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      Sukie

      

      “Oh… those are nice and big and thick. Exactly what I need.” My customer pointed to a selection on display.

      “The thicker, the better, in my opinion; it will get you to the finish line much faster,” I told my customer. “Some people say it’s bad to be a size queen, but in this business, you must know your gauge.”

      The customer stroked the wares I presented. “Nice texture.”

      I nodded in agreement and pointed to the shaft. “You shouldn’t get any resistance, just a nice, friction-free slip and slide.”

      “Sukie!” My head snapped up from the display of knitting needles I was showing my customer. I knew that voice. Only one person would walk into my store like he had lent me part of the start-up capital to open this place: my brother, Sean O’Leary.

      But Sean wasn’t alone. The day I’d been both dreading and secretly wishing for with every ounce of my being was here. Eamon Houlihan, Sean’s best friend since birth, was walking through the door, close on Sean’s heels. THE EAMON HOULIHAN. All caps. And damn. He looked good. Tall, dark, weirdly scruffy hair and looking every bit the cocky, professional hockey player.

      I sighed.

      Eamon was everything. He was staggeringly hot, brilliant, and the object of my every adolescent fantasy—well, maybe not just teenage fantasy. If I was honest, he still got a starring role in the X-rated movies that ran through my mind more often than not, at least when Jason Momoa was away on special assignment.

      I froze at the sight of him. Things started to tingle that I didn’t want to acknowledge, and I suddenly felt like the shy, awkwardly tall, gawky teenager I was when he went away to college. Crushing on Eamon was part of my very existence for as long as I could remember, and despite years of absence, nothing had changed. One sighting and I was back to being fourteen all over again.

      I knew Eamon was back in town, but I’d been trying to ignore it. As my brother's best friend, I knew this moment, coming face to face with him, was inevitable, but now it was upon me, and I wasn’t ready. In my head, I’d hoped I would have advance notice so I could prepare talking points, make sure there was a cute outfit present, or at least have the opportunity to cancel at the last minute—no such luck.

      “Hey, Suk,” Sean greeted as he sprawled on one of the couches in the middle of the shop.

      “Sukie,” Eamon said in greeting as he paused on his way to the other couch opposite Sean. He dropped a nonchalant kiss on the top of my forehead on the way by, as he had done in greeting every time we saw each other since the beginning of time.

      I tried not to turn into a puddle of goo in the middle of the shop. Liquifying your physical state at the sight of the hottest man you know was not professional, nor was it very feminist. I gave myself a mental slap across the face; I needed to snap out of it. Nothing had changed, and nothing would change. Eamon and Sean were still best friends. Sean would laugh at me if I ever decided to share my dirty thoughts about Eamon with him and probably never speak to me again. And what would be the point? It's not like Eamon reciprocated those feelings. Even if Eamon felt the same way, Eamon was Sean’s best friend, which meant Eamon was off-limits.

      I slapped on a smile and tried to ignore how my forehead was still on fire from the chaste kiss. Was there something special about Eamon’s lips? Was he wearing menthol lip balm? Is that why my forehead still tingled?

      My eyes locked with Eamon’s. He smirked. I could not detect any discernible lip balm, but damn, time had been kind to Eamon. At thirty-one, he’d filled out his 6’4” frame with solid muscle, added some character to his face, and ‘rich as sin’ to his lengthy attributes. Not that I cared about the money; I left the money world behind in my old life.

      “Oh, my goodness, are you Eamon Houlihan?” My customer recognized him and waved the honking-size 19 knitting needles, the length, and girth enough to give any man a complex, in Eamon’s direction.

      “Sure am, ma’am.” His voice was possibly even deeper than the last time I saw him.

      My customer clapped her hands with glee. “My son will just die when he hears I ran into you.”

      I couldn't help but roll my eyes at Eamon. Once again, Eamon managed to steal the show. The customer did buy the knitting needles, but Eamon had to autograph the receipt, and I had to take a picture of them both with her phone.

      After the customer left the store, wishing Eamon good luck in tonight's home opener, Eamon turned his smirk back to me. “Sukie, you’re all grown up.”

      What exactly did he mean by that? I tried not to read into something that wasn’t there. I rolled my eyes at him instead.

      He snorted. “Maybe not so grown after all.”

      Sean and Eamon, particularly Eamon, were my greatest irritants growing up; how a brother and his best friend could be to the annoying younger sister who forced upon them. They teased me, played tricks on me, and sometimes ignored me. Ignoring me was the worst. It seemed like Sean and Eamon had everything when we were growing up. They were brilliant; both had gone on to Ivy League schools, they were athletic, Sean was a star runner and swimmer, Eamon was ‘all hockey - all the time,’ and they were handsome. Girls flocked to them. They were the golden boys of the working-class neighborhood where we grew up. Most of the families in our neighborhood were only a generation or two away from the Irish immigrants who built the neighborhood from the ground up. Everyone knew who Sean and Eamon were. They were the heroes, the stuff of legends: Eamon Houlihan, one of the best goalies in the North American Hockey League, and Dr. Sean O’Leary, ER doctor and trauma specialist.

      Their shadows were so big that no one ever noticed the tall, skinny girl with glasses, braces, and long, stringy hair — at least until recently. Now, everyone in the old neighborhood whispered about me and ‘The Cancer’ and how I went crazy and quit my good job with ‘The Benefits’ and ‘The Pension’ and cut off all ‘The Hair’ and didn’t grow it back even when I could.

      “Well, Eamon, I don’t know if anyone has ever told you, but the world does not stop revolving when you aren’t around to be the center of it.” I couldn’t help but at least get a dig in.

      Sean snorted.

      Eamon smirked. “I see your tongue is just as sharp as ever,” he tossed back my way.

      “Just when you’re around.” Winking at him, I pried my attention away from Eamon and sat on Sean’s couch. It was hard. After years of not seeing Eamon, I wanted to binge on his tall, darkly handsome yumminess, but I needed to act as normal as possible under such extreme circumstances. “So, what brings you to the yarn shop?” I asked Sean.

      “I was helping Eamon carb-load before the home opener tonight at the Thai restaurant down the block.”

      “Did you bring me anything?” I suddenly noticed I was starving.

      “Come on now, do you think I would go to your favorite restaurant without bringing you back papaya salad and your favorite lemon sausages?” Sean handed over the plastic take-out sack. Sean walked into my shop with my favorite take-out, and I neither saw nor smelled it; that’s how distracted I was by Eamon Houlihan. Damn you, Eamon Houlihan.

      “I would hope not, but you never know,” I commented as I dug through the sack.

      I spread the food on the table, grabbed a pair of chopsticks, and dug in.

      “I see your appetite hasn’t changed either,” Eamon quipped.

      My appetite and the miraculous ability not to gain weight were also the objects of much discussion by everyone I knew, much to my dismay. Even when I wanted to add some pounds, like now, I could eat all the lemon sausages I wanted with noodles on top of noodles and a side of yet more noodles, but yet the boobs and hips of my dreams never seemed to appear magically. After the chemo was over, I gained back enough weight to stop looking like a skeleton. Still, the womanly figure my mother was blessed with, the one I thought I was genetically entitled to, was perpetually out of reach. I was my father’s daughter - six feet tall and flat as a board.

      I swallowed the bit of sausage I’d been chewing. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s impolite to comment on a woman’s appetite?”

      “I must have missed that day in charm school.” Eamon propped a foot on his knee.

      I scowled playfully at him. ”I think you missed enrollment entirely.”

      “Children, children,” Sean scolded, always the referee, past, present, and if Eamon was going to stick around, no doubt for the future. It was good to be bantering with Eamon again. It was normal. Not much in my life had been normal in the last few years. It was a relief that Eamon treated me the way he always had. Too many people, actually everyone in my life, treated me with kid gloves at best or like I might finally crack and become unhinged at worst. I took it from my family because I knew they were worried. I took it from the rest of the old neighborhood because I had no other choice, although moving across town after treatments were over had helped. I accepted Sean’s shift in treatment towards me because it had been my salvation. I wouldn’t have made it through without his constant companionship, and he helped me manage everyone else. Sean had become my biggest cheerleader and best friend when, in the past, he viewed me as the pesky younger sister who cramped his style.

      If Eamon started to treat me with kid gloves or like I was crazy, I don't think I could take it.

      “So Sean, a single order of lemon sausages would be normal, but a double order means you are kissing my ass for some reason. Out with it.” My observation was valid and accented by the dip of yet another sausage into the provided sweet chili sauce.

      “Eamon gave me some box seats for the game tonight. You up for it?” he asked.

      “No hot date tonight?” I knew the answer before Sean gave it. And I knew it was my fault, even if it pained me to admit it.

      “Nope.” He shrugged his shoulders.

      It was easy to blame Sean’s current lack of social life on his erratic schedule at the hospital, but I knew that wasn’t the only reason. His social life had been knocked out by the one-two punch of a hectic work schedule and being my constant companion. The fact was that even though I was healthy and in the clear, Sean continued to live a monk-like existence. Habits had been formed, and he tended to persist with the silent-worry-hover method developed after I told him about the lump. It was too much now. When I heard Eamon was returning to town, I was happy for Sean. I saw it as a sign it was time for us to return to the world. Sean could resume his place as Eamon’s wingman, and if Sean was busy dating or hooking up, or whatever it was that Eamon called his lifestyle, then Sean wouldn’t be around for me to use as a social crutch, and I would have to figure out how to date again myself .

      “I’m game.” I would never turn down an opportunity to watch Eamon in action. When he played, he had a singular focus. He was intense. It was hot. Damn hot. I imagined him doing other things with that intensity, which led to more impure, shiver-inducing thoughts.

      “Are you cold, Sukie?” Eamon asked. “Maybe you should put on one of those sweaters.”  He motioned to one of the sample sweaters I made to highlight the patterns and yarn I carried.

      “I’m fine,” I assured him, feeling my face burn in embarrassment.

      “Is Cat coming this afternoon?” Sean asked. Cat was my other best friend and a part-time employee who helped out on the weekends.

      “As always on Saturday afternoons,” I confirmed.

      “Then you should have enough time to check in with Oscar and pick me up by 5:30. I want to make it in time to watch the warm-ups.”
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        * * *

      

      Eamon

      “Shit.” I slammed my head against the headrest of my Jeep.

      Seeing Sukie again made my stomach twist, chest hurt, and jeans uncomfortably tight, still, after all these years, and to the tenth power.

      Of course, I had noticed ‘The Hair.’ I heard about ‘The Hair’ from everyone back home. During her treatments, Sean sent me a picture of the two of them with their bald heads after Sean helped her shave off her long, dark locks. My mother recently mentioned that even though Sukie had the all-clear health-wise, she kept her hair short instead of growing it back to the long, shiny mane it had been.

      I liked ‘The Hair.’ I thought her short hair added to the artsy, bohemian look she’d been sporting since leaving Corporate America. The short, dark, tousled bits framed her face, drawing attention to her beautiful porcelain skin and giant brown eyes.

      I was in trouble.

      My first Sukie O’Leary-induced hard-on happened back in college. While Sean and I were away at school, Suzanne Elizabeth O’Leary, as she wanted to be known then, transformed from an awkward duckling to a tall, graceful, pretty swan. When I came home on school breaks back then, I noticed the changes, making me uncomfortable. ‘Noticing’ Sean’s little sister’s long legs and pert ass was not what I wanted or should be doing. So I did the only thing I could do: I avoided her. For years. And when that didn’t work, I vowed to treat her like the kid sister she’d been before I ruined everything by thinking dirty thoughts about her and her perky little boobs and mile-long legs. Legs I could envision wrapped around me in a myriad of ways.

      Of course, I knew what had been going on with Sukie during the years I avoided her: college, ‘the good job,’ ‘the cancer,’ ‘quitting the good job,’ opening the shop - all of it. Being in constant contact with Sean and my parents informed me of the goings-on in the old neighborhood. Keeping tabs on Sukie wasn’t intentional, or so I told myself; the information came naturally, especially when I asked.

      During ‘The Cancer,’ I’d almost jumped in the car to come home countless times.  I wanted to lend my support, both for her and Sean. But I didn’t want to be in the way. They had enough going on without the hotshot hockey player rolling into town and causing a distraction. Sean assured me that while cancer is never great, she caught it early, and outcomes were expected to be positive.

      Sean also shared Sukie’s frustrations with how everyone treated her, which helped confirm that my decision to stay away was right. Treating her any differently than I always had was not what she needed. Instead, I’d quietly shown support in other ways.

      But now, here I was. Every professional athlete dreams of playing for their hometown team, especially if that team can go all the way. I was no different. This year, it all came together.

      I started the Jeep, put it in gear, and pointed it toward the rink.

      “Time to get your head in the game, Houlihan.” Talking to myself was never a good sign.

      I was home for good, most likely. This would probably be my last contract. Finding other ways to distract me from the unwanted attraction I felt towards Sukie was what I would have to do. Giving in to temptation wasn’t an option.

      But one question remained: who the hell was Oscar, and why did Sukie have to check in with him before she could come to the game?
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      Sukie

      

      “Sukie?” Mr. Houlihan motioned to me from the bar. He was getting himself and Mrs. Houlihan post-game drinks.

      I nodded. We were at the bar where the team usually met for post-game drinks. There was a lot to celebrate; not only did the Racoons win, but Eamon had a shutout in goal. He was magnificent. Sean and I sat in the box with Mr. and Mrs. Houlihan. It was fun to watch the game with his biggest fans.

      Mrs. Houlihan squeezed my hand. “Sukie, I am so glad to see the three of you together again.”

      I smiled at her. I knew what was coming next. There was a pattern: a nice compliment and a comment on my health. It wasn’t just Mrs. H. Everyone from the old neighborhood started conversations this way now.

      “And you’re looking so good.”

      There it was, and I can admit it was better than most. Mrs. Houlihan didn’t ask anything too nosy, which was a relief.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Houlihan.”

      “Have you and Eamon spent much time together since he’s been back?”

      Hmm… That’s an interesting line of questioning and not expected. “Eamon and Sean dropped by the shop earlier today with lunch.”

      “Eamon and Sean.”

      “Sean and Eamon.” I finished for her. We both laughed.

      Mr. Houlihan arrived with three glasses of Guinness.

      “A toast,” Mr. Houlihan prompted. “To everyone being where they’re supposed to be and doing well.”

      We clinked glasses.

      Sean and Eamon worked the room. Everyone wanted a piece of Eamon tonight. Team members were giving him slaps on the back. Women were lying in wait, and I could not blame them. Eamon, who had always been a stunning physical specimen, matured into something else entirely. He stood out even amongst these impressive men, his teammates, and fellow professional athletes. He wasn’t the tallest, although he was 6’4”, and in a room full of fit, muscular men, he tended to the leaner end of the spectrum. As someone who carefully studied Eamon Houlihan for decades, I could pinpoint precisely what was different about the current incarnation of Eamon Houlihan. When he left for the pros, his features still had a youthful softness, which sharper angles had now replaced. There were faint crinkles around his chocolate eyes and a couple of grays in his unkempt mop of brown hair. It worked for him, especially when you added casual confidence, keen intelligence, and an easy laugh.

      “Do you think you can convince him to cut that hair?” Mrs. Houlihan shook her head.

      “Next spring?” There was no chance it would happen before then.

      We all knew Eamon had rituals or superstitions. Not cutting his hair during the season was one. He still drove the old Jeep he bought in high school because he bought it the same week his team won the State Championship. Unless he was working out or running, Converse All-Star sneakers were on his feet because that was what he was wearing on his feet the day he found out he was getting a full-ride scholarship to guard the net at an Ivy where he could get a top-notch education and keep playing the game he loved. He never had to choose; everything just came his way.

      Two different women were stroking his chest. I noticed this particular group of women earlier. They were wearing tiny, tight dresses with high heels. Those who just came from the game trended more toward jeans, sweatshirts, sneakers, and Raccoon-related gear.

      “I think we’re going to head out.” Mrs. Houlihan patted my hand to get my attention. “Can we walk you out?”

      I shook my head. “I need to check in with Sean before I go.”

      That was a little white lie, but while leaving before I had to witness Eamons swapping spit with someone made sense; I wasn’t quite ready to pry myself away from the show just yet.

      We said our goodbyes, and they exchanged waves with Eamon. I found myself alone at the high-top table we’d been sharing. I didn’t mind. It gave me an unfettered view to watch as Eamon welcomed the women's attempts to garner his attention and invade his personal space. I realized I was watching someone play a well-practiced role. It was like watching a barista who pulled coffee for a living, a pizza maker toss the dough into the air for the thousandth time, or a hockey goalie who was at the top of his game shut out his opponent's shots on goal. Eamon knew the attention of women. He knew what he was doing. He appeared to be making minimal effort with the women around him, but he was clearly in full command of what was happening. A slight tilt of his head, a small shift of his shoulders, and how he reached for his drink conveyed his intentions. His audience laughed, touched his arm, then his shoulder, and looked coyly over the glasses of their fruity drinks.

      I had none of those skills, either as a giver or receiver of that kind of attention. My lack of ‘game’ wasn’t a new post-illness thing. I was never skilled at the volley, the back-and-forth of attention and intent when flirting.

      At that moment, an idea was born: If I wanted to start dating again, the climb to attaining flirting skills would be steep.

      I was also at the end of my beer. I downed the last swallow and caught Sean’s eye. I gave him a small wave, and he nodded in acknowledgment. I’d seen enough. I didn’t want to know how this evening would end for Eamon, and I didn’t want to see the master craftsman go home with someone who wasn’t me.
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      Eamon

      

      “What the fuck is that?” I stood outside the window of Sukie’s yarn shop. A large, calico-colored bear appeared to be sleeping on the other side of the glass. It was the strangest-looking bear I’d ever seen, and it made no sense that there would be a bear in her window, but there it was.

      I pushed open the door anyway but stayed close to the exit in case I needed to make a quick getaway. After a quick scan of the shop's interior, Sukie was nowhere to be seen. I hoped the giant bear hadn’t eaten her.

      “Sukie?” I called.

      “Yeah?” came the muffled reply from behind a curtained doorway.

      “Do you know there is a bear in your front window?” I glanced at the bear. It hadn’t moved.

      “Ha Ha,” was her sarcastic response.

      She stuck her head through the curtain. My stomach, chest, and jeans did their thing. I swore under my breath. After last Friday, on opening night, I vowed to keep my distance from her as much as possible without making it awkward, but fate intervened.

      The Raccoons won Friday night, and not only did we win our home opener, but I had a shutout in goal on my first night playing for my hometown team. The season, my contract, and the move home were all coming together. Now I just needed to make sure I didn’t fuck it all up.

      Hockey players, goalies, in particular, are a superstitious lot. Intellectually, I knew better, but I still grew a playoff beard, like the rest of the team, when we made it into the postseason. I had a slew of personal rituals as well. I didn’t cut my hair from when I entered training camp in the summer until the last puck dropped for the season in the spring. I put my uniform on in the same order as my days in pee-wees and skated the same pattern on the ice before I dropped into position at the net.

      When I had a shutout, everything I did the day of the win needed to be repeated until the winning streak ended. Until we lose at home, which hopefully wouldn’t be anytime soon, I couldn’t avoid Sukie. I would bring Thai food to her shop before every home game, whether it was good for my vow only to think PG-rated thoughts about her. And Sean, that shithead, couldn’t join me today and act as my buffer because he was busy saving lives at the hospital—selfish bastard.

      Sukie walked to the front of the shop and stood next to me as we both stared at the bear. I held my breath to ward off the need to slide a hand around her waist. I wanted to push up a little on the snug t-shirt she was wearing, not enough to be obscene but just enough to feel her skin against my hand in a way that was just for me.

      She waved a hand towards the giant sleeping bear on the windowsill. “The bear in question is named Oscar.”

      I tried to contain a sigh of relief but was unsure I succeeded.  The ‘Oscar’ Sean mentioned the night of the home opener, the ‘Oscar’ that Sukie needed to check in with before going to the game, was, in fact, not another male of the human species anyway. My worst fear was that Oscar was a live-in boyfriend I hadn’t heard about. And that didn’t feel great. In fact, over the weekend, whenever I thought about Sukie living with some guy, it made me feel like I’d missed out on something vital, possibly the most important thing.

      But now what?
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        * * *

      

      Sukie

      Standing next to Eamon as we gazed at my bear of a dog, my naughty bits kicked into gear involuntarily. It was becoming a reflex -  the sight, sound, or scent of Eamon caused my nipples to harden and my nether regions to tingle. Not a good thing.

      I wasn’t expecting him to stop by the shop. I left the bar Friday without saying ‘goodbye’ or even ‘good game.’ He was busy.

      But here he was, a plastic sack in hand, and from what my nose told me, the bag contained Thai food.

      “What is Oscar?” Eamon asked.

      I shook my head and propped my hands on my hips. “My dog.”

      “Does he have a saddle?”

      “Ha Ha.”

      Oscar stirred for the first time since Eamon’s arrival, possibly the first time since he and I opened the store that morning. To say Oscar is not a high-energy dog would be an understatement. If I walked him farther than the park on the corner, he would breathe so heavily that I thought he was going to have a heart attack. But Oscar’s mellow outlook on life was one of the characteristics that made the Newfoundland/Great Pyrenees/Saint Bernard mix the perfect therapy dog to take to the hospital. He wasn’t a bad shop dog, either. He also made a great backrest when I was knitting.

      Oscar looked over his shoulder at Eamon, rolled off the windowsill, and sniffed Eamon’s black, beat-up Converse All-Star sneakers. Even at Eamon’s 6’4” height, Oscar’s back was at hip level. Not finding any scents of interest, Oscar pulled himself back to his ledge to bask in the late autumn sun.

      “Seriously, Sukie. How can you have a dog that probably weighs twice what you do? And isn’t having a giant bear of a dog in the window bad for business? Doesn't he scare away the customers?”

      I scratched Oscar on his favorite spot on his neck. “Does Oscar seem all that threatening to you? Has he so much as made a peep since you walked into the shop?”

      “I guess not.”

      “And I think he brings in business. People notice him in the window and come in to check him out.”

      Eamon dropped his signature kiss on my forehead before loping across the shop to the couches. I sighed as my insides turned to goo. My reaction to the stupid forehead kiss made me feel like a groupie. Which I wasn’t. No way. Not at all. Google alerts for his name didn’t indicate groupie-dom, right?

      Eamon sprawled across the same couch he occupied last Friday when he had come to the shop with Sean and set a plastic sack on the coffee table. Apparently, he was going to stay. I was trying to remember the last time Eamon and I hung out without Sean. That didn’t happen. Ever.

      “What brings you by, Eamon?”

      Eamon shrugged. “I was in the neighborhood getting some Thai food and thought I would share. Hungry?”

      “Sure. I never turn down Thai food.” I sat on the couch opposite him.

      He pulled a double order of lemon sausages and papaya salad out of the bag. “Eamon, you remembered my order.”

      Shrugging, he handed me a pair of chopsticks and motioned for me to dig in. I didn’t need to be told twice.

      “I’m sure I don’t have to say this, but good game Friday.”

      He nodded. “Thanks. Did you have a good time?”

      It was my turn to nod. “I’ve always enjoyed watching you play. You are a master of your craft.” Little did he know that turn of phrase had developed a double meaning when I thought of his ‘crafts.’

      “This is a nice place you have here, Suk.” I detected no sarcasm in his compliment. I thought he meant it.

      I looked around, trying to see it through his eyes, someone who had no relationship with the fiber arts. It looked good; I could admit, ‘not your grandma’s yarn shop’ was the theme, and it seemed to work. I opened Sticks and String almost a year ago and was already well ahead of the business goals I set for the first year. The shop was okay, but the web presence was where I was starting to make real bread and butter. A decent social media presence helped me expand my reach beyond Rock City.

      The plan for this shop was hatched in the chemo infusion chair when the thought of returning to a cubicle and staring at spreadsheets for the rest of my life seemed incomprehensible. What kinds of yarn and knitting-related items I wanted to carry in the store were researched in the waiting rooms of doctor’s offices. I purchased the building on the day I rang the bell in the oncology unit, indicating I was done with treatment. Sean and I poured a lot of sweat, tears, and available cash into making the shop a comfortable place for fiber enthusiasts to shop and hang out while they worked on their projects.

      Yarns were displayed on three walls of the shop in wooden cubes Sean, Dad, and I made in the garage of our parents’ house. In the middle of the shop were two sleek mid-century couches and a coffee table I scored at an estate sale in the old neighborhood. Along the fourth wall was the ‘yarn bar,’ which served as the checkout counter and provided a place for people to pour over the pattern books on display or to seek help with works in progress while perched on bar stools.

      “Thanks, Eamon.” I took a sip of the iced tea he’d brought along. “You know, I got a lot of flack from people in the old neighborhood when I quit my ‘real’ job to do this.”

      “I heard.” And he didn’t sound pleased about it.

      “You have?” I was surprised. Had Eamon been asking about me during his years away?

      “Sean and my mother may have mentioned it.” He dropped some noodles in his mouth and chewed. “But you will never find me discouraging someone from doing what makes them happy. I earn an outrageous salary playing a game for a living.”

      I smiled at his genuine support. “Thanks, E. You’re alright sometimes.”

      An idea was born in the bar Friday as I watched Eamon flirt with women. Now, that idea sprouted roots as the man in question skillfully picked through his noodles with a pair of chopsticks. The stem and leaves of the concept weren’t there yet; they were just the beginning of a plan. Maybe the Master would be willing to take on an Apprentice.

      The truth is, even if we were in an alternate universe where my brother wouldn’t freak out if I flirted with Eamon, I was so out of practice at the coy game of flirtatious wiles that I wouldn’t even know where to begin to get someone’s attention anymore, much less Eamon Houlihan, who’d seen it all and no doubt done it too.

      I snapped out of my reverie by the sight and sound of Eamon sucking some rice noodles into his mouth from between pursed lips. I whimpered. Out loud.

      “You okay, Suk?” Eamon’s gaze snapped from his food to me. He had a puzzled look on his face. I forced a cough to cover my gaff and thoughts of those pursed lips sucking on various parts of my body.

      I nodded and forced another smaller cough. “Sure.”

      It was a sign of real issues when watching a man slurp noodles, not so delicately, into his large, luscious mouth invoked a heat-filled reaction. Something needed to happen. Action needed to be taken.
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        * * *

      

      Eamon

      I took another hit of my noodles and observed Sukie to ensure she wasn’t choking.

      “I heard you do volunteer work at the hospital.”

      My mother mentioned it at dinner last Sunday, along with the strongly worded suggestion that, now that I was home when she went online, she wanted to read less about who I was “hooking up” with and more about the good deeds I would be doing in the community. Hearing my mother use the phrase “hooking up” was enough for me to consider a vow of celibacy.

      I always did volunteer work wherever I played and donated to charitable organizations. In the last few years, most of my monetary donations went to breast cancer support groups and research. But I liked to keep a low profile as much as I could. Donations were anonymous. A lot of the volunteer work was done without press releases and photos for social media, which is what I preferred, but it didn’t do a lot to counteract the gossip rags.

      Sukie nodded and chewed. “The childhood cancer wing.”

      “What types of things do you do there?” I liked working with kids.

      “I knit hats for the kids and bring Oscar when I visit. He is a registered therapy dog. I often just hang out with the kids, play games, or read to them—nothing crazy. It takes their minds off their illnesses for a few minutes and gives their parents a break.”

      “Sounds great. How often do you go?”

      “Usually twice a week.”

      The kind of work she did sounded ideal. It's low-key, not big flashy stuff. And I’m sure the kids loved it. But spending time with Sukie once or twice a week would be a mixed bag. Seeing the woman she’d become seriously tempted my resolve not to act on this attraction. But then again, I didn’t always have such a good track record with resisting temptation. “Would you mind if I tag along?”

      “The kids will love it.”
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      Sukie

      

      “You ready?” Eamon asked as he opened the door of his Jeep.

      Eamon was picking me and Oscar up for our first joint visit to the hospital. “Yup.” I sighed at the sight of him. I don’t think I would ever stop feeling the instant attraction. Truthfully, I don’t know what I was doing; telling Eamon it was okay to come with me and Oscar to the hospital? Terrible idea. Yes, the kids would love “The Eamon Houlihan” coming for a surprise visit, and that was the most important thing, but I must have a previously unrecognized, deep-rooted masochistic streak. It was going to be torture to spend time with him and not think naughty things about him. The one thought that might just be able to get me through was my newfound idea of becoming his seduction apprentice.

      I took a deep breath and rose from my spot on the stoop of the closed shop. I could do it. I would treat him like I always did, but I would also look for an opportunity to propose my apprenticeship.

      I patted the side of Eamon’s Jeep. “Good old, Bessie. Still going strong.”

      “Why mess with success?” Eamon replied.

      He wouldn’t own his superstitions out loud, and that was ok. It made me feel like I was privy to inside information, something only those closest to him knew.

      “She looks good for her age,” I observed. And she did. It was clear Eamon took good care of the Jeep.

      “She’s served me well.”

      “Are you still working on her yourself?” After he bought Bessie in high school, his parents' garage became cluttered with manuals and catalogs for aftermarket parts. He had no experience working on cars, but that didn’t stop him from teaching himself what he needed to know.

      “When I can.”

      He didn’t live a very flashy lifestyle, other than the women he dated, that is. There were rumors that a New England beach house was bought mainly for family vacations. His parents drove nice cars, and I heard that their mortgage was paid off, and they retired early, but Eamon himself didn’t seem to care much about material goods. He opened the back gate of the Jeep and looked at Oscar sprawled on the sidewalk next to me. “I don’t know how this is going to work.”

      I stood next to him. It was like a physics problem – how to get one giant dog into one smallish Jeep. “My car is lower to the ground. He just steps into the hatch.”

      “What do you drive?” he asked.

      I turned my head to look at him before I answered. I couldn’t help but notice how good it felt to stand next to him. He had a good four inches of height on me. I felt like an overgrown beanpole next to most people. Next to Eamon, I felt ‘just right’ height-wise.

      “Prius,” I answered matter-of-factly.

      “And he fits?” The surprise was evident in his voice. “I expected you to say a flatbed truck with a hydraulic lift.”

      “Very funny. Oscar is perfectly comfortable in my car with the back seat down.” I looked over the inside of the trunk area. “I think this is going to take a team effort.” I couldn’t help but think of other things I would like to do with Eamon that required a team effort –a naked team effort. I shook my head to clear the dirty thought and called Oscar over to the back of the Jeep. He ambled over in his usual slow motion.

      “He doesn’t get a move on for anything, does he?” Eamon asked.

      “Nope, not really.” I told Oscar to “load in,” and he put his front paws on the edge of the bumper but made no further effort.

      “Okay, you grab one leg, and I’ll grab the other, and we’ll see what we can do,” Eamon suggested. After two tries and some cursing on Eamon’s part, Oscar was lying on the reclined back seat like it was a throne, and Eamon and I were his royal servants, the usual when it came to the gentle giant.

      “Why not get one of those little dogs that would fit in your purse?” Eamon asked as he walked to the driver’s side of the Jeep.

      “Too high-strung. And I am not a ‘purse dog’ kind of girl,” I replied as I opened my door and climbed in.

      “And what is a ‘purse dog’ kind of girl?” Eamon started the Jeep and pulled away from the curb.

      I tried not to notice his hands as he gripped the steering wheel and shifted gears. I failed. Even his hands made me hot. The man had massive hands, but in a way that fit him. They were tall if hands could be tall. His fingers were long, and his palms were broad and strong without looking meaty. They looked like the hands of a man who caught flying pucks for a living, capable hands that could do wonderful things to a woman’s body, the kind of hands that wouldn’t fumble or falter but find their way around and do their job instinctively and skillfully. I shook my head again to snap myself back to attention.

      “I’m sure you’re familiar with ‘purse dog’ kind of girls.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Eamon stopped at a red light and turned his head to stare at me.

      “It means in your vast experience, you’ve probably come across women who carry dogs in their purses.”

      “In my ‘vast experience’?”

      “Come on, Eamon. All of North America and, no doubt, a good chunk of Europe know you don’t exactly live a monk-like lifestyle.”

      Eamon paused for a second as if weighing his words. “You mean the ‘monk-like lifestyle’ you and Sean seemed to have worked out for yourselves?”

      I stared at him. It was like he let all the air out of me and punched me in the gut at the same time.

      “I’m sorry, Sukie. That was a low blow. I hate seeing the two of you waste the best years of your lives. You’re well now. Get back out in the world.”

      My stomach sank. I silently looked out the Jeep's window the rest of the way to the hospital. I knew he was right. I’d drawn the same conclusion myself, but it didn’t feel so good to hear it from someone outside looking in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The visit to the hospital was a smashing success. I felt like I’d hand-delivered Santa Claus. Eamon made the rounds with me, visiting the rooms of the kids who were too sick to go to the play area. The kids cuddled up to Oscar, and he lapped up the attention. I handed out two knit caps to newer patients who hadn’t received one yet. Eamon autographed anything that wasn’t nailed down and posed for about a million pictures with patients, their families, and staff members. In the play area, Eamon came to life. He jumped into hanging out with the kids as if he’d been coming there daily for years. He played video games with the older boys, who used Oscar as a backrest and later read a story to some of the younger kids, with Oscar again acting as a giant, hairy pillow. I brought a copy of Dino Hockey, a book about hockey-playing dinosaurs, just for the occasion. The kids loved it.

      Eamon and I stayed through lunch. Eamon choked down two trays of the daily selection from the hospital cafeteria. He promised we would order pizzas the next time he came. The kids were beyond excited to hear there would be a next time; I don’t think they gave a hoot about the pizza. I hated to admit I felt the same way. I noticed he was never awkward around any of the kids. He didn’t hesitate or act like they were fragile like many well-meaning adults did. He just played with them like any other group of kids, not like they were kids with life-threatening illnesses.

      I tried to ignore how seeing him with the kids made my insides mush. I found myself not just lusting after him but actually liking him. Liking him was not something I had counted on.

      On the ride home, Eamon seemed contemplative. “So when are we going again?” he asked.

      I liked how he automatically included himself in my plans as if this had become ‘our thing.’ I turned to look at him. “I was planning to go on Friday. Cat’s coming in early to open the store for me.”

      Eamon shook his head. “I’m on the road for the rest of the week. Can I go again with you next Tuesday?”

      “Sure.” I leaned back against my headrest. Debating. Should I bring up my idea to get back in action?

      “Suk, I noticed that the kids were all wearing knit hats. Did you make all of them?”

      Ah, knitting. I was considering propositioning him, and Eamon asked me about my knitting. I nodded. “For the most part, other knitters from the area donate chemo caps for the patients at the hospital, but most of the kids we saw today were wearing my caps.”

      “That’s a lot of work.”

      I shrugged and looked out the window. “Not really. I knit all the time. Hats knit up quickly and are a good use of leftover yarn.”

      “Could you make me a hat? I’d like to have one to wear when we visit.” He nodded at the lacey, knit skull cap I wore today. “I don’t want to be the only one flashing hair.”

      I was surprised he’d picked up on my hat thing. I wore a hat every time I went to the hospital so I wouldn’t stick out and make kids uncomfortable, reminding them even more about the changes the disease was causing in their bodies. Especially the girls, they took hair loss the hardest. I took special care with caps for the girls, adding unique flourishes like flowers, baubles, and ribbons. Actually, I wasn’t as surprised by Eamon’s perceptiveness as I might have been before their visit. Eamon was a complex man, not the single-minded boy I used to know. “Um, sure. When we get back to the shop, come in and pick out the yarn.”

      “Thanks.”

      Now, it was my turn to get thoughtful. “Eamon?” I turned towards him in my seat, absorbing his profile. He made my mouth water. His clothes weren’t baggy or tight; they just sort of were there on his not-too-thick, not-too-thin, athletic body. He wasn’t wearing anything special, just a zip-up black cardigan, a faded gray t-shirt underneath, and worn jeans with his ever-present black Converse low-tops. But the combination was so him: attractive without trying to be, well-made but not flashy or expensive, just like him, just like his old Jeep.

      “Yeah?” he gave me a sidelong look.

      “About what you said on the way over…”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sukie.” He reached out and squeezed my knee. “I was way out of line.”

      He didn’t remove his hand from my knee but let it rest there. He probably meant it as a friendly gesture, but while I wanted to turn it into something more, its warm and heavy presence reminded me of what I wanted to accomplish. “No, you weren’t out of line. I’ve been thinking along similar lines myself lately.”

      Eamon turned and looked at me dead on. “So what’s stopping you?”

      I blushed and stared at the hand on my knee. “It’s been a long time.”

      Eamon took a deep breath. “It’s like riding a bike.” He gave my knee another gentle squeeze of reassurance.

      I stared out the front window. This part was going to be the hardest of all to reveal. “But the bike doesn’t look like it used to.”

      Eamon shook his head. “Any halfway decent guy isn’t going to care, Sukie.”

      “But I care.”

      “Suk-”

      I turned my head back towards Eamon. “I know. I know. But I’ve been thinking. Maybe if I found the right guy to practice on…” My stomach was a center-pull ball of nerves, wound around a median point but prone to knots. It was now or never.

      Eamon’s expression turned stony. “Practice?”

      “Yeah,” I took a deep breath. My hands gripped the edge of the seat. This might be the most embarrassing conversation I’d ever had. “Someone who could help me get back on that bike, as it were. Someone who knew it would be a physical thing, no strings attached, just a one-time deal.”

      “Did you have someone in mind?” Eamon’s voice was tight, strained.

      “Yes,” I squeaked out. “You.”
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        * * *

      

      Eamon

      “Me?” My voice cracked. That hadn’t happened in almost twenty years, but then my best friend’s kid sister had never propositioned me before, the same best friend’s sister that had me fighting lustful thoughts for the last fifteen years. But Sukie wasn’t a kid anymore. She was a grown woman—an attractive, intelligent, successful woman of substance. When describing the usual women I dated, the list didn’t get much past attractive. I liked uncomplicated situations, but Sukie was complicated. Sukie survived a potentially life-threatening situation and was all the stronger for it. She made a new life for herself, except in this one area.

      I could help her with this. I knew how to do no-strings. I practically invented no-strings. I insisted on no-strings. It would be my pleasure to help her get back on that bike, and hopefully, helping her would be the answer to my problem. Helping her practice would scratch this distracting itch when it came to thinking about Sukie. Once it was scratched, I might stop thinking dirty thoughts about her and those long legs. And maybe, just maybe, after this itch was scratched, my jeans wouldn’t be permanently tight around her like they were at the moment.

      I glanced at her before returning my attention to the road. “Right now?” I asked. Sukie let out a breath I hadn’t realized she had been holding.

      “No. Not right now. I have to open the shop.”

      She sounded so practical about it. How could she be thinking practically when all of my thoughts were focused on how quickly I could get her out of her skirt and whether or not garters were holding up her tights?

      “Okay, so when?” Right now would’ve been ok, but if practicality had to win out and if this were going to be my only shot with Sukie, I would like to take my time. Savor it. Because I’d spent half of my life lusting after her, actually having her might have to last me the rest of my life.

      “You’ll do it?” She sounded somewhat surprised.

      Of course, I would do it. Just the thought that this was going to happen had me close to embarrassing myself in my boxers right now. “Yeah, sure. Just tell me when.”

      “You’re okay with the whole no-strings, one-shot deal thing?”

      “Absolutely. It’s my modus operandi.” I smiled at her, hoping it would reassure her even though I had a nagging feeling of doubt about the truth of my words.

      I turned left onto her street and pulled up in front of her shop. At least, it had always been my modus operandi before. There should be no reason to think having sex with Sukie would be any different, right? She turned to face me. “Okay, so you’re out of town this weekend?”

      “I get back Sunday morning.”

      She was smiling a huge, happy smile, a smile that seemed to chase away the last traces of the ghosts that followed her these days. If I weren’t operating a moving vehicle, I would have been tempted to pull her onto my lap and nuzzle her neck to feel her life-giving pulse against my lips. Life. Her life.

      “I close the shop early on Sunday, and we’re closed Monday.”

      “Perfect. So Sunday night?”

      “Sure.”

      “My place or yours? Or do you want me to get us a hotel room?”
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      Sukie

      Eh Gads. Eamon agreed to it readily. I was shocked.

      I got the feeling that this wasn’t the first time Eamon asked that question of a woman –my place, his place, or a rent-a-place. I thought about it. My place would be too personal; I didn’t want to live with the ghost of his presence after this was all over. A hotel sounded too dirty. “Is your place okay?” I asked, suddenly not as sure of myself as I’d been before he said yes.

      “Yes. Dinner first?” he asked automatically.

      “Okay.”

      “Japanese sound good?”

      I nodded.

      “We’re good to go then.”

      I sat for a second and took a deep breath. Eamon had all the bases covered. He knew how to make the necessary plan. He was well-practiced in these types of conversations. The rapid-fire way he asked the questions made me feel like I was just part of a crowd. His crowd. Hopefully, he would treat me like any of his other one-night stands. And be as attracted to me as any other woman he would have chosen to pick up and take home with him. And suddenly, I was plagued with momentary doubt. Was this a ‘pity’ situation?

      I wanted Eamon to be attracted to me, even if it was just for a one-shot deal.

      This was frustrating. This wasn’t like me—the old me. I didn’t worry about what men thought. I just dated, and it was what it was. Sometimes, it worked out, and sometimes it didn’t, but I never doubted myself. But being sick and being out of the social scene for so long, this felt like the last hurdle to getting my life back.

      I couldn’t believe it was out of there. All the arrangements were made. I was getting back on that bike, and I was going to do it with Eamon, the object of my teenage lust. What could be better?

      I winced. The seed of doubt wouldn’t rest. It would be better if Eamon were attracted to me.

      I turned in my seat to look at Eamon. “Thank you, Eamon.”

      He turned to face me. “For what?”

      “Not making this weird.”

      He waved me off. “Sukie, this isn’t weird.”

      I looked down at my hands. I hadn’t realized I’d been clutching them. “Eamon?”

      “Yes, Suk?”

      “I know you’re just doing this to help out and all…” I was uncertain and sounded it. I hated that.

      Eamon pulled the Jeep out of gear and pulled the parking break up with more force than was necessary. “Sukie, I don’t do charity fucks.” He read my worries. “Come on. If I agree to this, it means I’m into it.”

      “You are?”

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Sukie.”

      “But I’m not your usual type of woman.”

      He shook his head in frustration. “Sukie….” Eamon suddenly picked up my hand and placed it on the substantial erection behind his zipper. He didn’t let go but held my hand against him.

      “Oh.” I squeezed my hand slightly. He pressed himself even closer in response.

      “Can we drop the pity party now?” The sarcasm in his voice was unmistakable.

      “Ummm….” I stroked my hand up, slowly getting a feel for him. He wasn’t small, that was for sure. My breasts tingled. Blood rushed south between my legs.

      He groaned. “Suk…” He reached out with his other hand and pulled me closer to him. He buried his face in my neck. I felt his lips against me. He paused against my jugular as if he was taking my pulse with his lips. I gasped. It was as if my entire body had sustained a sudden electric shock. He kissed his way to my ear and sucked the lobe into his mouth with a tug.

      “Ahh…” A jolt of feeling streaked from my ear to straight to my nipples. I grabbed his shirt with the hand that wasn’t attached to his dick. I needed something to hang onto. Touching him, his hand on the back of my head, his mouth on me - all of it sent me up in flames.

      A car honked as it went by, jolting us out of the sexually charged haze. I didn’t know if the vehicle had been honking at us, but it did cause me to remember Eamon and I were sitting in his Jeep in the middle of the day on a bustling public street.

      He pulled back and leaned his forehead against mine. He let go of my hand. I released his shirt.

      “We’ll be good together, Sukie, I promise.” Eamon cupped my face in his hands. He drew my head towards him like he was going to kiss me. I closed my eyes.

      His lips and dropped a kiss on the top of my forehead. Not my lips. Just like always.

      “See you Sunday at 7.” His voice was quiet, almost a whisper.

      I shivered. “See you then.”

      I opened the door and went around back to let Oscar out. I stood on the curb and waved as he pulled away.

      I did it. I actually really did it.
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      Sukie

      
      “Spill it, Suk. What’s up with you today?” the Cat asked from behind the yarn bar.

      I sat opposite her, an open box of knitting needles between us. We were checking in a new shipment. It was a two-person job, but business was rather slow today for a Saturday.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You’ve been on another planet all day.”

      I counted the contents of a box of size six double-pointed needles. “I have?”

      “For instance, that’s the third time in the last ten minutes that you’ve counted the contents of that box of double points.”

      “It is?” I looked at the shipping list on the counter between us. There were two hash marks next to the line item already. “Oh.”

      “Like I said, spill it.”

      I leaned forward against the bar. “Um… well…..”

      “Yeah?” Cat pushed.

      I winced and couldn't quite meet Cat’s eye. Cat was my best friend, but the thing that was distracting me, the Eamon-related proposition, the thing that I was about to tell her, was embarrassing and new conversational territory for us. We hadn’t known each other long, but she was the kind of person who, once she arrived in your life, was there. She was in it. She’d only known me post-illness, and it was refreshing.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and then blurted, “I’m kinda going to have sex tomorrow.”

      Cat threw the shipping list into the air and whooped. “That’s fantastic! With whom?”

      I smiled. Leave it to Cat to be my sex cheerleader. “A friend,” I offered matter-of-factly.

      “Just a friend?”

      “Definitely just a friend.” I nodded. One of my oldest friends. Someone I could trust.

      “A friend with benefits then.”

      “Just a one-time-only-with-benefits, and then I plan on our relationship returning to exactly how it was before.”

      Cat snorted. “Sure, that’s what they all say.”

      My brow wrinkled. Cat’s words worried me. I didn’t want things to be weird between me and Eamon afterward. “You don’t think two people can sleep together and then act the same way around each other after?”

      “If by ‘the same way,’ do you mean as if nothing ever happened?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then no, not really. Sex changes things.”

      I was glad I could rely on Cat to tell me straight. I propped my head on my fist and gave the situation some thought. “Huh… I wonder if this is a bad idea.” I was so focused on solving the bicycle problem and working up the nerve to ask Eamon that I hadn’t given much thought to the after-effects.

      “No, Sukie. Having sex again isn’t a bad idea. I’ve been trying to tell you that for a while.” Cat picked the shipping list off the floor and plucked the box of double points out of my hand.

      Cat came into my life at just the right time. The shop had only been open a few weeks when Cat strolled in sporting pink hair in two Princess Leia buns, a prim-looking schoolmarm dress, and combat boots. Cat looked everything over, selected a skein of cashmere yarn and a pair of needles, sat on one of the couches, and cast on for a scarf. We started talking, and by the time Cat left, she had several inches of a lace pattern started, and I had a new employee who was willing to work for yarn instead of money.

      As I needed more help, we worked out an arrangement that included monetary compensation and store stock, which worked for both of us. Cat got to feed her yarn habit without breaking the bank while she finished her last year of art school; I occasionally got some time off and much-needed help on busy days. Even better, we quickly became close friends. Cat added color, frankness, and a youthful outlook to my life. She may be only a couple of chronological years younger, but there was a lightness about her; she didn’t take on bullshit, and I think it helped preserve her youth.

      “I know I need to get back out there. This arrangement with my friend is supposed to get me ‘back on the bike,’ as we’ve been calling it.” I sat up taller on my stool.

      “So this has been discussed.” Cat quirked an eyebrow over her horn-rimmed glasses.

      “Absolutely.” I nodded my head once for emphasis.

      “Boundaries set?”

      “Clear and definite. One time only, no
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



