her exhausted expression subtly urging Mira and I to leave. Irritation and intrigue have clouded my senses. 

As I stare at the tab on the table, my fingers tremble with a mix of guilt and frustration. Mira’s green eyes search my face, her manicured green short fingernails tapping against the glass of water.

“Do you want to get dessert?” she asks for the third time tonight, twirling a lock of red hair.

I shake my head, forcing myself to meet her gaze and trying to hide the turmoil churning inside me. “No. We need to leave.” 

Mira’s smile falters, replaced by a look of confusion and disappointment. I can’t blame her. After all, I’ve been sending mixed signals all night. Greg was probably right about going out on Julie’s anniversary. I lean to the side to inspect Greg from afar, and to my surprise, his eyes meet mine. He raises both eyebrows, crossing his arms. 

“Is everything okay?” she asks tentatively, reaching across the table to touch my hand. My eyes land back on Mira, her words forcing me to jerk away as if her touch burns. 

“Don’t,” I start to snap before catching myself and taking a deep breath. “I’m fine. Let’s just go.” 

Mira shrinks back, her expression now clouded with hurt and unease. This isn’t fair to her. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like this. But then again, I didn’t deserve to lose my sister. Life’s unfair.

“Okay,” Mira says softly, standing up from the table and grabbing her purse.

With a brash movement, I push my chair away from the bar top, the scraping sound echoing through the pub. I follow suit and lead the way out of the restaurant, feeling guilty for ruining what could have been a good evening, and by good, I mean one in which I gain intel. But I can’t let myself get too close to her. It’s better this way—for both of us.

Mira murmurs an agreement and looks around the half-empty bar, her uncertainty and self-doubt visible to anyone with eyes. She slowly stands up, pulling herself to her full height.

As we step out into the night air, I notice Mira shivering in her thin jacket. The cold and dampness seem to seep right through it, and I can’t help but feel guilty for not offering her mine.

But I push the guilt aside. Now is not the time for emotions to cloud my judgment. We walk in tense silence toward her car, our shoes clicking against the pavement as we walk through the bustling city streets. In the distance, a car honks loudly. When we reach her car, Mira stops and turns to face me, her big sad eyes filled with weariness and sadness.

“Goodbye, Mira. It was nice meeting you,” I say with a small smile.

“Goodbye, Ryan,” she responds softly before getting into her car and driving away into the night. 

Chapter Four
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