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(Wild Rush Prequel)

By Jessie Evans


 


One Wild Night…

 


One night can change your life...

 


"Come on, Caitlin, let me help you get what
you need."

 


The way he says it, it’s about so much more
than money. It’s about the way he makes my skin hot and my lips
tingle, it’s about the way he makes my heart race and banishes the
exhaustion that’s been my constant companion since I quit school to
be a full-time surrogate parent. It’s about the flicker of hope he
lights inside me. That flame isn’t much bigger than a candle right
now, but I can sense how easy it would be for it to grow, to rise
higher and higher until it sets my world on fire.

I’m standing at the threshold of a moment
that will change my life, and not necessarily for the better. I
know that, I know it with everything in me, all the way down to the
marrow of my bones.

But still I nod. And take
his hand. And let him lead me out into the night.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


Caitlin

 


“Forgetting a debt doesn’t mean it’s been
paid” –Irish proverb

 


 


In a week, it will all be over.

In a week, the pieces of my family will be
scattered like dandelion seeds in a hard wind and there’s not a
thing I can do about it.

Deep down, I know that. I know this time the
Cooneys are so screwed there will be no sweet-talking our way out
of trouble. Still, I keep shifting the bills around on the scarred
kitchen counter and punching numbers into my calculator, hoping to
find a way to keep the balls in the air and the kids out of the
system.

But the state doesn’t care that I’ve been
running this family since I was seventeen and doing a pretty good
job of it until now. My father’s the legal guardian. All it will
take is a hard look in our direction—the kind of hard look that
will come when we get kicked out of the house and the kids start
going to school smelling like they’re living in a van—and it will
become obvious that Chuck is an unfit parent. Before you can say
“throw the baby out with the bathwater,” the four underage Cooneys
will be scooped up by the Department of Human Services and trundled
off to separate foster homes.

All of that could be avoided, of course, if
the taxman would give me a break. But the government doesn’t care
that my father dropped all our mad money at The Sweet Pickle
last month, paying off his bar tab before the owner’s grandson,
Hal, made good on his threat to beat the money out of Chuck. The
taxman wants the delinquent taxes, and the kids, whose lives that
measly twelve hundred dollars is going to ruin, be damned.

You’d have the cash if you’d stood up to
Chuck and kept your mouth shut about where the money was
hidden.

“Right,” I mumble to myself. “And let a guy
with a metal plate in his shoulder get beaten half to death.”

“You talking to me, Caitlin?” Danny calls
out from the living room, where my twelve-year-old brother has
settled in to play one of his bloody video games while the baby is
watching Sesame Street upstairs.

“No!” I shout. “And turn that down. I can’t
hear myself think.”

Danny ups the volume in response. I grit my
teeth and shift the electrical bill to the back of the queue—it’s
April and still cool, we can make do without air conditioning if
the electricity gets shut off—but that only frees up another
hundred and twenty bucks. I can snag a bag of groceries from Sister
Maggie down at the church, but that won’t feed this crew for more
than a few days.

Three boys between the ages of eight and
twelve take down a lot of food, and even Emilie is starting
to put away her share. Emmie’s always been on the small side so I’m
glad she’s putting on weight, but at the rate these kids are
sucking down mac 'n cheese there’s no way I’m paying the property
tax without somebody going hungry. Unless a rich old aunt from the
old country dies and leaves me her fortune, that twelve hundred,
seventy-three dollars, and two cents I need by next Wednesday might
as well be twelve million.

My gram always said you couldn’t make a silk
purse from a sow’s ear, and I don’t even have a sow’s ear. I’ve got
three little brothers, a two-year-old niece I’ve raised since she
was two months old, a father who hasn’t held down a job in six
months, a hundred bucks left in my bank account, and bills.

To say this is not the way I was hoping to
spend my twentieth birthday would be an understatement.

“Well, look at you.” Daniel breezes into the
kitchen, video game controller still in hand, to grab a fistful of
pretzels from the bin on the counter. He munches as he looks me up
and down, taking in my skintight black jeans and shimmering gold
tank top with a curled lip. “Looking slutty. Where you going?”

“Out with Sherry,” I say, with a glare. “And
watch your mouth.”

With his dark blonde curls, green eyes, and
ski-slope nose, Danny and I resemble each other more than anyone
else in the family, but we couldn’t be more different. I spend my
life cleaning up other people’s messes; he spends his lighting
fires for me to put out. He’s a smart-mouthed troublemaker who’s
already made a name for himself with the Giffney P.D. and the only
“bad” thing I’ve ever done was drop out of school when I was
seventeen to take care of the baby and the other kids after my
sister ran off. I work two jobs and do my best to make sure the
kids eat healthy and Emmie doesn’t watch too much T.V., while Danny
is constantly on the verge of being suspended for conduct code
infractions.

The chances of him graduating junior high,
let alone high school, without a stint in juvie are looking less
likely with every passing year, but still…I keep trying.

It’s not like anyone else around here is
going to be the voice of reason.

“Seriously, D,” I say, knocking his hand
away when he reaches for my Coke. It was the last one in the fridge
and I need caffeine if I’m going to stay awake to celebrate my
stupid birthday. “I don’t want another call from Mr. Pitt. You need
to pull it together and finish this year strong.”

“Whatever.” Daniel rolls his eyes. “Mr. Pitt
can suck my dick.”

“I’m serious, Danny.” He reaches for my soda
again and I slap his hand a second time. Harder. “No more
language,” I insist in my nag voice, the one I can barely stand to
hear myself I’ve used it so much with him. “It’s the straight and
narrow for you. Even at home. I don’t have time to deal with any
more of your crap this month.”

“What about your crap?” he mumbles. “You
cuss all the time.”

“Please, D…” I cross my arms and shake my
head, too tired for the usual “but I’m an adult and I work my ass
off to feed you so I can do what I want” lecture. “Can you give me
a break? Just for a week or two? Until things calm down?”

He sighs, his lips pulling down at the edges
as his gaze slides toward the envelopes spread out on the counter.
“Everything’s going to be okay though,” he says, the sass gone out
of his tone. “We’re not going to lose the house, right?”

“Of course not,” I lie, forcing a smile.

I refuse to let my brothers worry the way
I’ve worried my entire life. One stomach full of acid and holes is
enough for this family.

“I’m sorting it out,” I continue, gathering
the bills into a pile and shoving them back in the shoebox I keep
on top of the fridge, wishing I could make our debt disappear as
easily. “But if you’ve got any money left over from all that snow
shoveling you did in January, it would help. I can pay you back
once tips pick up at the restaurant.”

Daniel shrugs. “You don’t have to pay me
back. I’ve only got forty bucks left, anyway. You can just take
it.”

“Thanks, booger.” I smile, a real one this
time, remembering why I couldn’t have made it through parts of the
past few years without this kid.

He’s a pain in my ass, but he’s also my
right hand man when I need him.

“I love you,” I say, ruffling his hair. “You
know that, right?”

“Puke,” Danny says, but there’s a smile
tugging at his lips when he lifts his hands into the air, warding
off the hug he can no doubt sense is coming. “I’ll go get the
money, but you have to tell Ray to get out of the bathroom. I’ve
been trying to get a shower since I got back from practice and he’s
been in the bath for a fucking hour and a half.”

“Language!” I call out to my brother’s
retreating back. “And check Emmie’s pull-up while you’re
upstairs.”

“Whatever,” Danny calls back, but I know
he’ll check.

He loves Emmie, probably more than he loves
anyone in the world. Danny was a nine-year-old obsessed with
monster trucks and boxing robots when our big sister, Aoife, left
her daughter at our house and split. Nothing in Danny’s nature up
to that point had indicated a paternal streak, but he couldn’t get
enough of his baby niece. He carried Emmie all over the house,
talking non-stop, and dragged her Pack 'n Play into his room so he
could watch over her while she slept.

Even now, Emmie’s toddler bed sits in the
corner of Danny’s room, her dolls, baby blocks, and pink toy
kitchen a stark contrast to the skateboard posters and skeleton
stickers decorating the other side of the room. It’s Danny who
Emmie crawls in bed with when she has a bad dream, and Danny who
finally got her mostly potty-trained a few weeks back,
saving me some much needed money on pull-ups.

The chances that Danny and Emmie will end up
in the same foster home are slim to none. And even if they do, I
can’t imagine a foster family agreeing to a twelve-year-old boy and
a two-year-old girl sharing a room. There are probably rules
against that kind of thing, rules that have to be followed no
matter how much it’s going to devastate two kids who love each
other.

My stomach gurgles and acid burns the back
of my throat.

“You’re going to figure it out,” I mutter to
myself, crossing to grab an antacid.

I’m on top of the kitchen counter on my
knees, reaching up to the top shelf where I’ve kept the medicine
since Ray ate a bar of chocolate laxatives when he was seven, when
the front door opens and the smell of garlic and melted cheese
wafts through the living room into the kitchen.

Immediately, my breath comes easier and my
stomach gurgles—with hunger this time—reminding me I haven’t eaten
anything since ten o’clock this morning.

“Pizza!” Isaac booms in his relentlessly
upbeat voice as the door slams shut behind him. “Come and get it,
Cooneys!”

“You’re an angel!” I call out, grinning as I
hop down from the counter, antacid forgotten as I make a beeline
around the island into the living room.

Footsteps thunder down the stairs, and
moments later Isaac is surrounded by jumping kids, and four pairs
of grabbing hands.

“Hold on,” he says, holding the pizza out of
Danny’s reach, brown eyes crinkling at the edges when he laughs.
“Wash your hands first. It’s too hot to eat yet, anyway.”

“Wash ‘em good,” I call out as Danny,
Ray—who has apparently decided to emerge from bath time seclusion
in the name of supper—and Sean race each other toward the
downstairs bathroom.

I scoop Emmie up before she can get trampled
and lean in to give Isaac a hug.

“Hey there.” He squishes Emmie and me
against a soft brown tee shirt that smells pleasantly of wood-fired
pizza oven, pine-scented air freshener, and best friend. “How you
holding up?”

“Pretty good,” I say, melting into the
hug.

Isaac’s always been a big guy—he played
football when we were in high school and at Limestone College until
he quit to run the family pizza joint after his dad’s stroke—but
since he started working at Frank’s Pies, he’s acquired a
tummy to go with the muscles. His girlfriend, Heather, teases him
about it, but I kind of like the pudge. There’s something
comforting about hugging a guy who feels like a giant, cuddly bear,
but is also capable of ripping a bad guy’s head off with his bare
hands.

“Pretty good, you think you’ve got the
problem licked?” Isaac asks as he pulls away to set the pizza boxes
balanced in his free hand on the crumb-covered table. “Or pretty
good, you’ve only had seven antacids today instead of twelve?”

I wrinkle my nose, but am spared from
answering when Danny skids to a stop beside me and dives for the
pizza.

“Hold on a second! Let me get plates and
napkins.” I hurry into the kitchen, grabbing plates and the roll of
paper towels and sliding them across the island to Isaac, who deals
out place settings like a round of cards.

Emmie, still balanced on my hip, starts to
squirm—obviously ready to join the big boys at the table—so I hurry
over to the sink.

“Let’s get your hands clean, doodle.” I
shift her around, balancing her between my body and the sink so our
hands can tangle together beneath the cool stream of water.

I focus on her pudgy little fingers,
wondering how I’m going to hold up without seeing them every day.
Raising a baby and my younger brothers on my own for most of the
past two and a half years has been so difficult and time-consuming
there hasn’t been much time to think.

No time to think about how they feel like
my kids now, not Dad’s or Mom’s or—God forbid—my piece of
shit sister’s. No time to think about how much a part of me they
are, how my world revolves around them, or how much I would miss
the chaos and the laughter and the crazy and even the hard stuff if
it were all to suddenly vanish.

This family has cost me my fair share of
blood, sweat, and tears, but they are mine and I love them. I need
them. So fucking much.

“I think her hands are clean.” The words
come from over my shoulder, so close it feels like they’re echoing
inside my skull.

I jump and turn to see Isaac standing behind
me, arms held out. It’s only then that I realize Emmie’s squirming
has become fussing—or as close as she ever gets to fussing.

Emmie’s always been quiet and small. Slow to
walk, slower to talk, and always lagging in the pitiful percentiles
on the charts the doctor fills out on her well-baby visits. But I
don’t pay attention to the pity in Dr. Naper’s eyes when he talks
about her developmental delays. Emmie is no dummy. I see her smarts
in the clear blue eyes that look up at me when I scoop her up out
of bed every morning. One day she’s going to start talking a blue
streak and make every doctor who ever threw around words like
“fetal alcohol syndrome” eat their words. I believe that—believe in
her—with my entire heart.

“No foster parent is going to know her like
I do,” I whisper, tears filling my eyes as I hand Emmie over to
Isaac. “They won’t fight for her, like I had to fight for Ray when
that bitch, Mrs. Porter, wanted to flunk him after Mom left.”

Isaac’s forehead wrinkles, making him look
like a sad puppy. “Let me get Emmie in her high chair,” he says
softly. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

I nod, rubbing the tears from my eyes with
the backs of my fists, ashamed of myself. I don’t cry. I don’t have
time, especially not now. I need to focus on pulling a solution out
of my ass, not waste time whining about shit that hasn’t even
happened yet.

By the time Isaac comes back into the
kitchen with two slices of pepperoni on a plate, my boo-hooing is
over, replaced by the more familiar waves of acid lapping at the
back of my throat. When he tries to hand over the pizza, I shake my
head and hold up one hand. “I have to let the stomach volcano calm
down first.”

Isaac sets the plate on the counter where,
moments before, I was playing Jenga with the bills. “That bad,
huh?”

I nod, biting my lip, refusing to get
emotional again. It’s not going to do anyone any good, least of all
the kids. “I’ve been over everything a hundred times. I just don’t
see how we can swing it.”

“Well…” Isaac lets out a soft sigh as he
leans against the counter beside me. “I’ve been thinking… I could
give up my apartment and move back in with my parents. That would
put me in a position to give you a loan.”

I shake my head more emphatically. “No way.
I won’t let you do that. You and Ian would kill each other.”

Ian, Isaac’s little brother, is as big a
waste of flesh as my sister. Ian did time for sexual assault—a rape
he swore he didn’t commit, but no one who knew him was surprised
when he was found guilty. He’s been crashing with his parents since
he got out of jail, sitting on his ass for the better part of ten
months, whining about how hard it is for a felon to get a job.
Meanwhile, Isaac gave up getting his business degree to take over
the pizza place, while Ian—who could have worked at his dad’s
restaurant, it’s not like it was within two thousand feet of an
elementary school or something—said he didn’t have it in him to
sweat over an oven after spending a year cooking for the other
inmates at the state prison. And, incredibly, their mom humors the
asshole, babying Ian while she leans on Isaac so hard it’s a
miracle he hasn’t cracked under the pressure.

No, Isaac has enough on his plate. I can’t
let him take the kind of hit moving back in with his parents would
deliver, not even for the kids.

“We wouldn’t kill each other,” Isaac says.
“I might pound him into a bloody smear on the wall now and then,
but…he’d survive. Most likely.”

I smile. “And if he didn’t, you’d go to
prison, and then whose couch would I crash on when I’m
homeless?”

The humor vanishes from Isaac’s expression.
“You’re not going to be homeless. We’re going to figure this out,
Caitlin.”

“How?” I ask, pressing my lips together as I
shake my head. “I can’t let this shit drag anyone else down but…I
can’t see a way out. We’re drowning, and I can’t find a life boat,
no matter where I look.”

“It’s going to be okay,” Isaac says, cupping
my face in his big hand, a gesture I know is meant to be
comforting, but only makes me more aware of how small I am. I’m
five feet three inches, in heels, and Dad always says I look like
I’d blow away in a strong wind. I’m small, scrawny, and I’ve been
fooling myself thinking I can hold everything together. The only
thing to do now is to start preparing for the worst…or get so drunk
I forget about all the problems for a night.

Getting wasted isn’t usually my
style—between my alcoholic mom and dad and druggie sister, I’ve
seen enough substance abuse to know better—but right now a shot of
whiskey is sounding pretty damned good. And hell, it is my
twentieth birthday, and I’ve got a fake ID burning a hole in my
purse. I’m practically obligated to get wasted.

I sniff and pull away from Isaac with a hard
grin. “Grab me a couple of antacids from the top shelf, will ya? I
need to get some food in my stomach before I get to the club.”

“Good plan,” Isaac says, letting the heavy
stuff drop the way he always does.

It’s one of the reasons he’s still my friend
when so many others have come and gone. Isaac knows when to leave
things alone, when to turn a blind eye to my father passed out on
the floor by the back door or ignore the fact that Emmie’s running
around the house with a bare bottom because we ran out of diapers.
He knows when to offer advice, and when to just be there, making me
feel less alone.

“Thanks for watching the kids so Sherry and
I can go out,” I say, chomping the antacids he drops into my palm
and washing away the chalk taste with a gulp of Coke that sets my
teeth fizzing.

“My pleasure.” Isaac hands me the plate of
pizza and watches with a smile as I inhale half a slice in three
bites.

“And have fun tonight, okay?” he says. “All
the shit will still be here in the morning.”

“Don’t I know it,” I say wryly, shifting to
check on the kids as I finish my first slice of pepperoni.
Miraculously, no fights have broken out in the ten minutes I’ve
dropped my guard. Thank God for pizza and plenty of it.

“I meant you should have a good time,” Isaac
says, chucking me on the shoulder. “You deserve a break. Have a few
too many; stay out until the sun comes up. I’ll make sure the kids
are in bed by ten and don’t burn the house down.”

“And teeth need to be brushed,” I say around
a mouthful of pizza. “Especially Sean. He’s been pulling that ‘wet
the toothbrush and stick it back in the cup without brushing’ thing
lately.”

Isaac gives me a thumbs up.

“And make sure Emmie goes potty last thing
before bed,” I continue. “She’s less likely to have an accident
that way.”

“Got it.” Isaac nods.

“And don’t let Danny play anything violent
while the little ones are downstairs,” I say, finishing my second
slice and wiping my hands on the ratty dishtowel hanging by the
oven. “Those zombie games give Sean and Emmie both nightmares. Sean
says they don’t, but he’s lying. And don’t let Ray take another
bath. He’s used up enough hot water for one day, but make sure
Danny and Sean—”

I’m interrupted by a hard knock on the front
door. Seconds later Sherry slams into the house with a whoop.

“What’s up, people!” she calls out as she
breezes through the living room.

She’s wearing as few clothes as
possible—black hot pants and a red halter top, paired with heels
that look sharp enough to be used as a murder weapon—and her curly
red hair is teased into a sexy mess that makes it clear she’s
prepared to party.

“Ready to jet, Cait?” she asks, wiggling her
fingers at Isaac.

“Yes, she is.” Isaac turns me around by the
shoulders and walks me into the living room. “Get her out of here
before she starts making lists.”

I turn back to him, hands on my hips. “Do I
need to make a list?”

“No!” Isaac and Sherry say at the same
time.

“Isaac’s got this. Let’s go.” Sherry grabs
my hand and tows me toward the door. “We can get in free to
Elevation if we get there before nine o’clock.”

“In bed by ten, y’all,” I call out to the
kids as I grab my purse from the hook near the door. “And don’t
give Isaac any crap.”

“Have fun!” Ray calls out.

“Happy Birthday, sissy, I love you,” Sean
says, earning my forgiveness for being a toothbrush-avoiding
turd.

“Don’t get pregnant,” Danny adds, followed
by a sharp, “Hey!” when Isaac thunks him on the back of the
head.

“Have fun, ladies!” Isaac calls out,
grinning as Danny tackles him and they both go rolling onto the
carpet. By the time Sherry and I escape out the front door, Sean
has launched himself onto the pig pile and all three of them are
laughing like idiots.

I know the roughhousing will end in tears—it
always does—but I resist the urge to head back into the house and
put an end to the madness.

As of now, I’m officially off duty. For the
next few hours, I’m not Caitlin the loyal daughter, Caitlin the
responsible sister, or Caitlin the dutiful aunt. Tonight I’m going
to be the Caitlin who knows how to let her hair down, who can dance
all night and still have enough energy to hit the diner before
sunrise. I’m ready to cut loose and have some fun before focusing
my entire being on finding a way to keep things from going to rot
and ruin.

I have no clue that this will be the night
that changes everything, the night he sweeps into my life
like a summer storm, washing away all those years of hard work and
good intentions, making me someone different than I was before.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Gabe



“If music be the food of love, play
on.” –Shakespeare

 


 


The brunette next to me in the black leather
booth overlooking the dance floor is going on and on about how much
she enjoys volunteering at the battered women’s shelter my mother
and her DAR cronies fund as their pet project.

Shannon Griffon sits with her shapely,
tanned legs demurely crossed, her curve-hugging—yet tasteful—beige
dress tugged down to her knees. She extols the virtues of the brave
women and adorable children who take refuge at the shelter in words
as eloquent as her clothing, each sentence out of her mouth more
heartwarming than the last, but all I keep thinking is that this is
an hour of my life I’ll never get back again.

An entire, precious hour wasted making small
talk with a sweet, doe-eyed girl my mother insisted I take out for
drinks, when I could be down on the dance floor with a woman who
might actually be up for having a good time later tonight.

“Don’t you think that’s so important?”
Shannon asks, raising her voice to be heard over the pulsing club
beat. “I mean, I don’t know what I’d do without a space of my own.
I think every human being deserves that.”

I nod lazily—hoping she’ll wind down and
I’ll be able to make my excuses and head for the exit—but
apparently even that small sign of interest is enough to convince
Shannon I’m engaged. She launches into another monologue that I’m
certain is sincere, not simply an attempt to impress her boss’s
son, but I don’t care. I don’t care that Shannon and I share a
passion for righting societal wrongs. I don’t care that Shannon is
a perfectly nice person. I don’t care that she has a good heart and
a hot body and would probably make someone a great girlfriend.

That someone isn’t me, and the sooner we
both understand that, the better.

“I’m sorry,” I say, interrupting her lecture
on the importance of treating the poor with dignity. “I have to get
going.”

Shannon blinks. “Oh. Okay.” She lets out a
noise that is half sigh, half nervous laugh. “But we’re having such
a good time.”

“No, we’re not,” I say, knowing honesty is
the best way to make sure she gets the message, and my mother never
tries to set me up with anyone, ever again. “You seem nice,
Shannon, but I’m not interested. Not even a little.”

Her jaw drops. “I… I can’t believe you just
said that.”

I lift one shoulder. “I know. I’m rude.
You’re better off without a guy like me.” I pat her bare knee, not
surprised to feel nothing when I touch her, not even the slightest
spark of attraction. “I’m sure you’ll make some frat boy very happy
when you go back to the university next fall.”

Shannon surges to her feet, hair flying as
she turns to go only to spin back when she realizes she’s forgotten
her purse. “You’re a jerk, Gabe Alexander, and you can rot in heck
for all I care,” she says, the anger flashing in her brown eyes
making her marginally more attractive.

But only marginally.

“Drive safe.” I lift one hand and watch
Shannon storm away, weaving in and out between the dark black
booths lining the balcony, with the swiftness of a girl who drank
virgin margaritas all night.

Virgin drinks with Mother Theresa. So far,
this evening has been so G-rated it’s left a saccharine taste in my
mouth.

“Whiskey,” I say to the cocktail waitress
when she tries to drop off the check—mistakenly assuming I’ll be
leaving with my date. “Double. On the rocks. The best you’ve
got.”

She nods, setting the feathers on the
ridiculous hat Elevation makes its female staff wear bobbing
before she walks away.

I settle back into the booth, the tension
easing from my shoulders. I suppose some people might be more tense
after pissing off their date, but I’m happy to have reclaimed my
night. Shannon will be fine. I’ve done her a favor, really. Some
girls have to be burned a few times before they wise up, get over
their “saving the bad boy” fantasies, and go looking for a nice
guy.

Bad boys are a waste of a woman’s time. Most
of us are past saving, and the rest have zero interest in Happily
Ever After. Hell, I have zero interest in Happy For Now. I just
want to feel alive, to look into a girl’s eyes and see something
that’s going to keep my mind off all the things I refuse to think
about for an hour or two.

The thought is barely through my head when I
see her, the blonde in the gold tank top and the painted on
jeans thrashing in the center of the dance floor below. She dances
like a woman possessed—arms up, head tossing from side to side,
hair flying, hips swiveling with a sensual abandon that has the men
surrounding her twisting their necks to get a better look at her
ass, but she doesn’t seem to realize she’s causing a commotion.

Or if she does, she doesn’t care. She isn’t
dancing for the people watching. This dance is about her and the
music. She’s feeding off every pulse of the bass, every eerie note
the female singer croons about castles in the sky. The girl dances
like this moment is all there is, all she needs, all she’ll ever
have, and I know right then—I have to have her.

A second later I’ve dumped forty dollars on
the table and I’m out of my booth, moving smoothly down the
circular staircase to the dance floor, my double shot of whiskey
forgotten. I ease off the last step and head straight for my girl,
not surprised when the men and women in my way sense me coming and
instinctively shift out of my path.

Over the past few months, I’ve stopped
giving a shit about almost everything and I’ve started fearing
nothing. One thing I’ve learned in that time is that average folks
are scared of people like me. Humans are hard-wired to possess a
certain degree of fear. Fear keeps us safe from predators. Fear
keeps us out of the path of oncoming traffic and our fingers out of
the flames. People who aren’t afraid are dangerous, unpredictable,
like a field full of landmines you’re better off not trying to
cross.

But I have a feeling my tiny dancer is the
kind who enjoys danger.

I reach her as the bass line is escalating,
thumping faster and faster, becoming a desperate, hungry pulse that
fills the club and reverberates off the walls. Her hips keep time,
wiggling in tight circles that make it impossible not to imagine
her blond curls tumbling around her bare shoulders while she rides
me, faster and faster until we both explode.

Judging by the expressions on the faces of
the two meatheads in matching polos hovering behind her, the jocks
were having similar thoughts, but when I move between them and the
object of their desire, they step back. Their lizard brains can
probably tell picking a fight with me wouldn’t end well, even if my
biceps aren’t the size of watermelons.

Not sparing my competition another thought,
I shift my focus to the girl’s flying hair and undulating hips and
let go. I let go of everything—the residual irritation from the
time I wasted with Shannon, the burning in my gut from my latest
fight with my parents, the heavy gray weight of the undeniable
things I drag around behind me every minute of every day, and the
frustrated ambitions that hover around me like a poisonous fog. It
all vanishes, leaving nothing but the girl and me and the
music.

I’ve been dancing less than a minute when
she turns—pivoting toward me and moving in close—and I know she’s
felt it, the draw of two like-minded creatures, a pull a hundred
times more powerful than the opposing poles of a magnet. Some may
say opposites attract, but when it comes to human nature, like
craves like.

My girl shifts closer, so close the hair
flying around her face lashes the bare skin below the sleeves of my
tee shirt, leaving a pleasant stinging sensation behind. The smell
of her—cedar and soap and darker, smokier things—fills my head,
ratcheting up my awareness. It’s an unexpectedly masculine smell,
but I like it. It suits her, somehow. She might be smaller than
almost every other girl on the dance floor, but her ferocity is
evident in every hip swivel, in every confident thrust of her thin
arms into the air.

By the time she fists her hand in my shirt,
pulling me to her, I’m already halfway to being hard. Her curves
pressing against me finishes the job, but she doesn’t pull away
when my erection brushes against her belly. In fact—from what I can
see of her pink lips between the flashing lights and the hair
swirling around her face—I think she smiles.

A suspicion of a smile is enough for me to
wrap my arm around her waist and lift her slim frame, shifting my
jean-clad thigh between her legs.

She stiffens slightly as I urge her closer,
until every roll of our hips sends my thigh into intimate
connection with her heat. Her fingers claw into my shoulders and I
catch a glimpse of her full bottom lip trapped between adorably
jagged teeth. She sighs and throws her head back, giving me a
glimpse of her pale throat and a jaw so delicate I could fit it in
one hand.

Her head snaps back up a moment later, her
hair flying around both our faces, and I feel the last of her
resistance vanish. She gives in to the moment, to the music, to the
way our bodies fit so perfectly together it’s as if God made us to
dry hump on the dance floor of the only semi-cool club in northern
South Carolina.

I pull her closer, driving my fingers
through her hair as our foreheads touch. Her nails dig into my skin
so hard I can feel it through my tee shirt, her breath is warm and
sweet against my lips, and the soft sound she makes as I tighten my
fist in her hair is enough to make my skin go fever hot all
over.

I suddenly can’t wait another minute to be
alone with her. The music that was fuel for the fire is now a giant
gnat buzzing around my head, keeping me from being able to hear the
sexy little breaths my girl is making as our dance gets
progressively more erotic.

“Let’s go somewhere,” I say in her
ear—perfect seashell ear so sweet looking I can’t wait to trace
each curve with my tongue. “Get out of here.”

She shakes her head as she pulls away,
giving me my first good look at her face. “I can’t, I…” Her words
cut off, replaced by a shocked expression I’m sure mirrors my
own.

And I don’t shock easily. Not any more.

But finding out the wild, uninhibited
stranger, who’s been grinding on my leg in public, is the most
uptight good girl I’ve ever met—a girl so good she nuclear bombed
her entire life to enable her ghetto family’s bullshit—is shocking
stuff.

Still, I recover before she does, and
smile.

“Caitlin.” I shout to be heard over the new
song, a hip-hop number less pulsing than the techno number before
it. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“You still haven’t seen me,” she says,
swallowing hard. “This never happened.”

I smile wider. “Oh, come on. You seemed to
be enjoying yourself. I was. Sure you don’t want to come back to my
place?”

“No way in hell,” she says, her mouth going
tight around the edges, the way it did when she’d turn in her seat
during study hall and demand that my friends and I shut up, because
“some people need to get their homework done before work,
assholes.”

Back then, she was so uptight it was easy to
ignore how pretty she was, but now that I’ve seen her dance,
smelled her intoxicating scent, and had her breasts flattened
against my chest as she writhed against me, I don’t want to ignore
it. I don’t want to let Caitlin walk away without finding out if
there’s more wild child hiding beneath her chilly exterior.

When she spins and hurries away without so
much as a “fuck you,” I follow, stalking her across the dance
floor.

I’d never pursue a girl who legitimately had
no interest, but I know Caitlin wants me, and I want to feel her
fingernails digging into my shoulders again, this time with no
clothes between us. I want to feel her breath hot on my lips as she
calls my name when I make her come, and come, and come again, until
neither of us can hold a thought in our heads and there is nothing
in the world but how good it feels to fuck.

Hot, sticky, sweaty, no-holds-barred fucking
until the sun rises tomorrow morning.

I have my share of addictions, but this is
my drug of choice—the hunt, the rush as I see how fast I can get
the woman of the night naked and willing. It usually doesn’t take
long. Ten minutes, fifteen—maybe an hour if she’s one of those
sweet, Southern types who still gives a shit if a guy thinks she’s
a “bad girl.”

As far as I’m concerned, there is no such
thing as a “bad girl,” simply girls who’ve embraced their sexuality
and refuse to feel shame about it, and those who haven’t. But, if
we must call women who like to come with a variety of
consenting partners “bad girls,” then I’m a fan.

Bad girls are one of my favorite things
and—despite what I know of Caitlin’s past—every second of that
dance assured me she’s my kind of woman. I’m the one pursuing her
across the dance floor now, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find
myself handcuffed to her headboard by the end of the night.

In fact, I’d enjoy it.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Caitlin

 


“It’s the first drop that destroys you,
there’s no harm at all in the last.” –Irish proverb

 


 


Sherry is grinning as she leans into the
bar—granting the bartender, who brought her band aids for her
blisters, a better view of her cleavage—but her smile vanishes the
moment she sees my face, confirming I must look as shaken as I
feel.

“What’s wrong?” she shouts, plunking back
onto her stool hard enough to make her breasts threaten to bounce
out of her top.

“Nothing.” I shake my head. “I just want to
get out of here.”

“What?” Sherry squints, as if that will help
her hear me.

It’s quieter by the circular bar than out on
the dance floor, but still way too loud. Every thump of the bass
rips through my head, pounding what’s left of my brain, after I
realized I was dirty dancing with Gabriel Alexander, to mush.

Fucking Gorgeous Gabe, one of the many
privileged assholes I wasn’t sorry to see the last of when I
dropped out of Christoph Academy, kissing my scholarship goodbye.
As far as actions went, Gabe wasn’t particularly memorable. Sure he
was spoiled, entitled, goofed off during study hall, and had no
clue how hard most people have to work to scrape by, but he wasn’t
any more obnoxious than the other private school twerps.

No, what made Gabe stand out was how damned,
crazy, stupid beautiful he was. The boy has cheekbones that would
make a super model jealous, jagged brown hair that falls in edgy
waves over his forehead, and piercing blue eyes so pale they seemed
to glow, to burn with an icy fire that promises wicked and
delightful things. And the rest of him is nothing to sneeze at
either. Even back in high school, he had a body that inspired
giddy, heart-littered graffiti in the girls’ bathroom, but now…

Now, he is sex in two-hundred dollar blue
jeans. He is built like an athlete and moves like an animal, so
completely uninhibited it makes even me feel reserved in
comparison. Me, who doesn’t have a shy bone in her body when
it comes time to hit the dance floor.

I never feel more alive than when I’m
dancing. If I weren’t juggling two jobs and have kids to take care
of, I’d be at a club every night. Dancing is my drug, my rush, the
only thing that takes me out of my head and connects me to that
deep, primal part of myself I keep locked away most of the
time.

And, up until tonight, it was something I
preferred to do alone. Sure, I’ll dance with a guy now and then,
but nothing like what happened with Gabe. That dance was
soul-shaking, panty-melting, so damned sexy my skin is still
buzzing and my heart racing and my stomach feels like it’s turning
inside out. I can’t remember the last time I felt this way—if I’ve
ever felt this way—or wanted someone the way I want
Gabe.

If I don’t get out of the club ASAP, I know
I’ll do something I’ll regret.

Going home with a guy isn’t on the agenda,
but especially not a guy like Gabe. I don’t have room in my life
for a smug, privileged asshole who probably spends more money per
month on carwashes than I do on groceries to feed a family of six.
Not now, when everything at home is falling apart and I’m feeling
the difference between a person like me and a person like Gabe more
keenly than I ever have before.

“Come on.” I tug on Sherry’s arm, pulling
her off her stool. “Let’s go.”

She nods and holds up one finger before
leaning over the bar to say goodbye to the bartender she’s been
flirting with all night. I turn, scanning the club for six feet of
walking sex appeal, but thankfully, Gabe is nowhere to be seen.
Sherry and I make it up the stairs and through the front lobby into
the street without running into any trouble, and my chest loosens
in relief.

“Let me go get the car,” I say, holding out
my hand for her keys as she limps to the curb beside me. “That way
you won’t make your blisters any worse.”

“Uh-uh,” Sherry says. “You’ve been drinking.
I’ll take my shoes off and go barefoot.”

I shake my head. “There’s broken glass and
cigarette butts and a hundred other nasty things between here and
where we’re parked. I had my second whiskey sour two hours ago; I’m
fine to drive. Hand over the keys, I don’t want you getting
hurt.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Sherry rolls her eyes as she
drops the keys in my hand. “You’re such a mom, sometimes.”

“All the time,” I counter with a grin. “Be
right back.”

You weren’t acting like a mom ten minutes
ago, I think, as I turn to go, my gold, high-heeled sandals
clicking on the sidewalk.

No, I wasn’t, and that scares me as much as
the fluttery feeling still filling my chest. I can’t afford to lose
control, even for a night. I’m all my brothers and Emmie have left.
I can’t let them down. I don’t have time for distractions like
Gorgeous Gabe. Between working five lunch shifts a week at
Harry’s and almost every Friday and Saturday night at the
movie theater, I barely have time to make sure the kids are fed,
bathed, homework done, doctor appointments kept, Danny’s latest
school crisis averted, and a couple of loads of laundry done per
week.

I don’t have room in my life for a boyfriend
and I don’t do one-night stands. Before my big sister skipped town,
she made sure the name “Cooney” was synonymous with “easy lay”—I’ve
been called a slut behind my back since long before I ever kissed a
guy—but despite the gossip around the neighborhood, this Cooney
sister isn’t into casual hook-ups. Not that I think they’re wrong,
or that I wouldn’t enjoy making out with one of Isaac’s beefy
football player friends or the notoriously hot Lombardi boys down
the street.

My problem is that I’m pretty sure I’d enjoy
it too much. It would be so easy to get addicted to a feeling as
electric as what I felt in Gabe’s arms, so easy to forget all the
lives depending on me and get lost in that hunger, lost in him.

“Don’t think about it,” I say aloud, earning
myself a sideways glance from the two college boys in brightly
colored polo-shirts walking in the opposite direction, making me
realize how long it’s been since I’ve stepped out of my
routine.

At home and at both of my jobs, everyone
knows I talk to myself. It’s something that’s taken for granted, as
much a part of me as my green eyes or the scattering of freckles
across my nose. No one bats an eye when I walk around the
restaurant mumbling my to-do list, but in the real world, people
think girls who talk to themselves are crazy.

And maybe I am crazy, because when I
pull up in front of the club and see Gabe standing next to
Sherry—nodding seriously as my best friend talks a mile a minute—a
shockwave of pleasure shoots through me.

I’m happy to see him. Very happy.

Which is bad, so bad, and likely to
get worse if the determined look in Gabe’s piercing blue eyes is
anything to judge by.

I swallow, ignoring the way my heart beats
in my throat as I roll down the passenger’s window and call for
Sherry to get in.

“Hey.” She leans down, a guilty-excited look
on her face that makes me even more uneasy. “I’ve decided to take a
cab. I should get home and put some medicine on my blisters, but
you and Gabe can have the car.”

My brows draw together so swiftly my head
jerks. “What?”

“We’re taking the car,” Gabe says as he
eases around Sherry.

Before I can hit the lock button, he’s
inside the vehicle, settling into the seat next to me, filling the
cab of Sherry’s VW Bug with that clean-dirty smell of his. Clean,
because the soapy scent that clings to his skin speaks of long
showers and luxury bath products and other sensual things; dirty,
because the base note of man and spice and sex that hovers around
Gabe is enough to make my mouth water, to make me want to give in
the way I gave in on the dance floor and let him take control.

“Get out,” I mutter through gritted teeth,
shooting him my most serious glare, the one that makes Danny jump
up from his video games and set the table without a hint of
backtalk.

I need Gabe out of this car—now.

“No,” he says, making my jaw clench harder.
“I’m going to help you get what you need.”

“I don’t need your help,” I say with a huff,
insulted that he’s reduced sleeping with me to an act of pity. “I’m
not anyone’s charity case, certainly not yours.”

“I know that.” Gabe nods, but makes no move
to exit the car. “That’s why I’m going to help you get what
you need, instead of giving it to you. Charity can be insulting, no
matter how well-intentioned, and I think we’ll both have more fun
this way.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask, no
longer certain this conversation is about sex.

“Your friend told me about the property
taxes,” he says. “I know where we can get the money.”

My mouth falls open, but before I can
recover Sherry breaks in.

“Okay, well you two have fun.” She wiggles
her fingers as she backs away from the car, the giddy look on her
face making it clear she thinks she’s doing me a favor by throwing
me to the wolves.

To one wolf, anyway, one who watches me with
cool blue eyes that make my lips prickle as his gaze lingers on my
face.

“I’ll swing by your place tomorrow morning
and pick up the car,” Sherry continues as she hops back onto the
sidewalk to await her taxi. “Do all the things I wish I was doing
tonight. At least twice!”

“I’m going to kill you,” I say, ignoring the
heat that flushes my face.

“Sounds good.” She giggles, obviously not
taking my threat seriously.

But she’s right, of course. I’m not going to
kill her, or even hold a grudge for more than a day. I can’t stay
mad at Sherry. She’s impulsive and crazy and runs her mouth when
she shouldn’t, but she’s been my friend since third grade.

She and Isaac were the only friends who
didn’t lose interest when I got an academic scholarship to
Christoph Academy and switched high schools. They were also the
only ones who came by to visit me when I quit the academy to stay
home with Emmie.

Sherry was my rock, stopping by the store
for more diapers when Emmie was too sick for me to take her out and
keeping me company when the stress of caring for an infant and
three wild boys threatened to unravel what was left of my sanity.
Back then, I’d been so overwhelmed I couldn’t have imagined things
getting any harder, but they had. And I had survived, the way I
always do—on my own, without any handouts or knights in shining
BMWs.

I have no idea what kind of “help” Gabe
plans on shelling out, but I know I want no part of it.

“Should I drop you off at your car?” I ask
as I pull back onto the road. “Or do you need a ride home?”

“We’re going to the corner of Grant and
Hawthorne,” Gabe says. “Do you know where that is?”

I grunt beneath my breath. “That’s my side
of town.”

“Is it?” he asks, as if he doesn’t know I
live on the wrong side of the tracks—both sets of them. “Then I
assume you know how to get there.”

“I do, but—”

“Good, but don’t drive past the pawnshop on
the corner,” he interrupts. “You’ll want to park before we get
there, preferably on a side street.” He reaches down, releasing the
seat handle and scooting back to make more room for his long
legs—his thickly muscled, long legs, one of which was between my
thighs less than an hour ago when we were grinding on the dance
floor.

I take a deep breath in and let it out
slowly through my nose, fighting the memory and the sizzle of
awareness it generates.

“Listen, I appreciate that you’d like to
help,” I say. “But I don’t have anything worth pawning and I don’t
want your money.”

“I’m not giving you my money, and we won’t
be pawning anything,” he says, his voice low, silky smooth, and as
ridiculously sexy as everything else about the man Gabe’s become.
“The shop is closed. The owner’s spending some time in the hospital
after being hit in the head with a baseball bat.”

“Crap,” I say, forehead wrinkling. “Poor
guy.”

“Don’t waste your pity.” Gabe leans back in
his seat as I guide the bug down Limestone Avenue and take a right
near the courthouse. “Mr. Purdue broke his wife’s arm in three
places and cracked two of her ribs before his daughter hit him with
the baseball bat, knocking him out long enough to get her mother
out of the house alive.”

My eyes go round and my stomach lurches.
“How do you know that?”

“My father is Mr. Purdue’s defense
attorney,” he says. “I’m working at the office while I’m taking a
semester off. I read the case file. It had all the gory
details.”

I peek at him, dividing my attention between
him and the road. “You’re kidding right?”

“I’m not.” Gabe sighs and for the first time
I see a crack in his cool, confident exterior. I can tell he hates
that his dad is representing a man who would beat his wife. “But
Dad will defend any scumbag with enough cash to pay his retainer,
and he’s the best, so there’s a good chance Mr. Purdue will get
off. Assuming his wife’s courage holds, of course, and she doesn’t
change her mind and refuse to testify the way she did last
time.”

I shake my head, not knowing what to say.
“Well, I guess everyone has the right to an attorney.”

“They shouldn’t,” Gabe says, his voice hard.
“Evil people have too much protection under the law. It’s the
innocent who suffer while they try to prove they’ve been
victimized. If you play by the rules, you get screwed. Every
time.”

I chew the corner of my lip, wishing I could
disagree with him. But the system popped my optimistic cherry a
long time ago, the year I spent three months in a foster home. The
place was ten times worse than the house my caseworker plucked me
out of, and I was stuck there for months while Chuck and my
scatterbrained mom tried to follow all the rules to reestablish
custody.

There had been three other foster kids in
the house, and we’d passed around lice so many times I had to have
my head shaved to get rid of it. Our foster mom gave me the crew
cut herself. She couldn’t be bothered to do all the washing and
cleaning to get rid of the infestation, and I think a part of the
sadistic bitch had enjoyed shaving off my waist-length hair. It had
been so beautiful and healthy and shiny, the only part of my
appearance I took pride in back when I was so skinny the kids at
school made fun of the way my knobby elbows and knees stuck out
from the rest of me.

I’d gone back home looking like a cancer
patient. The moment my mom saw me, she’d burst into tears and run
to her room, refusing to come out for the “welcome home” burgers
and fries my dad had sprung for from McDonald’s.

I should have known right then she wasn’t in
the motherhood game for the long haul. There is nothing that would
keep me from hugging one of my kids if they’d been gone for three
months. Nothing.

“That’s why sometimes rules need to be
broken,” Gabe continues, pulling me from my thoughts. “Sometimes
you have to take justice into your own hands.”

I brake behind a row of cars already stopped
at a red light and turn to face him, grateful for the chance to
look him in the eyes. “Where are we going?” I ask, stomach gurgling
with nerves. “What is this?”

His focus slides my way, the intensity in
his expression enough to make me shiver. “We’re going to get the
money you need to keep your home and take care of your family.”

“How?” I ask.

“You’ve already sacrificed your life on the
altar of sisterly duty,” he says, ignoring my question. “I’d hate
to think all of that was for nothing.”

“Keep your smartass comments to yourself,” I
say, gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles start to
ache. “Or you can get out right here.”

“I’m not being a smartass,” he says, a
gentle note in his voice that’s almost as unnerving as his
penetrating stare. “I heard the gossip after you left school. You
dropped out to take care of your brothers and niece because your
dad’s an alcoholic and your sister bailed on her kid, right?”

“Yeah. So?” I turn my attention to the road
as the cars begin to move, grateful for an excuse to break the eye
contact that’s making my skin feel too tight.

“Well, it isn’t hard to read the writing on
that wall,” he says. “With four kids to feed, no diploma, no
time or money for your own education, and no support from your
family, there’s no way you’re getting out. Unless you dump the dead
weight and let the state take the children, but you don’t seem like
the type.” He pauses, cranking his window down a few inches,
letting cool air and the smell of the honeysuckle starting to bloom
beside the road rush into the car. “Unless something changes,
you’re headed down a long, hard road, with your chances of creeping
above the poverty line ranging from slim to none.”

I swallow, ignoring the lump in my throat,
hating his prophecy, hating even more that it’s already coming
true. I haven’t even had time to get my GED, let alone start
college. I’ll never make my dreams of getting a degree a reality,
not when I have to work fifty hours a week just to keep food on the
table.

“It’s not your fault,” he says, again in
that kind way that sort of makes me want to punch him. “Like I
said, the system is rigged. America isn’t the land of opportunity,
not anymore. It’s a place where the rich get richer, and the poor
get to watch reality television on increasingly affordable
electronics.”

“You think you’re pretty clever, don’t
you?”

“I’m not clever, I’m realistic,” he says. “I
give my share to charity, but even if I gave my trust fund away, it
wouldn’t change a flawed system. Facts are facts, and the only way
that certain people can break out is to stop playing by the rules
and start playing to win.”

He lifts a hand, pointing to the next turn
onto Orchard Street. “Pull over up here and go around the block. We
can park at the end of the street and sneak in through the
back.”

I take the turn onto Orchard, but instead of
going around the block, I pull to the side of the road and shove
the car into park.

“Sneak into where?” I ask, gut churning
because I have a feeling I already know the answer. “What the hell
are we doing, Gabe?”

“We’re tipping the scales of justice in your
favor with a little breaking and entering.” His smile is so
pleasant you’d think we were discussing the score of the latest
RiverDogs game. “Sounds good, right?”

I shake my head. “No it doesn’t. Not even a
little bit.” But even I can hear the uncertainty at the core of my
words, gooey like a rotten nougat center.

How else am I going to get my hands on the
kind of money I need before it’s too late? Maybe Gabe is right,
maybe there is only one way out for someone like me.

And maybe Mr. Purdue deserves whatever he
gets…

“I can’t,” I say, heart racing. The voice in
my head is seductive, but this isn’t me. I’ve never stolen anything
in my entire life. But then, I’ve never known the person I was
planning to steal from was a monster, either…

“You can,” Gabe says, a smile in his voice.
“I know you have it in you. I saw it on the dance floor.”

“No.” I press my lips together. “I’m not
that kind of person.”

“Sometimes we don’t know what kind of person
we are until we’re put into an impossible situation,” Gabe says.
“Situations that force us to think about what matters, and what’s
the best thing we can do with our lives in the time we’re given. To
me, taking care of your family seems a lot more important than
obeying a law that says you can’t steal from a fucking evil
bastard.”

I pull in a breath and let it out in a rush.
I can’t believe how much sense he’s making.

The good girl in me still wants to turn my
back on temptation and walk away from all this on principle, but my
gut is screaming that principles have never gotten me anywhere. I
can’t afford principles, and why am I fighting to resist something
that doesn’t feel wrong in the first place?

“Come on, Cooney.” Gabe brushes my hair
behind my ear and I prickle all over, like my entire body is a
sleeping limb struggling to come fully awake. “Let me help you get
what you need.”

What I need.

The way he says it, it’s about so much more
than money. It’s about the way he makes my skin hot and my lips
tingle, it’s about the way he makes my heart race and banishes the
exhaustion that’s been my constant companion since I quit school to
be a full-time surrogate parent. It’s about the flicker of hope he
lights inside me. That flame isn’t much bigger than a candle right
now, but I can sense how easy it would be for it to grow, to rise
higher and higher until it sets my world on fire.

I’m standing at the threshold of a moment
that will change my life, and not necessarily for the better. I
know that, I know it with everything in me, all the way down to the
marrow of my bones.

But still I nod. And take his hand. And let
him lead me out into the night.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Gabe

 


“There is nothing either good or bad, but
thinking makes it so.” –Shakespeare

 


Television sets flicker behind living room
curtains and loud laughter echoes down the street from a party
further up the block as we make our way down Hawthorne Street, but
no one sees the two silhouettes moving swiftly through the shadows
beneath the broken streetlights.

Caitlin walks silently along beside me, a
full two inches shorter now that she’s slipped into a pair of
tennis shoes we found in the Bug’s trunk. She’s so petite that the
top of her head barely reaches the middle of my arm. I don’t
usually go for short girls—too hard to make six foot one and five
foot one match up in certain situations—but I’ve decided to make an
exception in her case.

All kinds of exceptions. Breaking all the
rules of engagement tonight…but what else are rules good for?

I smile, grateful Caitlin can’t see my face
in the darkness. I know she’s scared—any sane person would be;
we’re about to commit a felony—and I don’t want her to realize how
little this bothers me. I’m not a sociopath, at least not in the
true sense, but she doesn’t know me well enough to understand that
it took a lot of time and thought for me to come to peace with
breaking the law. She might be spooked by the smile and rethink her
decision, and I don’t want her to bail. I’ve never had an
accomplice before, but I can already tell that crime is more fun
when shared with someone special.

And Caitlin is special. She’s fierce and
shy, hard and kind, wild and domesticated, all at the same time. I
was too stupid to appreciate someone like her back when we were in
high school, but now I’m intrigued by her contradictions, and even
more curious to see how she’ll perform under pressure.

“How are we getting over?” Caitlin whispers
as we stop beside the chain link fence surrounding the back of the
pawnshop.

On the other side, the innards of rusted out
machinery, old refrigerators, and a variety of battered bikes and
once brightly-colored kids toys litter the hard-packed earth,
belying the quality of the goods inside the store. But I know this
isn’t your average second hand junk store. Mr. Purdue has a
thriving business to lose if he goes to jail. There is good money
to be had within those crumbling brick walls and Caitlin and I are
going to take our share of it.

“We’ll climb over,” I say, stripping off my
shirt. “I’ll go first and leave this on top of the barbed wire so
you won’t cut yourself.”

Caitlin takes a shaky breath. “Are you sure
you’re going to be able to pick the lock? What if they have a
security system?”

“Does this look like the kind of place that
has a security system?” I begin to climb, knowing it’s best not to
give Caitlin too much time to think.

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “But what if
it does?”

“Then we’ll climb faster on the way out.” I
lay my shirt on the barbed wire at the top of the fence and swing a
leg over to the other side. I doubt the Giffney P.D. will bother to
check the fence for bloodstains, but best to be safe. There will
come a day when I won’t care if I’m caught, but that day hasn’t
arrived yet.

By the time I step down onto the ground,
Caitlin is maneuvering over the barbed wire at the top of the
fence. She has a harder time—her legs aren’t as long and she ends
up grabbing on to part of the tee-shirt-covered wire for
balance—but she makes it over without cutting herself and starts
swiftly down the other side. I stand watching her, head tilted
back, wishing the moonlight was stronger so I could get a better
look at the no-doubt delicious view of her jean clad ass.

As soon as she’s within reach, I wrap my
hands around her waist and lift her the rest of the way down.

“I’ve got it,” she says, brushing my hands
away with a sharp exhale before stepping out of my arms.

“Don’t be nervous,” I say. “But don’t touch
anything. You’re not wearing gloves and you’ll leave prints.”

“What about you?” she asks, following me
across the junk-littered enclosure.

“I’ll find something inside to wipe the
knobs down on our way out.” I pull my wallet from my back pocket
and fetch my pick set from inside. “But even if I miss something,
it’s better my prints are found than yours. I have a lawyer in the
family.”

“All I have is crazy in mine,” she mutters,
crossing her arms and huddling close to my side, casting anxious
glances around the yard as I go to work. “I always thought the gene
skipped me, but now…” She shivers, despite the balmy early April
night. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Everyone has crazy in their family,” I say,
slipping my tension wrench into the bottom of the keyhole. “And
you’re not being crazy, you’re being brave.”

She shakes her head. “I’m still not sure
this is right, no matter what a waste this guy is.”

“Would you say you have a well-developed
sense of right and wrong?” I tease my pick into the lock above the
tension wrench, raking it back and forth, getting a feel for the
pins. There are five, maybe six. It isn’t a complicated lock. We
should be inside in five minutes, maybe less.

“I think so,” she says. “I mean, considering
the way I was raised, I think my conscience is probably in better
working condition than most people with parents like mine.”

“Dad and Mom not the best role models?” I
find the stubborn pin—the one I need to set first before I can move
on to the others—and lean in, listening for the faint click that
will let me know it has slid into place.

“My dad’s a drunk, but he tries…or he used
to, anyway. And my mom wasn’t a bad person, just a flake and
anxious all the time,” Caitlin whispers quickly, making me think
she’s a little anxious herself. “She was okay when she was
drinking, but once she got clean she couldn’t handle all the noise
and the chaos at the house. She ran off with her AA sponsor the day
after she got her one month sobriety chip.”

I grunt in amusement. “I always knew AA was
bad news.”

“Driving mothers away from their obnoxious
children since nineteen thirty-five,” she says with a soft
laugh.

“I like that you laugh about it.”

“It’s either laugh or cry,” she says,
bumping my admiration for her up a notch, making me even more
certain that I want to help her.

The thought of Caitlin getting kicked out of
her house after all she’s done to hold her family together sets my
teeth on edge. The second her friend explained why Caitlin wasn’t
in the mood for partying, I resolved to make her problems go
away.

I have fifty grand in my checking account
and could get my hands on more if I wanted to—my grandmother
removed the age restrictions on my inheritance a few months ago, so
the sky is pretty much the limit. I could have given Caitlin the
cash as an anonymous gift, but I’d already planned to hit Mr.
Purdue’s place sometime this week and couldn’t resist the urge to
kill two birds with one stone.

Besides, a shared secret brings people
together, and eliminating Caitlin’s money troubles will free her up
to get into other kinds of trouble.

Trouble with me.

I hear the final pin click and my mouth
fills with a sweet, electric taste. It’s the taste of victory and
forbidden things, two of the best tastes in the world.

I turn the tension wrench to the right and
the door swings open.

“We’re in?” Caitlin grabs my arm, her
fingernails digging into my skin.

“We’re in,” I say, marveling that even that
simple touch is enough to make me thicker.

This girl does something to me, something I
can’t wait to explore further…as soon as we get what we’ve come
for.

“Let me check for an alarm.” I move inside,
scanning the walls on either side of the long, dark hallway. I
don’t see any control panels or flashing lights, and no cameras
visible near the ceiling—not that anyone watching security footage
would be able to make out our faces in the near-darkness,
anyway.

I motion for Caitlin to follow, and we move
down the hall, through a pair of swinging wooden doors, and into
the main portion of the pawnshop without making a sound. Her steps
are even softer than mine and I’ve had enough practice that I move
like a ghost, barely touching the floor beneath me.

“Are you going to try the register?” she
whispers as we stop behind the display cases.

I shake my head. “I doubt there will be any
money in it. I’m going straight for the safe, see if I can get
lucky.”

“I’ll find the keys to the display case and
clean out the jewelry,” she says, grabbing several tissues from a
box on the back counter, taking my warning not to touch anything
with bare hands to heart. “That’s the most valuable small stuff. I
can put it in my pockets, and I won’t have to try to carry anything
while I’m climbing back over the fence.”

“Brilliant,” I say, with a wink. “You’re a
natural.”

“Say that after we get out of here without
getting caught.” She takes a deep breath in and out. “Because right
now I feel like I’m about to throw up.”

“Don’t throw up.” I squat beside the safe.
“They might decide to test it for DNA.”

“Is there DNA in vomit?”

I give the lock an experimental turn,
pleased when it sticks in one place. “Yes. In the cells from your
stomach lining and your saliva.”

She hums thoughtfully, the keys to the
display case tinkling as she pulls them from a hook near the
register. “But they’d have to have something to match the sample
with, right? And I’m not in the police database.”

“Let’s keep it that way.” I grab my own
fistful of tissues. “In and out in ten minutes or less. That’s my
rule. Fill your pockets. I’ll give the safe five minutes and if I
can’t get it open we’ll get out of here.”

“All right,” she agrees.

I hear her moving around behind me and glass
doors sliding open, but after only a few moments I lose awareness
of anything but the subtle gumminess of the safe’s dial near
numbers sixty-three and the soft hitch in the rhythm near numbers
fourteen and seven. I spin the digits from lowest to highest and
back again. I try two more combinations with no luck, but on the
third the safe pops open with a satisfying thu-gunk.

“Thank you, Mr. Purdue,” I whisper, grinning
as I pull stacks of rubber-band-wrapped bills from the safe and
shove them into my back pockets.

“You did it?” Caitlin asks in an awed voice
as she crouches down next to me. “Jesus Christ, you’re a
full-fledged criminal, aren’t you?”

“Sometimes.” I lean my face closer to hers,
unable to resist the urge to flirt…just a little. “Want to play
Bonnie and Clyde?”

Her green eyes widen. “Bonnie and Clyde
killed people.”

“Robin Hood and Maid Marian, then,” I say,
my lips only a breath away from hers, close enough to smell the
sweet-and-sour candy scent of her breath and the wild spice of her
perfume. I’m a chin tilt away from stealing a first kiss to go with
the stacks of bills tucked into my pockets, when I hear muffled
voices from the sidewalk outside the shop.

“Who’s that?” Caitlin hisses, eyes flying
wider. “Mr. Purdue?”

I shake my head, the hair at the back of my
neck lifting as I pinpoint two, distinct male voices conversing in
furtive tones. “I imagine it’s—”

Before I can finish my sentence—or encourage
Caitlin to start moving her sweet ass toward the exit—the sound of
shattering glass slices through the silence, followed closely by
the blare of an alarm.

I lift my hands to shove Caitlin toward the
back door, but she’s already on the move, darting out behind the
display cases and booking it down the hall.

“Holy fuck, man, somebody’s already in
here!” a male voice shouts behind me as I follow Caitlin’s
lead.

When the first gunshot rings out, I’m
already shoving the back door closed behind me, wiping it clean
with the tissues in my fist, and sprinting across the yard. My
footsteps pound the hard-packed dirt, eating up the ground with
adrenaline-fueled swiftness. By the time the fence comes into view,
Caitlin is already at the top, swinging her leg over the barbed
wire.

My chest loosens with relief—she’s going to
make it out, even if I get shot in the back before I can follow.
But I don’t plan on getting shot, not if I can help it. Four feet
from the fence, I jump, making it halfway up before my hands claw
into the ribbons of metal and I begin to climb.

Unfortunately, my impact sends Caitlin
flying off the other side, her heels hitting the dirt before her
momentum carries her back onto her ass.

“Sorry!” I take the rest of the fence in
three pulls of my arms and swing over, snagging my shirt off the
barbed wire before leaping down to the ground beside her, landing
with a grunt.

“Were those gunshots?” she asks, scrambling
to her feet and grabbing my hand, obviously not in the mood to
waste time with apologies.

“They were.” I take off at a sprint, pulling
her along with me. “And there will be sirens soon. Best if we’re
back in the car before then.”

Seconds later, sirens wail in the
distance.

Caitlin and I pick up our pace, reaching the
dark corner where she parked the car in record time and slamming
inside. Seconds later, she has the Bug started and rumbling down
Orchard Street to the south headed toward Caffey Parkway and the
highway, moving swiftly away from the sirens approaching from
downtown.

“Fuck,” Caitlin says, voice shaking. “Holy
shit-fuck.”

I laugh. “Aren’t you glad we parked headed
south,” I say, breath still coming fast as I empty my pockets,
shoving the money into a plastic bag I find on the floor.

“Fuck, Gabe,” she says, louder this time.
“We could have been shot!”

“But we weren’t.” I finish emptying my
pockets and mop the sweat from my face with my tee shirt. “You’re
doing great, by the way. Two miles over the limit is perfect. Least
suspicious speed there is.”

“You’re crazy.” She shoves her hair from her
face with a shaking hand. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into
this. What would have happened if I’d died? What would have
happened to the kids?”

“The same thing that was going to happen if
you didn’t pay the property tax,” I say logically. “They would have
gone to foster homes. As far as the kids are concerned, the risk
made sense. And this time, you gambled and won.”

She shakes her head, but when she exhales
the breath is smoother, longer.

“Can you empty your pockets while you
drive?” I ask. “On the off chance we get cops on our tail and I
need to throw this out the window, I want everything in one bag.
I’ll wipe your prints off the jewelry before I put it in.”

Caitlin reaches into her front pocket,
pulling out two nice watches and a pair of diamond studs before
moving on to her back pockets. By the time she’s done, my cupped
hand is overflowing and I’m estimating another grand has been added
to our stash.

“These are good,” I say, wiping each piece
before dropping it into the bag. “You snagged quality stuff.”

“Is it enough to pay the taxes?” she
mumbles. “That’s all I want to know.”

“I won’t know for sure how much until I run
it through my fence in Charleston, but I’d say a grand, easy. Until
then, the cash from the safe should tide you over. I’ll drop it by
your place as soon as I check the serial numbers and make sure the
bills are clean.” I lean forward, seeing the muted lights of a city
bus stop glowing on the corner up ahead. “Pull over up there. I’ll
get out and take the bus.”

“You’re not taking the bus,” she says. “I’ll
take you home.”

“Pull over,” I insist. “The longer I stay in
the car, the better the chances of you getting caught with stolen
goods in your possession.”

“So you’d rather have the stolen goods in
your possession?” she asks, shooting me a narrow look. “You
do plan on dropping off my share, right?”

“I plan on dropping off every penny,” I say.
“Now pull over.”

“I’m not an idiot, Gabe.” She slows, pulling
to the side of the road beneath two ancient oak trees leaning over
the street and cutting the lights before she turns to me. “People
screw other people over. It’s the way the world works. My mother
took our grocery money with her when she left, and my sister took
my car and left me with a kid to raise. You can’t trust
family with money, let alone some guy you barely know.”

She straightens, lifting her chin and doing
her best to look down her nose at me. “So I’d like my cut of the
money now. Forty percent.”

“You’ll get one hundred percent, once I make
sure the money is untraceable,” I say, making no move to hand over
the cash, needing her to know I’m not the type who follows orders.
From anyone. Even girls I like as much as I’m coming to like her.
“I have enough money to buy and sell your entire family. Twice.
Money doesn’t interest me, or have anything to do with what I want
from you.”

Her glare intensifies but I can see
curiosity spark in her eyes. “So what do you want from me?
Everybody wants something”

“I want to get naked with you,” I say,
capturing a strand of her silky hair and twining it around my
finger. “I want to taste your mouth and your skin and those inches
between your legs you were grinding against me tonight. I want to
hear you call my name when you come, and I want to see if you come
the way you dance.”

Even in the dim light I can see her throat
work as she swallows. “I’m not a whore.”

“I’m not asking you to be.” I lean closer,
tugging on my captive strand of hair, reeling her in. “We’ll fuck
because we enjoy it. Just like we enjoyed robbing that store
tonight.”

“I didn’t enjoy it,” she says softly, so
close I can feel the air stir against my lips as she speaks. “I was
scared to death.”

“Liar,” I whisper. “I bet you haven’t felt
that alive in years.”

“You’re crazy,” she says, breath coming
faster as the tip of my nose brushes hers.

“I bet your skin is still tingling all
over.”

She makes a non-committal sound that becomes
a sexy little sigh as I press a kiss to her cheek.

“And I bet if I slid my hand inside your
panties they’d be wet,” I whisper, biting back a groan as she
squirms in her seat, thighs squeezing together before spreading in
a silent invitation. “What do you think? Should I check?”

“Fuck you,” she says.

I decide to take that as a yes.

I seal my lips over hers, moaning as I taste
her for the first time and find her even more delicious than I
expected. She tastes like rain and salt and the first bite of a
peach, so sweet I’m suddenly starving for more of her, all of
her.

I claim her mouth with deep strokes of my
tongue, things low in my body twisting as she responds with hungry
swirls of her own, pushing closer, deeper, until our teeth grind
together through our lips and my cock strains the fly of my jeans
and the need to see if she’s as fucking turned on as I am grows too
strong to resist.

I reach for the close of her jeans, ripping
the button free with a sharp jerk that draws a surprised sound from
the back of Caitlin’s throat. But the moment my hand slides down
the front of her panties, the sound becomes a hiss of breath and
then a sigh as my fingers tease through her slick folds.

Damn, she’s wet, as wet as I’d hoped she’d
be. Wet and hot and silky soft, and there is nothing I want more in
the world than to be inside her, to feel my cock gliding in and out
of all that sweet heat. I want to fuck her until the world melts,
until we both fall apart and come back together in each other’s
arms, and I want to stay in her arms after the fucking is over, if
only to prove to her that some people do stick around.

At least for a little while.

“Stop,” she mumbles against my lips, so I
do, stilling with my middle finger up to the knuckle in her
pussy.

“Please,” she says, breath still coming
faster. “Please, stop.”

“I have stopped. I’ll stop anytime you tell
me to,” I say, kissing her with the words, sealing the promise with
a sweep of my tongue across her upper lip.

“I meant…this.” She brings trembling hands
to my arm and wraps her fingers around my wrist. But she doesn’t
pull me away, and her body lets out another delicious rush of heat,
a rush that dampens my finger and makes my cock so hard it
threatens to burst through denim to get to the girl sitting next to
me.

“Are you sure you want me to stop?” I kiss
my way down her throat, pulling my finger out until only the tip
remains inside her. “Or are you just afraid of how far you want me
to go?” I drive back inside, using two fingers this time, drawing a
groan from Caitlin’s throat that is raw and hungry and sexy as
hell.

“And go and go,” I whisper against her neck,
picking up the pace of my thrusts. “And keep going until you beg me
not to stop?”

Her breath catches as I add a third finger,
stretching her slick channel as I rub the heel of my hand against
the top of her, rubbing her clit in increasingly firm circles,
waiting until she’s clinging to my arms with tight fingers and
burying her face in my shoulder before I bring my lips to her ear
and whisper, “Beg me, Caitlin. Tell me not to stop.”

“Don’t stop,” she pants, a quiver in her
voice that betrays how close she is to the edge.

I push harder, deeper, making sure she’s
seconds from shattering when I still my hand and say—

“Beg me.”

“God, Gabe,” she sobs, her fingers digging
into my biceps hard enough to make me wince. “Please.”

“More begging,” I say, smiling against her
skin before I kiss her cheek, her throat, the delicious curve where
her neck becomes her shoulder and the smell of her is the
strongest. “Beg me like you mean it.”

“Fuck you,” she growls even as she squirms
against my hand, struggling to bring her clit back into contact
with my hand.

“If that’s what you want,” I say. “If you’re
too proud to beg, then feel free to come on over and you can ride
me until—”

She fists her hands in my shirt, shoving me
away for a heartbeat before pulling me in for a bruising kiss. A
kiss that steals my focus and threatens to erode my control. After
a minute, it’s all I can do to keep my hand still inside her, but
after several long, breathless minutes with nothing but the sound
of our lips and teeth and tongue wrestling in the dark, my patience
is rewarded.

“Please touch me,” she begs when we come up
for air. “Please touch me and keep touching me, please make me come
because I want your hand moving inside me so much it’s terrifying.”
She pulls in a breath and lets it out with a sob. “Crazy
terrifying, but I want it. I want it so bad.”

“Don’t be afraid.” I resume my thrusts in
and out of her adorable pussy, a pussy I’m tempted to christen my
favorite without even having tasted it—a first for me. “You can
trust me. I would never hurt you. I just want to make you feel
good.”

“This is so much better than good,” she
says, words ending in a gasp as I begin to circle my hand, grinding
my palm into her clit seconds before my fingers thrust inside her,
circling again and again, until she throws back her head, arches
her spine, and comes with a cry that is wild and sweet and so
perfect I wish I could add it to my favorite playlist and listen to
it on endless repeat.

It is perfect, she is perfect, so perfect I
don’t even notice the police sirens until the patrol car goes
rushing past, wailing like a hungry baby.

“Shit,” Caitlin says, laughing as she tugs
at my wrist. “The police just drove by!”

“The key words being ‘drove by.’” I tease my
fingers in and out of her one last time before reluctantly giving
in to her tugging, and withdrawing my hand from her drenched
panties. “They probably didn’t even see the car. The shadows are
dark.”

“What if they had seen us?” Caitlin asks, a
challenge in her voice. “What would you have done?”

“Pretended to hold you hostage,” I say,
hooking my arm around her neck and pulling her close. “Convinced
them you were an unwilling victim before turning myself in.”

She narrows her eyes. “You’re full of
it.”

“I’m not,” I say, before I grin. “At least
not about that.”

She opens her mouth to say something, but I
kiss her before the words can form.

I kiss her with all my hunger for more of
her, kiss her with a thoroughness that promises this is a
beginning, not an end. I kiss her with the truth of how much I want
her, how much she fascinates me, at the front of my mind, hoping
that truth will be enough to make up for the lies I’ve told.

The lies I’ll continue to tell, until the
day I tell her goodbye.
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Caitlin

 


As I maneuver the ancient family van through
downtown Giffney, the thought of pulling another job with Gabe
dangles in my thoughts like forbidden fruit, so sweet and juicy I
don’t see how I’m going to resist taking a bite. I’m hungry for it,
starving, so ready for a taste of that easier life it promises I
can practically feel it exploding on my tongue.

And then I see him, Gorgeous Gabe,
leaning against the weathered bricks of Harry’s Diner, looking so
damned good in wrinkled black jeans and a whisper-thin gray tee
shirt it should be illegal, with his full lips drawn into a grin
that promises the best kind of trouble, and something breaks inside
me.

Inside, I’m already falling, tumbling into
the waiting arms of temptation with a sigh of pleasure, standing on
tiptoe to claim his lips and taste his wicked taste and tell him
how much I’ve missed the way his eyes light up when he’s thinking
naughty things about me.

My outsides, however, are a different
story.

On the outside, I am calm, cool, collected,
and not the least bit interested in what Gabe has to offer. As long
as I can hold that facade together, I’ll be all right.

“Keep telling yourself that,” I mutter as I
slam the door to the van shut behind me and start across the
street.

Gabe’s eyes drift up and down, taking in my
uniform with obvious amusement. “Nice dress.”

“What do you want?” I ask in a flat tone,
crossing my arms beneath my breasts only to uncross them a second
later when I remember how low cut the stupid ruffled collar is. “I
only have a second, or I’ll be late for work.”

Gabe’s smile doesn’t falter. “I’ve missed
you, too, sweetheart.”

“I’m not your sweetheart,” I say, but I can
feel the blush spreading across my cheeks.

A part of me would like to be his
sweetheart, to be Gabe’s girl, and, more importantly, his partner
in crime.

“But you could be. I’d buy it.” He pushes
away from the wall, closing the distance between us, not stopping
until he’s so close I can smell his soap and trouble smell, the one
that makes my mouth water and my skin feel too small. “What do you
say? Up for another job? This one needs a feminine touch.”

I shake my head as I back away, my pulse
leaping at my throat. “No,” I say, even as my heart screams
yes and my fingertips begin to tingle, remembering the rush
of plucking a thousand dollars in jewelry from the pawnshop’s glass
case.

“You don’t mean that.” He falls in beside me
as I start toward the diner’s front door. “Come on, Caitlin. Come
play with me.”

Play. That’s all this is to him, some
stupid game to help pass the time this summer while he’s home from
college and working part time at his dad’s law firm. Gabe’s dad is
a successful lawyer, his mom is a high-priced interior decorator,
and his grandmother is descended from the town founders, and richer
than god. Gabe told me he could buy and sell my entire family at
least twice, and I believe him. He isn’t desperate the way I am;
he’s simply bored.

I can’t remember the last time I was bored.
I’m too exhausted and overworked and stressed out to be bored.
Boredom sounds like fucking heaven to me, and the fact that the boy
breezing into the coffee shop beside me doesn’t realize how lucky
he is to have the luxury of boredom pisses me off, and gives me the
strength to turn to him and say—

“I’m not your toy, and I don’t have time to
play.” I lower my voice, not wanting my boss, Harry’s, wife,
Gretchen, to hear me sassing a customer. “So leave. Now. And don’t
bother me at work again.”

I spin on my heel and flee through the long,
narrow aisle of the restaurant, shoving through the swinging doors
leading to the kitchen and the tiny staff break room without a
backwards glance. But I can feel Gabe watching me, the weight of
his gaze making me feel heavier and lighter at the same time,
making my blood rush and my stomach drop and my traitorous feet
want to reverse course and rush back to his side.

I’m not finished with Gabe; deep down, I
know that.

But sometimes success is simply a matter of
putting off disaster for one moment and then another and another,
keeping the balls in the air for as long as possible before they
all come crashing down.

 


Pre-order THIS WICKED RUSH here http://bit.ly/1da5gei

 


 


 


 


tmp_51f36f48ad253f5d714f011487dbfd6a_WVV_gr_html_m232876ad.jpg
O%:%%





cover.jpg





