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    Confessions


    SCOTT


    


    Every year it was the same thing; Crystal's mansion of a cabin out in the middle of nowhere. That's what spring break meant since we were sixteen. Too loud music. Too much alcohol. Too many girls. It was perfect.


    Was.


    Now we're twenty and shit like that gets old real quick.


    My gaze moved to the front passenger’s seat of the Brad's car. Trent was turned around, facing me with his tongue out, pretending to have his way with the seat. Maybe this shit never gets old for him.


    "You know it's funny, asshole," Trent said. I tried not to smile. "I see you trying to hold back. Your face is as red as your mother's ass when I get done with her."


    That got laughs—even from me.


    I sat back in my seat and faced the window, watching nothing but grass for miles and miles. The only thing that broke up the scenery was a minivan broken down on the side of the road—and a girl leaning against it with her head down and her phone in her hand. I had to do a double take—the girl looked familiar. She looked like…"STOP!"


    Brad hit the brakes so hard Trent went flying back. His ass landed on the floor of the car, his legs on the seat, and his head against the console. I didn't have time to laugh. "Go back!"


    "What?" Brad eyed me in the rearview mirror.


    "Go back. We should help that girl out."


    "Girl?" Trent tried to sit up, but it was physically impossible from his position. "What girl?"


    "Just go back, Brad."


    So he did. In reverse. For over a mile.


    Trent never got up.


    "You're gonna ask her what's up and then we're gonna go. We're not hanging around to help her if it's more than five minutes."


    "Whatever." Honestly, I just wanted to make sure it was her, and not just my eyes fucking with my head.


    Brad hit the brakes just as hard when we got to the minivan.


    She looked up from her phone with her eyes wide. Winding down the window, I tried to act cool when I offered, "Do you need any help?"


    The guys groaned in their seats.


    Our eyes locked before she chewed her lip and twisted a strand of her. It was that one mannerism—that one movement—and any ounce of doubt fled, it was definitely her. If she recognized me, she didn't show it. But I wasn't a surprised; she didn't pay much attention to me back then. "Um, I've got a flat," she said quietly. "I'm just waiting for tow."


    "A tow?"


    She nodded, but she was unsure.


    "You don't need a tow for a flat." I opened the door and hopped out of the car. My feet were on the ground for no more than second before Brad's tires spun and he was gone.


    "Good friends," she mused.


    "Yeah." I scratched my head. "The best." Then I straightened up and took a step forward with my hand out ready. "I'm Scott."


    A slow smile developed as she took my hand. "I know who are."
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    I know who you are. What the hell kind of response was that? I rolled my eyes and mentally kicked my ass.


    The instant the window lowered and I saw it was Scott, my heart started to race. It was like high school all over again. He hadn't changed much. He still had those big brown eyes and perfectly messy dirty blond hair. It wasn’t until he stepped out of the car and that I saw the change in him physically. He was better built now than he was in high school. Much better.


    "You do?" he asked.


    I inhaled deeply and tried to level my thoughts. "Yeah, we uh…we went to the same high school."


    "I know," he replied, like I was stupid for bringing it up. My expression must have shown my embarrassment because he quickly added, "I mean, I know that we did. I'm just surprised that you do."


    "Huh?"


    "That we went to high school together…"


    "Why would I not know?"


    "I didn't think you noticed me."


    Confusion was an understatement. "You noticed me not noticing you?"


    "What?"


    "Huh?"


    His eyes narrowed.


    I swallowed my nerves. "I'm Tricia," I said, just to avoid a loop in conversation.


    He smirked. "I know who you are, Tricia. We went to the same high school," he joked, but looked down at our still joined hands. And all of sudden it felt like a ball of fire had been lit in my palm. I swiftly released my hold and took a step back.


    His eyes widened, but he didn't mention it. Instead, he took a careful step closer and asked, "You have a flat tire?"


    "Yes," I confirmed. "Apparently there's a spare."


    He threw his hand out, palm up, between us. "Keys?”


    


    ***


    


    "So you called a tow company?" His head was bent, looking down at the spare.


    "I called the rental company, they said they would take care of it. I assumed that meant they were calling someone out."


    "So this is a rental?" He lifted his gaze and caught me watching him.


    I quickly looked away when I answered, "Yes."


    "Huh," is all he said.


    A panic set in. "What do you mean huh?"


    He grimaced. "I mean that the tire in here isn't for this car. It has wingnuts, and it's supposed to have bladescrews."


    "What?" I almost shouted. "I don't know what that means."


    He shrugged carelessly and started to repack the spare. "I guess it just means that we have to wait for that tow truck."


    "Fuck!"


    "Whoa," he laughed out. "Am I that bad company?"


    "No." I couldn't help but laugh with him. "But now we're both stuck here on the side of the road in the middle of Hicksville."


    He shrugged again and took a seat in the trunk of the minivan with his legs dangling off the edge. "Could be worse," he stated.


    I rolled my eyes and took a seat next to him. "Yeah? How?"


    He turned to face me, licking his lips as he did. Then his gaze moved from my face and roamed down my body. "I don't know." His voice was rough. "We could both be naked, I guess."
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    We could both be naked? What the hell was that? I shook my head slightly and cleared the fog in my brain. Her cheeks flamed red, but she stayed quiet and looked at the ground in front of her. I tried to change the subject. "What are you doing renting a car like this if it's just you?"


    "It wasn't just me. It was full of girls, but then the flat happened and a bunch of guys drove past on their way to Crystal's…they picked up as many girls as they could fit…so that was that."


    "And your friends just left you?"


    "Uh huh." She nodded.


    "Good friends," I mused.


    She laughed and repeated my words from earlier. "The best."


    Minutes of silence past—the awkwardness of the situation getting heavier and heavier. She was the first to break. "You still speak to umm…" she trailed off.


    I was wondering if we'd talk about this, and I was kind of glad she was the one to bring it up. "Lisa? No. Not since that night. What about you? I mean...not Lisa, but…"


    "Chris?"


    I nodded.


    "No. Not since that night."


    "That was some night."


    She didn't respond, just continued to sway her legs back and forth.


    "You know I saw you at school afterwards. I wanted to talk to you about it. But I dunno…" I shrugged. I seemed to be doing it a lot—maybe because she made me so nervous. "It just didn't seem appropriate…given the circumstances and all."


    "Me too," she said quietly. "But I guess catching our other halves screwing around at their winter formal after-party wasn't a good basis to start talking to each other."


    I had to laugh at the bluntness of her words. My girlfriend and her boyfriend at the time went to a school in the town over from us. I'd seen her around at their school functions and parties, but even though we went to the same school, we didn't speak much. A single word greeting or a small wave here and there and that was it. That's not to say that I didn't notice her. I did. Even before I knew that the guy she was dating was secretly banging my girlfriend behind our backs.


    "Do you know how long it was going on for?" I didn't know why I asked that. It was a stupid question. One that I really didn't care about, but the words were out and I couldn't take them back.


    "Six months," she deadpanned.


    "Holy shit. Chris told you that?"


    She let out a bitter laugh. "Actually, more like bragged about it."


    My head whipped to face her. "Are you fucking kidding me?"


    Her lips pursed tight and she shook her head slowly. "No. He said that if I put out more and was as hot as her, he wouldn't be looking—"


    "The guys a fucking dick," I cut in. "You're way hotter than her. You always have been." I didn't regret saying it. It was all true.


    A blush crept to her cheeks, as she looked at me sideways. "You know, Scott, I always had a crush on you in high school."
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    I had a crush on you in high school? Who the hell says that? Apparently me. I say that.


    I tried to hide my embarrassment by squaring my shoulders and using all my energy to try to keep my breathing even while I waited for him to break this awkward silence, hopefully by changing the subject.


    He exhaled loudly. "Why didn't you say anything?" …or he could say that.


    Twirling my hair in between my fingers, I eyed my lap, too ashamed to face him. Then I felt him scoot closer until he was next to me. "Tricia," he whispered. Then moved my cheek with his finger so we were facing each other. Eye to eye. So close, our breaths merged. "You should've said something."


    My insides turned to dust. I pushed down my nerves and responded with a feigned calmness. "What would it have done? I would've just been one of the ninety-nine percent of girls that crushed on you."


    He pulled back, allowing me to catch my breath. "That's an over exaggeration if ever one existed. Besides, you were different."


    "Thanks," I scoffed.


    "Not at all in a bad way," he assured, but then he shook his head and chuckled lightly. "I can't believe this is happening right now."


    I let my body relax, thankful for the change in subject. "I know. I called the rental company two hours ago. The tow truck should be here soon. I'm sorry that you're stuck—"


    "No." he let out a laugh. "I meant that you're telling me you crushed on me back then."


    My head fell into my hands, trying to hide the blush that filled my entire face. "Oh my god," I mumbled.


    His chuckle would have grated on my nerves if it weren't so damn sexy. "Hey remember when I switched schools halfway through freshman year?"


    I nodded, lifting my head slightly. "Of course I remember, I was your buddy for the week, I showed you around."


    "Ooh!" he said dramatically. "So you do remember that? Here I was thinking you'd forgotten considering you never spoke to me again after that one week."


    My mouth dropped open. When I turned to face him, he was watching me, eyebrows raised. His fingers propped under my chin to shut my mouth. "But—"


    "But what?" He smirked, waiting for me to say something.


    "But you made friends so easily, and they were all the popular—"


    His eye roll cut me off. "I was butt hurt, Tricia." He sounded sincere. "I mean, I spent a week with you, I thought we were friends, or at least could be. I liked you. A lot. And then when that week was over you just disappeared."


    My heart dropped and I looked away. "You could have said something." I mumbled.


    "Like what?" he retorted. "Hey, Tricia. Thanks for that one week of faked, forced friendship. Nice knowing you?"


    I faced him again and pouted. "I'm sorry, Scott. I just saw that you'd made friends with other people and thought you wouldn't want to hang out with me anymore. I didn't think—" I blew out a breath. "I'm sorry, I just didn't think."


    "Yeah," he said. "Your apology doesn't make up for four years of me crying myself to sleep."


    My head threw back in laughter.


    "What?" He asked, watching me with a hint of a smile on his face. "You think I'm joking?"


    I laughed harder.


    "Pretty sure my diary entries went like this for the first year; Dear Diary," he mocked in a girly tone, "Why doesn't Tricia like me? I even made sure to shower every morning and wear my expensive cologne Aunt May got me for Christmas…"


    I lost control of my laugh and flung my entire body back, half leaning on the back of the seats, holding onto the side of my stomach. "Stop!"


    "Dear Diary," he continued, ignoring my plea, "Tricia walked past me today. I tried to sniff her hair, but she was too fast."


    "Oh my god." I could barely breathe. "Stop."


    He did what I asked, but his gaze never left me. Ever.


    My laughter became silent, as his eyes grew darker. And darker. "Tricia." Then he leaned in closer and my eyes drifted shut. His body covered my side. A moan escaped, the anticipation of feeling his lips on me was too much too handle.


    I held my breath.


    And I waited.


    And waited.


    And waited.


    Then my head started moving backwards.


    When I opened my eyes he was hovering above me, his arm outstretched and reaching for the lever to adjust the seat behind me. His eyes remained on mine, unblinking, unwavering. The power of his gaze was so intense I forgot to breathe. Then he blinked once, breaking whatever connection we had. His eyes narrowed as he searched my face. "What?" I asked.


    He shook his head. "You're even more beautiful than I remember you."
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    You're even more beautiful than I remember you. Fucking lame.


    I sat up and shuffled my way out of the minivan. The close proximity to her was making my head spin. It'd been years, years, since I felt like this around a girl.


    "Scott?" she said from behind me. I heard the crunching of gravel under her feet. "Are you okay?"


    "Yeah," I lied. I wasn't okay, not even close. I spent years of high school pining over a girl that barely looked twice in my direction. Now we were here. Alone. And I couldn't get my shit together. "I just needed some air."


    "Okay."


    Then it was silent. No words. No footsteps. I turned to her, but she was looking down at her phone, her mouth turned down into a frown.


    "The tow-truck not coming?"


    "No—I mean, I don't know. It's not that…" she trailed off.


    I took the steps to cover our distance, hoping that I wouldn't freak her out like I did when we were in the van and I was too close to her. "What's going on?"


    Her eyes lifted from the phone but she wouldn't look at me. "I lied earlier."


    Confusion set it. "Lied about what?"


    "Chris."


    One word and my stomach dropped to the floor. I ignored the rapid thumping of my heart and asked, "What about Chris?" Just saying the asshole's name made me sick. Her eyes dropped back down to her phone. "Is he bothering you?" I took another step forward.


    "No." She quickly locked her phone screen and shoved it in her back pocket. "I lied when I said I hadn't spoken to him. I had. I mean I am…speaking to him."


    My fists clenched at my sides, but I tried to rein it in. My reaction wouldn't make sense to her—especially given that she had no idea how I felt about her. "Oh," I managed to say, right before my throat closed up. I cleared it, and tried to gulp some much needed air.


    "Yeah…he's at the cabin waiting for me."


    And there went my heart—down to the floor along with stomach. She may as well have sang a song and stomped on it, too. "So you were going there to see him?"


    "No," she said too quickly, but then took a breath and recovered. "I mean yes, no, I don't really know."


    I took a seat on the edge of the trunk, my body no longer able to keep standing—I guess that's what happens when you have no stomach—or heart.


    "He said he just wanted to see me. And talk about some stuff…" her sentence died in the air, which meant that there was more she wasn't telling me.


    "And?" It came out harsher than intended but I couldn't take it back.


    She sat down next to me. "And he said that he missed me."


    "Huh." I rolled my eyes. "So you're gonna go running back into his arms?"


    "No. And I'd appreciate it if you shut up and quit judging me," she choked out. I'd been around girls enough to know that she was on verge of crying.


    "I'm sorry," I said sincerely. "I just don't understand why you'd want to see him after the shit that he pulled, let alone speak to him. There's obviously a part of you that judges yourself, considering you lied to me and all." I heard her sniff, and I knew that I'd pushed her too far. I felt like an asshole. Nudging her side with my elbow, I offered, "I really am sorry. I didn't mean to upset you."


    "It's okay. I upset myself."


    Minutes of silence passed with neither of us speaking. Then a howling came from somewhere in the fields around us. "Holy shit!" she squealed, gripping my arm tightly. "What the fuck is that?"


    I laughed at her overreaction, happy that we were no longer speaking about that fucktard. Shrugging lazily, I replied, "I dunno. Coyote, probably"."


    "What!" She gripped my arm with both of hers and held it against her body.


    I laughed harder. "It's not like they're gonna jump out of the grass and eat you."


    Her eyes went wide in panic. "They can do that?" Releasing my arm, she crawled into the corner of the trunk, pulled her knees up to her chest, and shielded her head with her arms. "Scott, close the door."


    "Tricia they're not gonna—"


    "CLOSE THE FUCKING DOOR!"


    "Holy shit," I laughed out, but did what she asked.


    Once the door clicked shut, she lifted hear head warily. "I'm sorry." She held her hand to her heart. "I have this thing with animals and creatures and aliens attacking and chewing my face. It scares the shit out of me."


    Chuckling, I asked, "Just your face? They have an all access pass to your legs? Your ass?"


    Her head threw back in laughter. "You're an ass."


    I folded the seat down so I had more legroom in the tiny space.


    "We should crack a window if we're both going to be in here."


    I turned to her with a smirk on my face. "Why? So that bats can fly in and attack your face?"


    Her eyes bugged out of her head. I didn't have time to laugh, or tease her some more, before she lunged at me. "Why would you say that!" She'd somehow managed to pin me down, sitting on my stomach with her legs either side. "Now all I can think about are bats eating my face." My laugh was a slow build up. A chuckle turned guffaw. "It's not funny!" she yelled, slapping at my head—which just made me laugh harder.


    But the harder I laughed, the harder she slapped, until it actually started to hurt. "Ouch. Fuck." I grasped her wrists to make her stop.


    "Sorry I'm not sorry. You should learn to keep your mouth shut." Her face was flush from exertion. But that's not what I noticed. During her attack, she'd moved lower down my body. My eyes trailed down to where she sat…on my dick. She must've followed my gaze because she mumbled under her breath and tried to get off me, but I still held her wrists and I wouldn't let go. Instead, I did the one thing I've wanted to do since the first day I saw her.


    I took a chance.


    I pulled her down until she was lying on top of me. And that's all I did. I didn't have the next part planned. I wanted to kiss her, but I didn't know how. Her head fell to the crook of my neck. I leaned my head forward and brushed my lips against the exposed skin of her shoulder. She let out a sigh, but did nothing else. She didn't sit up, she didn't move to get off me, she just lay there—but that was all the reaction I needed. I pressed my lips firmer against her skin. She tensed, but apart from that, the only thing that changed was her breathing. It got louder and louder. Heavier and heavier. I opened my mouth and let my tongue skim across her shoulder and up to her neck, eliciting a moan from deep in her throat. And then I sucked. Gently. Making my way up to her jaw. This time, she moved. But not in a bad way. She thrust her hips, rubbing my hard-on against her center. "What are you doing, Scott?" she breathed.


    "Saving you from face eating bats."


    She laughed softly and her tilted back. I took the opportunity to move across her jaw. She didn't budge. Just let me take my time, moving my way slowly towards her mouth. My lips brushed against hers and we both moaned. A sound so quiet but so affective in wordless communication. She thrust again, pushing herself harder into me. Her eyes drifted shut, her breaths came out in short spurts through her partially open mouth. I took her bottom lip between mine and moved my hand down her back, and towards her ass. I squeezed once, gently, causing her to push into me again. I nibbled on her lip, and licked it lightly. Then her phone in her back pocket chimed, vibrating against where my hand had covered. She tensed. But didn't make a move to get it. I reached into her pocket and pulled it out, thinking maybe it was the rental company. I brought it closer to my face, so I could check it. It wasn't the rental company. It was Chris. 'Hey baby…' the text read, and I avoided reading the rest. I cleared my throat and began to sit up, handing her the phone at the same time. She sat up with me and cautiously read the message, then eyed me quickly with a look of regret on her face. And I knew what it meant. She regretted what she was doing. And she regretted whom she was doing it with.
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    He slowly moved from underneath me and I hated that he did. I enjoyed where we were headed and what we were doing. I rolled off him and to the side as my fingers frantically typed a reply to Chris's text. The look on Scott's face when he read it, hurt to watch. I knew it was Chris from his expression, and I regretted that he had to see it in the first place.


    Shoving the phone back in my pocket, I lied back down on the floor of the trunk. "I have a confession," I told him.


    "Yeah?" he said through a sigh, refusing to look at me.


    I pulled on his arm, suggesting he lie down with me. He did, but reluctantly. I knew that whatever fleeting moment we just shared was over. He lay down on his back, facing the roof of the car with a solemn expression on his face. "Will you look at me?" I asked, hoping that he'd listen.


    He turned on his side and rested on his forearm. "What's up?" he asked, looking past me.


    I inhaled deeply and let out the words I'd wanted him to know since the moment we waved goodbye to each other on graduation day. "After that stuff with Chris, and with Lisa…I saw you at school…watching me." His eyes narrowed and they finally locked with mine. The intensity in them caused my breath to catch. I swallowed my nerves and continued; "I saw the way you were looking at me, always sad and frowning." I moved closer to him, but I didn't think he noticed. "I knew you felt sorry for me…but it wasn't just that…" His features straightened, but he stayed silent. "I knew you were sad because you lost your girlfriend—and that meant something to me. It meant that you cared about her enough that it made an impact on you. I don't think Chris walked around his school like that, feeling sad that he'd lost me, you know? I don't think he cared at all." I moved closer again, so our bodies were almost flush. "I admit, I was a little jealous. I wanted someone like you—someone that cared enough that they were impacted by losing me…" I trailed off. I'd run out of words. Everything I had to say was out there now.


    So I laid there in silence and waited for him to speak. But when he finally did, what he said was unexpected. "You're wrong," he clipped.


    I reared back slightly, surprised by his tone. "I'm wrong?"


    He nodded once, placing his hand on my hip and pulling me even closer. It was everything I wanted in that moment. "You're wrong. I wasn't sad for me. I didn't care that I lost her. After what she did, I couldn't care about her at all. I was upset because I knew you were upset." He moved in, so we were chest to chest, and straightened his arm out as an invitation. I rested my head on his bicep while he pulled my waist closer to him. "It's my turn to confess," he said quietly. "When you left the after party and got in a cab, I got in my car and followed you. I wanted to make sure you were okay. I followed you all the way to your house, and watched you step out of the cab, wiping at your face. And then I watched you sit on your porch steps and cry. It was so dark, the only light coming from the moon, yet I could see you. You were there for a good hour, crying. You must've been crying so hard because I could see your shoulders shaking."


    I sucked in a shaky breath, shocked by his admission. "Why didn't you come and talk to me?"


    "I wanted to." He moved his face closer to mine, so close our breaths mingled. "But I was scared."


    Rubbing my nose against his, I asked, "Scared of what?"


    "Scared that you wouldn't want to talk to me. Scared that you wouldn't know me."


    The air around us got so thick I fought hard to find my breath. He placed his hand behind my head and spoke quietly, "I was as scared then as I am now."


    My chest rose and fell with each sharp breath. "What are you scared of now?"


    "Kissin—"


    I didn't wait for him to finish before covering his mouth with a kiss so passionate it made my head spin. He pushed me so I was on my back and he could get on top of me, deepening the kiss with every second. I pulled away, gasping for air, but his kisses never stopped. They moved from my mouth, to my jaw, down my neck… I spread my legs, wanting to feel more of him. He thrust into me, his hardness pressing into my center, over and over. Then his hand went under my shirt, over my bra, pulling it down, and rubbing his thumb across my nipple. I moaned in response, arching my back towards him. He reached behind me, effortlessly unhooking my bra and setting my breasts free. He pulled back from his kisses on my collarbone and lifted my shirt. Then he just sat on his heels staring at my breasts. I began to raise my hands to cover myself—feeling self-conscious. He stopped my hands from moving. "Nuh uh," he said, but kept his eyes fixed on my breasts. His eyes narrowed.


    "What the hell are you doing?" I whisper yelled. My eyes darting around the van for a weapon in case he'd suddenly turned crazy.


    "I'm just comparing them to my fifteen-year-old imaginary version of you. Do you know how many times I jerked off thinking about you like this?"


    "Shut up!" I laughed, pulling my shirt down.


    He sighed and lay down beside me, holding my hand between us. "I want to do this—with you," he said quietly. "But I don't want to do it like this."


    "Like what?" I joked. "In the back of a rental mini-van?"


    "No," he bit out. "I don't care about the car. I care about the threat of coyote's eating your face," he mocked.


    I settled in the crook if his arm. "You're kind of my hero, you know that?"
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    After a good fifteen minutes of her letting me hold her, she lifted her head and rested her forearm on my chest. Grimacing, she informed, "I don't think this tow truck is coming, and even if it is, how will he know to bring a new tire with a screwblade?"


    It was my turn to grimace. "About that…"


    She reared back slightly and raised an eyebrow.


    "There's actually nothing wrong with the tire…I lied."


    "You lied?" She slapped my chest. "Why would you lie?"


    I grabbed her wrists to stop her from slapping me again. "Because obviously I wanted to get in your pants."


    She yanked her wrists out of my hold and began slapping me again, harder this time. "You're an ass," she said, but she was smiling.


    "Stop!" She did. "I lied because I wanted a reason to be here with you. When you told me that you had a flat and that you were waiting for a tow, I knew I could take my time...but then you said it was a rental-car and I took advantage of your cluelessness." I laughed under my breath. "Screwblades aren't even a real thing. I made it up." Her face turned into a glare. "The tow truck not showing up—that's just luck—or maybe in our case, fate."
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    It took him fifteen minutes to change the tire. I should've been mad that he lied, but maybe he was right. Maybe it was fate.


    "All done!" he said proudly, packing up all the tools.


    "Thank you, handsome."


    He chuckled lightly, then leaned against the side of the van, legs spread, waiting for me. I stood between them and curled an arm around his neck, bringing his face down for a kiss.


    "You're my girl," he said. "I gotta look out for you."


    I rested my head on his chest and smiled into it. "I like that. Me being your girl."


    "Me too," he laughed. "Maybe we could go steady and you can wear my letterman jacket. I might even ask you to prom."


    My smile got wider. "You're ruining the moment."


    "Sorry," he said seriously. "It sucks. I kind of don't want this moment to end."


    "Me neither."


    I pulled back so I could see his face. He smiled sadly and then eyed the road to Crystal's cabin. "Shall we?" he asked, taking my hands in his.


    "I guess." The moment was bitter sweet. It was the beginning, but also the end.


    He pulled me in and wrapped his arms around my waist, softly kissing my neck.


    And that's when it hit me—things didn't have to end yet. "My roommates at Crystal's."


    He reared back, his eyebrows bunched in confusion. "Okay?"


    A slow smile began to spread. I couldn't contain it if I tried. "Yeah, she's there for the entire break."


    "Okay?" he repeated, just as confused.


    "That means I have a dorm room all to myself for a week."


    His grin was instant. "I'll drive."


    


    ***


    


    Chris: Hey babe… I'm at Crystal's cabin. Some people just arrived and said you got a flat and were stranded. Do you need me to pick you up? I was looking forward to seeing you.


    


    Tricia: Hey Chris. So remember when we first started going out junior year, and after a couple of months, I wanted to break up with you? I told you that I was interested in someone else, and I had been for a while…I told you his name was Scott and he went to my school…? Well, I'm with him right now…and you were wrong about him. He did know who I was. And he wasn't too good for me. In fact, he's kind of perfect for me. And you're an asshole for making me think otherwise.


    


    Tricia: P.S - You don't get to call me babe.


    


    Tricia: Oh yeah.. I forgot… FUCK YOU.
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    Chapter ONE: SPIDER


    “Three hours without a cigarette? Insane.” –Spider


    


    “Sir, you can’t carry-on your guitar—“


    “Can you make an exception for me?” I asked, accentuating the English accent. Usually, my clipped tones and charm got me out of sticky situations, especially with the female population, but with this lady I’d hit a brick wall.


    The gate agent’s beady eyes surveyed me. She found me lacking. “I’m sorry, but your case won’t fit in the overhead compartment.”


    Huh. It was too late to check it, and if I didn’t make this flight, my father would go ballistic. I powered on. “According to the FAA, any violin or guitar can be carried on.”


    “There is no such rule,” she said, giving me a condescending smile.


    I studied her. Older with a squat build, she had the look of a bull-dog about her. Tough nut, but I’d had meaner.


    “Look. There is a rule. Maybe it’s too new, and you haven’t had your meeting or whatever gate people do. But because I’m a musician, and this is my baby”—I stroked the case—“I make it my business to know.”


    “Let me call my manager.” She lifted the phone and…


    “Bette,” I said, checking out the name tag.


    She arched a brow.


    I leaned over the counter, giving her the full Spider effect. “The truth is, I’ll die if my guitar isn’t close to me.” I inhaled a sharp breath, aiming for a distressed look. “You see, this has been the worst holiday of my life, and all I want to do is get back to New York and see my father.” Lie. We could barely stand each other. He thinks I’m a wanker.


    She lowered the phone. “Yeah?”


    “My girlfriend, Bitsy, dumped me while we were here in Austin for a quick get-away.” I clenched my fists. “She completely wrecked me.”


    Betty blinked. “Oh—“


    “Yeah. She’s always had a cheating problem. Once it was my step-brother she slept with. Man, did that ever make Christmas and birthdays uncomfortable.” I sighed heavily. It wasn’t hard to fake feeling low. Not with a tequila hangover.


    “That’s terr—“


    “We came here to, you know, figure things out. And then she met him.”


    “Look, Mr.—“


    “Please call me Spider,” I said.


    Her brows shot straight up, her eyes on the black widow tat on my neck.


    “Er, Spider, I’m sorry about your girlfriend. She sounds like a bad person, but—“


    “If I’d have known what she was going to do, I never would have come here.”


    Bette seemed intrigued if her wide eyes were anything to go by. I guess, people love hearing about other people’s misery. “You see, she thought I’d gone out with some friends, but I forgot my wallet, and when I came back in the hotel room—that I paid for by the way—she was doing the double-backed monster with him, the guy who worked the front desk.”


    She looked at me, a wrinkle on her brow. “Double ba—“


    I held a hand up. “So yeah, you taking my guitar from me is the icing on the cake. It’ll kill me. I’m already depressed, so I don’t really see that it matters anyway. My life is over. I’m going back to New York and die alone. Without love or my guitar.”


    I dabbed at my eyes with a napkin from the bar I'd tucked in my pocket last night. I peeked at Bette, hiding the smile when I saw the uncertainty on her face.


    But don’t get ahead of yourself. She’d probably been working here for like a thousand years, and I wasn’t the first sad story she’d heard.


    Bette moved from foot to foot, her eyes weighing me, perhaps checking for sincerity.


    I sniffed, and I saw the moment she softened.


    She sighed. “We do have an area back behind the seats. Maybe there’s room.”


    “You have the power to do that?” I asked, adding a hint of wonder to my voice. Bam.


    She blushed. Two secs later she was calling up someone, checking to see if they had a place for my guitar. Sweeeet.


    Something hard poked me in the back.


    “What the—“ I turned.


    A pair of glittering green eyes met mine, set behind a pair of horn-rimmed, black glasses with little jewels on the sides. She was clutching her bed pillow of all things. Jumbo-sized.


    “You’re holding up the line”—she waved at the empty space behind her—“to find room for your guitar when you should have checked it already. Real nice. Thanks.”


    The sarcastic girl appeared to be in her early twenties. Her dark brown hair had been pulled up in a bun, but was now losing strands fast. With her grey skirt, white button-up shirt and string of pearls, she looked like a librarian having a bad day. She even wore a matching cardigan. Not my cup of tea at all. Nope. I liked my girls, first of all, pretty, and she wasn’t.


    She wasn’t done. “Just because you’re in a band, doesn’t mean you get to act like a rock star.”


    Did she know me? I did a mental double check. Was it possible I’d been with her? Was she one of the half-blitzed college chicks who roamed the bar circuit of Austin.


    “Do I know you?”


    She opened her mouth, closed it, and then huffed out, “I saw you at The Dark Room this weekend. Vital Rejects?”


    I softened a little. The Dark Room was one of our best bars. Again, I tried to recall if we’d had a thing. Her breasts were spectacular, though, so no way would I have forgotten those.


    “Did you enjoy us?” I said it silkily.


    “No. I prefer classical music.”


    Ah. A symphony chick. I automatically pegged her as spending her weekends at the museum or antiquing in the countryside. Snooze.


    Before I could retort, Bette broke in. “You can carry-on the guitar. There’s a stewardess on board named Debbie who’ll be looking for you.”


    I gave my back to the girl in a way that said, You are dismissed. Cherrio.


    Bette scanned my ticket, and I sauntered off, my thoughts on New York where I was supposed to see my father for the first time in six months. On top of seeing him, I had to meet his new flavor, some woman named Penelope Farnsworth. With a name like that, I pictured some up-tight society type, who probably had roots stemming all the way back from the Mayflower. Would she be as young as his last girlfriend?


    I walked down the jet-way and stopped at the entrance to the plane.


    Well, hello, beautiful.


    “Debbie?” I murmured, my lips tipping up at the buxom red-head.


    She returned the favor, her eyes taking in my mesh shirt and tats. I had the black widow on my neck, the dandelion on my arm, and a horned devil right between my legs, his little pitch fork pointing straight to my…


    “You must be the owner of the guitar,” she said, eyes on my hair.


    I touched it self-consciously. It was cobalt blue this month, swept back in a gelled pompadour style. Girls went nuts over it. I don’t know why. Maybe because my eclectic look seemed dangerous? Don’t get me wrong. I’m not one of those freaks always taking selfies of themselves—you know the ones I mean. But I do know the effect I have on women. They love me. Meh.


    I passed over the guitar, making sure our hands brush.


    She smiled. “I’ll stow this for you in the back.”


    “Thank you, love.”


    She giggled. “Adore your accent. You in a band?”


    Why are women so fascinated by musicians? Maybe it’s because deep down they want a bad-ass song written about them, even better if their name is in the title. Like Steve Perry’s Oh, Sherrie or Neil Diamond’s Sweet Caroline. No thanks. If I wrote a song with a chick’s name, it would be more like The Rolling Stones’s Angie, which was a ballad about the end of a relationship.


    I don’t write love songs, and I don’t do girlfriends.


    I’ve tried but have never been able to sustain a relationship. Too much baggage in my past. Nah. I settled for one or two-nighters, sometimes a three week fling if I was having a good month. But it never took them long to figure out I sucked at long-term.


    I nodded at Debbie. “Yeah. Vital Rejects. We opened for Bruno Mars at the Dallas Music Fest.” Kinda of stretching it there. Big time. Sure, we’d met Bruno, but no way had we come close to a time slot near him. He’d played the seven o’clock show, and we had two in the afternoon. Sparsely attended, but hey, we were there.


    She smiled. “I like Britney Spears and Taylor Swift.”


    Oh. I didn’t know what to say about that. I let her music taste slide.


    “You get a break on here?” I asked.


    “I can’t fraternize with the passengers,” she said, but her eyes said, I want you.


    “I may need assistance.” I ran my eyes over her curves.


    “I’ll be sure to check on you quite often,” she said, close enough that I could smell the peppermint of her gum. “I love getting to know the passengers.”


    Oh, yeah. I read between those lines.


    “Good grief. Please move over. You’re blocking the way,” came an annoyed voiced. Of course. The girl from the gate.


    She weaseled past me, acting like she didn’t have the room, when it was obvious plenty of people had gotten by before her. Maybe if she wasn’t carrying that giant pillow.


    I told Debbie we’d chat later and slid in a few people behind cranky girl, noticing her ass was exactly heart-shaped beneath her grey skirt. And perhaps she’d purchased it a size too small.


    My phone pinged. It was Sebastian, checking to make sure I’d made it. We’d had a late set, and had parted ways about midnight, him with a blonde, me with a brunette? Or had it been the other way around? I shook my head. Maybe I needed to slow down with the girls.


    Whoever she was, it must not have been memorable.


    I tapped out a reply and moved toward my aisle seat in first class. But someone was already there, pulling out her kindle.


    I don’t think so.


    “You’re in my seat,” I said.


    She glanced up and took off her nerd glasses, which were attached by a chain. I couldn’t stop my eye roll. She acted like she was eighty. “I’m supposed to have the window seat, but I have a nervous blad—“


    “You can crawl over me anytime you want.” My eyes positively gleamed at the prospect. She might not be up to my usual standards, but I’d love for something to keep me occupied on this dreary flight. And normally, I would’ve given up the aisle seat for a girl, but she’d been rude to me. Twice.


    She huffed and turned pink, and I got a twinge of guilt at my brusque words. I was jonsing for a cig big time. Maybe I was a tad mean.


    I stowed my duffle in the over-head while she snapped out and moved over to the window. Her blanket fell in the floor, and as I picked it up to hand it over to her—because I can be a gentleman if I want—I caught a gander at what was on her kindle. How to Make a Man Fall in Love with You: 10 Foolproof Rules.


    I coughed to cover up my laugh, sneaking a glance over at her. Why this book? I mean, granted she came across as stuffier than my Gram, but she did have a nice rack, if the strained buttons on her white shirt were anything to go by. My eyes narrowed. And wasn’t that a pop of red underneath her shirt? Why, yes it was. I grinned.


    Plain on the outside, but wild inside. Miss Priss liked sexy undergarments.


    Maybe my lucky day was right beside me the entire time. We’d be sitting or lying side-by-side for three hours. I shifted, adjusting myself at the thought of unwrapping her.


    

  


  


  
    Chapter TWO: TAFFY


    


    “Flying is not natural. You’re in a metal tube at thirty thousand feet, give or take, hurtling through the air. All it takes is one bird in the engine, and you’re dead. It’s not right, I tell you.” –Taffy


    


    I sat down in the aisle seat and popped a Xanax, thanking the stars for Marge who’d doled it out this morning before I left the hotel. With my fear of flying, medication was a necessary evil. Necessary because I had to get back to New York and NYU. Spring break was over. Thank you. It had only been the worst trip ever. I should have just stayed home, holed up in my tiny apartment.


    Blue-haired guy from the boarding area stalked toward me, looking disgustingly hot. I mentally slapped myself. Huh. As if. His brown eyes locked with mine, making my stomach flutter. I told those butterflies to settle down. With the black skinny jeans, motorcycle boots, and grey leather jacket, he had bad boy written all over him.


    Shizzle. If he was my seat mate, I’d die.


    I recalled how I’d noticed him in the boarding area checking out all the pretty girls.


    Guys never looked at me like that.


    Just ask Nico, the man I’m in love with. We’d met in a sculpting class and had developed a tentative relationship. Tentative as in he was always holding back. Tall and moody—in a sexy artist kind of way—he was only interested in statuesque blondes with boobs. Complete opposite from me. I’m petite, dark-haired, and a B cup on a good day. Although with this new bra, I’d decided my boobs were definitely bigger. I pressed my arms together, liking the cleavage. Ah, the wonders of Victoria’s Secret.


    Blue-haired guy glowered down at me. Oops. I dropped my arms, hoping he hadn’t seen me checking out my own tits.


    “You’re in my seat,” he said haughtily, arching a brow, calling attention to the ring there. Silver, it glinted in the morning sun coming in through the plane window.


    I cleared my throat. “I’m supposed to have the window seat, but I have a nervous blad—“


    He shook his head. “You can crawl over me anytime you want.”


    Oh. I heard a suggestive note. And didn’t that just make me tingle.


    Whatevs.


    I yanked on my blanket and shuffled over, giving up. Maybe if the Xanax would kick in, I could close my eyes and sleep.


    Blue handed me my kindle, and my already pink cheeks reddened at the realization that he might have seen what I’d downloaded. I tucked it in my purse and crossed my ankles. Playing it cool.


    He settled in, buckling up, his long fingers calloused on the ends from playing guitar. Yeah, I’d seen him at the bar next to the hotel where Marge and I had spent the last week.


    Originally she’d been supposed to come with her roommate, but when she’d come down with a bad case of food poisoning, Marge had talked me into it last minute. I wasn’t her first choice. Never would be. Heck, she called me the Ice Queen behind my back. But, since my other option was spending the week with my mom, I’d chosen Austin with Marge.


    So, she’d medicated me with one of her magical pills, and we’d flown over to relax and unwind. Well, I had. Marge had flown over to stay drunk and get laid. She’d been with this lovely piece of humanity sitting next to me our first night. Spider he’d called himself. Some creepy arachnid with fangs that injected venom. Niiccce.


    Marge had danced smack dab in front of him for two hours our first night out, flashing her bra, grinding on the stage where he performed. I wished I could have said she’d had too many cocktails, but she hadn’t. She wasn’t a nice girl.


    I’d sat in the corner with my red wine and watched. Blue had the fingers of a maestro, and the lead singer’s voice had been raspy and sexy. Had his name been Sebastian? Blonde and tall, his presence had been sizzling, and their punk, hard rock sound had been good, too, although I’d never admit that to Blue.


    Anyway, I’d soon tired of watching Marge make a fool of herself and had checked Facebook to see what Nico was doing. According to his status, he was doing some girl from his Lit class.


    And that had sunk me into a depression. Why did no one ever choose me?


    Blue moved around, taking off his jacket and stretching out his long legs. Wiry and muscular, he was everything I went for but shouldn’t. His scent assailed me, smoke and spice, and I blinked at the shivers it sent over me, making all the hairs on my arms rise in unison. I’m not into smokers at all, but I recalled him standing outside the bar, one dangling from his lips as he leaned against the building and contemplated the people who entered The Dark Room. He’d had an air about him that reeked of danger, his heavy-lidded eyes promising a night of wild and perhaps rough sex. I stopped. Dramatic, much? I needed a grip. Oh, or maybe a drink. I eyed the flight attendants, wondering when I could order a wine. At least I had the fake ID. I know, I know. I shouldn’t be drinking while taking pills, but it’s the only thing that gets me through the flight. Little side note here: my dad died in a plane crash. Yeah.


    He took out his phone, and my eyes went back to him, remembering how Marge had ended up going for a walk with him in-between his sets. According to her, they’d found an empty construction site a block over. I didn’t ask for deets, but she’d insisted on telling me. Apparently, Spider gave her two orgasms and was hung like a horse and not an arachnid.


    I pitied her, really, the way she put herself out there, sleeping around with guys she barely knew.


    Maybe I was jealous a tiny bit.


    Maybe I wanted my own night with a stranger.


    However, I wasn’t envious of how he’d dissed her afterwards. She’d talked about him for three days after their encounter, but he’d never hooked up with her again although she’d tried…hanging out at the bar where they played, stalking him between sets. But, he’d been stealthy. I had a feeling, he’d played this game a lot longer than Marge had.


    “You got a name?” he asked, his voice was low and deep.


    “Taffy.” Not true, but I felt ornery. And I hated my stupid name. It was prissy and pretentious.


    He arched a brow. “Really?”


    I nodded. “Something wrong with that name, Spider?”


    He shrugged nonchalantly, and it looked smooth and effortless. Totally European.


    “I like Taffy. Especially when it gets stuck on my teeth, and I have to suck it out.” He opened his mouth, his tongue curling up and making a slurping noise against his white teeth. I pictured him wrapping those lips around my...


    I shook myself, putting the brakes on that thought.


    But still.


    He. Looked. Good.


    I blamed the Xanax. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he was man candy. But he’d been with Marge. Just, no. Right?


    His eyes went heavy on me, making me blink. I straightened up.


    Well. It was like he’d known exactly what gutter my mind had been in. Or maybe that’s his I gotta go to the bathroom look? Who knows? I can’t read men.


    Hence the self-help book.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter THREE: SPIDER


    


    


    “Spider Rule #1: Never choose the sweet ones.” --Spider


    


    Taffy—if that was her real name—was checking me out. And she liked what she saw if her soft expression was anything to go by. Hmmm, quite a switch from earlier. But, I sometimes have that effect on people. I can come across as brash, but once I’m your friend, I’ll go to the ends of the world for you. Unless you break my heart, and then I won’t do jack for you.


    I wanted to experiment, so I shifted closer to her. Her eyes flared wide, but she didn’t move away. So easy. “Taffy?” I said softly, resting my hand a hair’s breadth from hers.


    “Yes?” she breathed, and I inhaled her scent, musky and exotic, nothing like her outward appearance. And there it was. My cock got hard.


    “You know, if you want to learn how to make a man fall in love with you, you can practice those rules on me.”


    Her mouth gaped at me, closing and opening like a fish. “Whaaat?”


    I grinned and shrugged. “Saw your book.”


    With a red face, she pulled back, wearing a hurt look. But why? It had been a joke, a way to flirt really. Most girls I know would have laughed and given me a hard time back. Bugger. I opened my mouth to apologize, but why should I? She’d been rude to me at the gate.


    I decided she was too prickly and let it go. My eyes found Debbie, and I waved. She waved back, a look of promise on her face. Debbie was decidedly easier. My type.


    The plane took off, and by the time we got to twenty thousand feet, Taffy had had two glasses of wine, and although she still hadn’t spoken directly to me, I could tell her body had relaxed. I couldn’t help but wonder if wine made her horny like it did me.


    I waited fifteen more minutes to let the alcohol kick in and then I did something that surprised me.


    “About before. I’m sorry. My mouth has no filter most days. I blame it on the guys I hang out with. And if you want the aisle seat you can have it.” See, I can be nice.


    She smirked a tiny bit, plucking at her skirt. “Perhaps I’m too sensitive.”


    Yeah, and I wasn’t used to the sweet girls.


    “I’m sorry about being crabby before,” she said, laughing a little. “Traveling makes me crazy.”


    I smiled. “I’m not at my best either. Truce?”


    She nodded, her smile brilliant, making me do a double take. Hmmm, Miss Priss was pretty.


    I remembered her kindle. “Maybe I should read your book. Truth be told, I was in love once, but…well…it didn’t turn out like I wanted.” I laughed like it was funny, but the pain of that affair still stung.


    She glanced over at me. “It was an Amazon bestseller.”


    Ha. And so was Sizzling Hot Alien Love.


    “There you go. I must know the details then.” I gave her my full attention, glad we were talking again. I liked her. Maybe it was the business clothes and the sexy bra or maybe it was her innocence. I mean, what girl believes she can make a guy fall in love with her?


    Her lips curled up. “It’s really kinda silly. But, there’s this guy at school…Nico…he’s Italian and gorgeous, by the way. We’re just friends, but I want more. He says it will ruin our friendship.”


    Douche. Taffy being disappointed in love irked me. “If you have to try that hard, maybe you should move on. Find out who else is out there.”


    She shook her head. “It’s a woman’s intuition thing. I know he wants me, but for some reason, he denies it. If I could just see me, then maybe he’d come around. I mean, we hang out all the time.” Her eyes went dreamy on me. “He’s perfect with these delicious blue eyes. And he works out.”


    I scowled. I didn’t like Nico one bit. “So is this book working for you?”


    She twisted the buttons on her blouse, drawing attention to her sweet cleavage. “I haven’t tried it on him yet.”


    “Then practice on me. Use some of those wiles from the book. Let me be your guinea pig.”


    She peeked at me, her green eyes gleaming like bright emeralds.


    “How do you make a guy fall, Taffy?” I murmured. “Tell me the rules.”


    She shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too silly.”


    I laughed. “What’s silly is you think you aren’t pretty enough for this Nico. He’d be lucky to have you,” I said.


    “Be provocative.”


    I blinked. Oh, the rules. “Yeah?”


    She licked her lips and nodded. “It’s the one I’ve been working on lately.”


    I tugged at the collar of my shirt, feeling warm. “Do you know how to be provocative?” I doubted it.


    She considered me for a moment, then reached up and pulled her hair out of the bun, creating a cascade of long dark hair around her face. Thick and wavy, it curled over her shoulders into big ringlets, making me want to pick one of those strands up and run my fingers through it.


    “Nice,” I said, taking in the vision she became with her hair down. I liked it. A lot.


    Then she hooked her fingers through her string of pearls and stroked them almost absently. I can’t deny I was a bit mesmerized by the combo of the hair and the necklace.


    “You been practicing?” I asked, my eyes watching her tantalize those beads, imagining them in more erotic locations. In her mouth, on her stomach, on her…


    She nodded, biting her lip.


    “You’re very good,” I said, shifting in my jeans.


    She dropped the pearls to show me her kindle, and I mourned the loss. “It’s right here,” she said, “if you want some tips.”


    Tips? Oh. Right. I skimmed it, reading the stupidity.


    


    
      	Be clean. Shower and wear deodorant. And while you’re at it, shave those legs, armpits, and Southern parts. No man likes hair unless he’s a Neanderthal.


      	Dress for him. Wear sexy clothing and undergarments. Never wear sweats in front of the man you want to fall in love with you.


      	Curl your hair/ wear make-up. Cover up blemishes and flaws. Warts and pimples are not a turn-on. Get plastic surgery if you can afford it.


      	Wear perfume. Something exotic and—

    


    


    Stop. This was such utter drivel.


    “Fascinating,” I said. Please. Surely she didn’t…


    She must have been a human lie detector. “You think it’s awful.”


    “No. I mean, yes, I do. It’s common sense to do those things. Except for wearing sweats. Nothing wrong with some tight yoga pants.”


    She glared. Yeah, I wasn’t helping much.


    “But your hair’s beautiful. You should always wear it down, and you already smell amazing, and the pearl thing? Very sexy.”


    She picked them back up, a bemused expression on her face. “These? I wear them every day.”


    I grinned. “I have this vision of twisting that strand around your neck and holding you down while I take what I want from behind.”


    Her eyes got huge as saucers. “I—I don’t think—“


    I’m an impulsive guy, so I didn’t stop to think of the repercussions. I grabbed that necklace, pulled her shocked face to mine, and laid one on her. She was hot in an understated way, and I liked it.


    Her lips parted, and I groaned at the softness of her mouth. She sighed, her hands wrapping around my nape and pulling me closer. I delved deeper, exploring the recesses of her, and she gave back tit for tat, her little moans cranking me up. My tongue traced her lips, devouring the cherry-flavored lip gloss I tasted. I could feast on her for days, I decided.


    There’s something about a first kiss that makes me high, and I’ve had plenty of them, but this one was different. Maybe it’s because it was the only one I’d had while flying through the air at five hundred miles an hour. Maybe it was because she wasn’t my usual type, hard and experienced, but soft and sweet, like taffy.


    After several minutes of intense kissing, I came up for air. “Fuck me,” I breathed against her lips. I meant it as an interjection, of course.


    “Yes,” she breathed back, and I got all tangled up inside and confused. Hold on, wait a minute. Did she mean that as an expression, or did she mean Yes, I want to be part of the mile-high club?


    My hand cupped her cheek as I gazed into her slightly dilated eyes. If she was offering, we’d manage it. There was always the bathroom. I’d go first, and then she’d come…oh yeah, she would. I shivered at the image in my head. Perhaps we could stay in our seats and use the blanket she had. My mind raced with the possibilities, getting pumped. I don’t know what it was about her, but she made me feel like I was fifteen again and about to get my first taste.


    Ding! The fasten seat belt light flashed on as we hit turbulence. Great.


    She sucked in a sharp breath, fear replacing desire.


    “I hate flying,” she said, clutching my hand. I stared down at it in bemusement. I hadn’t held hands in years.


    She sat back in her seat and stared out at the sky. I attempted to make conversation, but she’d zoned out a little. I figured it was the wine kicking in.


    The commotion went on intermittently for ten minutes until the pilot finally elevated us up another couple thousand feet, away from the buffering. When I glanced over at her, she’d fallen asleep. And there you go. The story of my life. I meet a nice girl, kiss her, and fate steps in and says, No, you wanker, she is not for you.


    I tucked the blanket around her and put her kindle aside. Time ticked by slowly, and I kept checking, but she didn’t stir. Should I poke her?


    I wanted to shove my hand in her hair and pull her lips back to mine.


    I settled for watching her sleep. Weird.


    Debbie walked by a few times, her eyes eating me up like I was her last meal. Well, airplane food does suck. I mostly ignored her, but on her second swipe through when she brought me some nuts and a soda, I grinned back. I needed a distraction before I saw my father.


    Why was I waiting for Taffy to wake when Debbie was available? I should be all over her, not tapping my foot, waiting for Sleeping Beauty. And let’s be honest, Taffy and I hooking up was not a smart idea. She was too good for me, and besides, I made it a policy to only go for the girls who wouldn’t be upset if I didn’t call them the next day. What if I was the one making Taffy sad and not Nico? I wouldn’t want that. Perhaps it was time to nip us before we ever got started.


    Debbie whispered in my ear. “Meet me in the bathroom at the back of the plane.”


    I arched a brow.


    “Less people there,” she added, giving me sultry look with those smoky eyes. Hmmm, why not?


    She straightened up. “Five minutes?”


    I flicked my eyes over to Taffy. Still out. And I was horny from our kiss—I checked my watch—an hour and a half ago.


    I nodded, but I felt guilty. And that thought freaked me out. I had no commitment with Taffy. I was a free man.


    Four minutes later I still hadn’t left my seat. I don’t know why.


    Then I remembered I was headed to New York to see my father. I’d have to watch him fawn over some girl young enough to be his daughter. I’d have to stay in his penthouse and listen while he lectured me about what a disappointment I was. We’d have the same old arguments. Yeah, it’d be like that. One big suck fest.


    With that thought in mind, I unbuckled and sauntered to the back.


    I eased in that antiseptic-smelling, cramped bathroom, and when I heard the knock at the door, I opened it. She slithered in, smelling like a perfume counter at the mall. I didn’t let our eyes meet, but she didn’t seem to care. I didn’t kiss her on the mouth either. I just couldn’t, and I didn’t want to think about the reasons why.


    I got hot, and not in a good way, probably from the lack of space. I swallowed convulsively, wondering if I was going to hurl. What was wrong with me? Was seeing my father affecting me this much?


    She must have sensed my hesitation because she unsnapped my jeans, sending the familiar tingle all the way down to my toes. Yeah, I needed this. Maybe it would make me feel better.


    Debbie seemed like she’d done the dirty before in a plane if her directions on limb placement were anything to go by. It only took six minutes, tops, both of us reaching a new kind of high at thirty thousand feet. We couldn’t get too crazy, with other people just a few feet away, but I liked to think it was memorable for her. Not so much for me. I’d probably not recall her name. I’d never want to.


    Sex with her made me forget about the monsters that stomped around in my head. I hated their little whispers about how I’d never amount to anything, how the people that loved me always leave. Being with her snuffed out the voices and gave me something else to think about.


    Sex filled the blackness I had inside.


    She wasn’t the first girl I’d taken in a toilet; she wouldn’t be the last.


    A few minutes later, I settled back in my seat, feeling one part relaxed, but the other was decidedly off-kilter.


    


    

  


  


  
    Chapter FOUR: TAFFY


    


    


    “Are you kidding me?” –Taffy


    


    Oh, he didn’t fool me one bit. Did he actually think I was really asleep? Okay, maybe I had been, but as soon as that slutty flight attendant came over, my ears had perked up.


    And he’d gone back there! He’d been with some skank he’d just met. I mentally shook my head. And I’d kissed him. Fuck. And I never say fuck. I preferred flick.


    I stirred around in my seat, adjusting my shirt and pearls and hair. It’s not like I’d ever see him again. He wasn’t a student at NYU or part of my social crowd, obviously. He was some two-bit musician playing in a band. That was all.


    “You decide to wake up?” he asked, avoiding my gaze.


    “You back from your rendezvous in the bathroom?” I replied, cool as a cucumber. “Classy.”


    He opened his mouth to say something, but then shut it.


    Uh-huh. I was glad I’d only kissed him and hadn’t fooled around like I’d been contemplating. “I can only imagine what the poor passengers in the back of the plane heard.”


    “You were asleep.” He shrugged and spread his hands. “And you’re too nice for—“


    “I wasn’t attracted to you anyway,” I snapped.


    He lasered me with assessing brown eyes. “Is that right?”


    I nodded. “I was half-baked on wine and pills when I kissed you. Get over yourself.”


    “Sticking with good ole Rico, huh? The boy who never shows you any attention? He never will as long as you keep up this whole holier-than-thou attitude. If you want to break down some walls between you and this tosser, then live a little. Quit carrying your pillow on an airplane. Dress like you belong in this century. Stop harassing me because I shagged the flight attendant. Put those rules in your stupid book.”


    I wrinkled my nose. “His name is Nico, and you smell like sex and cheap perfume. I hope that gives you warm fuzzies tonight when you walk around with her scent on you.”


    I pushed in my earplugs from my IPOD and ignored him. How humiliating that he’d chosen her over me. How disgusting that I’d even kissed him. What was wrong with me that I always chose the ones who didn’t choose me back?


    It’s not you, my ex-boyfriends always said, but it was me. I’d been dumped too many times for it not to be. Either they cheated, found out they were gay, or got intimidated by my money. The list went on and on. I was sick of being last. I was sick of being a doormat.


    I’d chosen poorly once again.


    And to make matters worse, I didn’t really have any friends to speak of. Nico? I wasn’t sure why he kept me around. My roommate hated me. Marge did, too. My professors mostly ignored me. My mother was controlling. My father was dead. My life was pathetic.


    The plane began its descent to LaGuardia.


    I clenched my teeth, dug my nails into my palms, and pretended I wasn’t upset. I couldn’t figure out if it was the usual flight fear or anger at believing he’d been into me.


    Bah.


    We finally taxied in and after a few minutes came to a stop. He shot up as soon as we could and left, making his way to Debbie. She handed him his guitar and a card. It probably had her contact deets on it. I hated to tell her, but I didn’t think he’d be calling. I suspected he never called girls.


    My phone buzzed. It was Mother.


    Waiting for you downstairs next to baggage claim.


    I groaned. I wanted to get home, crawl under the covers and push aside this horrible spring break. And if I was honest, I wanted to call Nico, and if he didn’t answer, maybe I’d swing by his place and see if he was home. See, I’m a sucker for punishment.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter FIVE: SPIDER


    


    


    “I never said I was a nice guy.” –Spider


    


    We landed uneventfully. Taffy practically hugged the window the entire time. Yeah, I’d disappointed her. I sighed. Just one more girl I’d hurt.


    She was lucky she’d gotten away from me. I wasn’t any good.


    Debbie handed off my case, but before I walked through the door, I couldn’t resist one last look back at Taffy. She was checking her phone, and I wondered if it was Nico. Not that I cared. But I admitted I was curious about her Italian.


    I hung back where she couldn’t see me and waited for her to pass. It was completely irrational, but I wanted to see who was meeting her.


    She walked right past me, and I slid in behind her, my eyes stuck like glue to that heart-shaped ass. Maybe there was something about dressing like a hot librarian.


    She came to an abrupt halt at the baggage claim, her attention caught by something or someone? I followed her gaze, and it led straight to…what the bloody hell…my father? That couldn’t be right.


    My gut clenched at the disgusting thought of my father with Taffy.


    Then I saw her. A blonde lady in her mid-forties came into focus as she glided up to Taffy and gave her the air-cheek kiss.


    Did that mean…


    And sure enough, Taffy was moving forward to meet my father. I blinked, my eyes bouncing from him to the older lady and back to Taffy.


    I hauled my ass over to them, stopping behind Taffy who hadn’t noticed yet.


    “Clarence,” he said, making me cringe at the sound of my birth name. Would it hurt for him to call me Spider like everyone else? I’d only had the nickname for twenty years.


    I inclined my head, and as if in slo-mo, Taffy turned to me.


    The whole airport zoomed out as she looked at me with those wide green eyes.


    Yeah, she’d thought she’d seen the last of me.


    “And who might these two ladies be?” I asked my father.


    He wrapped his arms around the lady. “This is Penelope Farnsworth, my fiancée, and this,” he nodded at Taffy,” is your soon-to-be stepsister, Primrose.”


    Fiancée? I shook my head at the lunacy. This would make marriage number four for him.


    But Taffy as a step-sister? Uh…


    I gave her my full attention.


    “Primrose?” Oh, it fit. It really did. And to think I’d nearly opened that flower.


    “Clarence?” she snipped back.


    I must be certifiably insane. Because I leaned down and kissed her boldly on the lips, my tongue swiping at her lower lip. I got a jolt of electricity that went straight to my crotch.


    “Nice to meet you, Prim,” I murmured, eyes at half-mast.


    She wiped a hand over her mouth and glared at me.


    I grinned.


    New York just got interesting.


    


    The End
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    PART 1: Eavesdropping in a chemistry lab cabinet


    


    Quiet, silent, muted, hushed, stilled, reticent… I moved my mouth, breathed the words—soundlessly—from my hiding place.This game comforted me, calmed me, settled my nerves. Yes, recalling synonyms while anxious was a bizarre coping strategy, but it worked. And very little usually worked.


    The voices from beyond the cabinet grew louder and were accompanied by the click of heals and the dull echo of tennis shoes. I held my breath and strained to decipher how many sets of shoes were represented by the approaching footsteps. I guessed two, because only two voices were audible.


    “… think that he’s going to want to fuck you? After what happened last Friday?” The words were a hiss emanating from an unknown male voice; I tensed at the use of vulgarity.


    “I’ll get there late. If you do your job then he won’t even remember it,” came a feminine reply. The female was closest to my hiding spot in the chemistry lab cabinet; her words, therefore, were much clearer.


    “Shit,” he said. I tried not to huff in disgust at his foul language as he continued. “I don’t even know how much to use. I’ve only used it on bitches. ”


    “I don’t know either. Just… double it. Martin is, what? Like, twice the size of the girls you usually dope out?”


    I tensed again, my eyes narrowing. The name Martin, in particular, made my heart beat faster. I knew only one Martin.


    Martin Sandeke.


    Martin Sandeke, the heir to Sandeke Systems in Palo Alto, California, and smartypants in his own right. I also came from a notable family—my mother is a senator, and my grandfather was an astronaut. However, unlike Martin’s family, we weren’t billionaires. We were scientists, scholars, and politicians.


    Martin Sandeke, the six foot three, modern-day physical manifestation of Hercules, and the captain of the University’s rowing team.


    Martin Sandeke, the unrepentant man-whore extraordinaire, and kind of a jerk-faced bully.


    Martin Sandeke, my two-semester-long chemistry lab partner, and all around most unobtainable person in the universe; who I never spoke to except to ask for beakers, relay findings, and request modifications to the heat level of my Bunsen burner.


    And by Bunsen burner I meant, literally, my Bunsen burner. Not the figurative Bunsen burner in my pants. Because I hoped Martin Sandeke had no idea that he affected the heat levels of my figurative Bunsen burner.


    He did affect them. But, obviously, as he was cosmically unobtainable, and kind of a bully, I didn’t want him to know that.


    “He’s about two twenty, so… yeah. I guess.” The male responded, his tennis shoes making scuffing sounds on the linoleum as he neared my hiding spot.


    I rolled my lips between my teeth and stared at the crack in the cabinet doors. I couldn’t see his face, but I could discern that he was now standing directly in front of the cabinet, next to the unknown girl, maybe facing her.


    “But what’s in it for me?” The cuss monster asked, his voice dropping lower than it had been, more intimate.


    I heard some rustling, then the sloppy sounds of kissing. Instinctively I stuck my tongue out and mocked gagging. Listening to public displays of affection was unpleasant, especially when lip smacking and groaning was involved, and most especially while trapped in a chemistry lab cabinet that smelled heavily of sulfur.


    The next words spoken came from the girl, and were a bit whiny. “Money, dummy. Martin’s loaded—well, his family is loaded—and they’ll buy me off. All you have to do is give him the stuff tonight in his drink. Then I’ll take him upstairs, record the whole thing. Bonus if I get pregnant.”


    My mouth dropped open, my eyes wide, unable to believe what I’d just heard. The awfulness, rustling, and lip smacking continued.


    “You dope him and I’ll rope him.” The girl’s pleasure gasps were audible and rather ridiculous sounding.


    “Oh, yeah baby—touch me there.” These breathy words were accompanied by the sound of a beaker crashing to ground and a zipper being undone.


    I winced, scowled. Really, people had no manners or sense of decorum.


    “No-no- we can’t. He’ll be here any minute. I need to leave.” The girl’s voice pleaded. I noted that she sounded the perfect mixture of regretful and hurried. “You need to make sure he stays at the house for the party. I’ll be there at eleven, so give him the stuff around ten-thirty, okay?”


    The zipper came back up, the man backed into the cabinet. I jerked at the resultant bang of the doors. “How do you know where he’ll be all the time?”


    “We dated, remember?”


    “No. He fucked you. You never dated. Martin Sandeke doesn’t date.”


    “Yeah, well, I know his schedule. He comes here on Fridays and does—hell if I know— with his ugly little lab partner.”


    Ugly?


    I twisted my lips to the side, my heart seized in my chest.


    I hated the word ugly. It was an ugly word.


    Ugly, unsightly, gross, misshapen, repellent… I mentally recited. For some reason, the synonym game didn’t help me this time.


    “His lab partner? Wait, I’ve heard about her. Isn’t her dad an astronaut or something?”


    “Who cares? She’s nobody. Kathy or Kelly or something, whatever.” The girl huffed, the heels of her shoes carrying her farther away. “Forget about her, she’s nothing. The point is you need to stay here and make sure he comes tonight, okay? I got to go before he gets here.”


    “Bitch, you better not be playing me.”


    The girl responded but I didn’t catch the words. My back itched, and while tucked in the cabinet I couldn’t reach the spot. In fact, it would be a difficult spot to reach even if I were standing in an open field. Also, my mind was still reciting synonyms for ugly.


    I didn’t think I was ugly.


    I knew my hair was unremarkable. It was long, straight, and black. I always wore it in a ponytail, bun, or clip. This was because hair, other than warming my head, served no purpose. Mostly, I ignored it.


    I rather liked my eyes. They were grey. An unusual color, I’d been told on more than one occasion. Granted, no one ever said they were pretty, but no one ever said they were ugly, either. That had to count for something.


    I was no supermodel in height or weight, at five foot seven and a size ten. But I wasn’t Jabba the Hutt, either.


    My teeth were reasonably straight, though I had a noticeable gap between the front top two. I was also pale—the color of paper, my best friend, Sam, had once said. My eyebrows were too thick, I knew this. Sam—short for Samantha—often remarked that I should get them plucked, thinned out.


    I ignored this advice. I didn’t care about thick eyebrows so long as they never became a unibrow like my aunt Viki.


    I glanced down at my comfortable clothes—men’s wide leg, navy cargo pants with the cuff torn off, worn Converse sneakers, and an oversized Weezer t-shirt. I might be plain, unremarkable, or even mousy. But it’s not like I was horrible beast who turned people into stone with a single gaze. I was just… low maintenance.


    That was okay with me. I didn’t need attention, didn’t want it. People, especially people my age, and especially other girls, made very little sense to me. I didn’t see the value in spending hours in front of a mirror when I could be playing video games or playing the guitar or reading a book instead.


    But sometimes, when I was with Martin and we were calculating particulate levels, I wanted to be beautiful. Really, it was the only time I wished I looked different. Then I remembered he was a jerk-face and everything went back to normal.


    I gave myself a mental shake and gritted my teeth. Straining to listen, I pressed my ear against the cabinet door and waited for signs that the unknown male was still present.


    The itch in the center of my back was spreading and I didn’t know how much longer I could stand it. On the itch scale, it was quickly moving from aggravating to brain-exploding torturous.


    The sound of shuffling footsteps approaching from the hall snagged my attention. They slowed, then stopped.


    “Hey man. Whatsup?” said the mystery cussing fiend.


    “What are you doing here?” I heard Martin ask. I guessed he was standing at the entrance to the lab because his voice was somewhat muffled. Regardless, it made my stomach erupt in rabid butterflies. I often had a physical response to the sound of Martin speaking.


    “Wanted to make sure you’re coming to the house party tonight.”


    I heard more shuffling footsteps. They were Martin’s. I’d know that nonchalant gait anywhere—because I was pathetic and maybe a little obsessed with all things Martin Sandeke. The difference between my obsession with Martin and the other girls’ obsession with Martin was that I had absolutely no problem admiring his finer features from afar.


    Because Martin really was kind of a jerk.


    He’d never been a jerk to me, likely because I was an excellent lab partner. We spoke only about chemistry, and he liked acing assignments; but I’d seen him in action. He’d lose his temper and then BOOM! He’d go off on whatever poor soul he happened to believe was responsible.


    If it was a girl, she’d leave crying after coming in contact with his razor wit (and, by razor, I mean cutting and wound inducing). He never called them names. He didn’t have to. He’d just tell them the truth.


    If it was a guy, he might use only words. But sometimes he used fists, too. I’d been a witness to this once—Martin beating the crap out of a slightly shorter, but also slightly broader, jilted boyfriend of one of his one-night-stands. At least, that was the rumor that went around after both of them were escorted out of the dining hall by campus police.


    Martin was an equal opportunity jerk-face, and therefore best avoided outside of the chemistry lab.


    No one spoke for a moment. I stiffened when I heard Martin ask, “Where’s Parker?”


    That was me. I’m Parker.


    To be more precise, I’m Kaitlyn Parker, Katy for short; but I doubt Martin knows my first name.


    “Parker? Who’s Parker?”


    “My lab partner.”


    “I thought your lab partner was that girl—the one-”


    “She is a girl.”


    “Her name is Parker?”


    I knew Martin was close now, because I heard him sigh. “What did you want again?”


    “The party tonight—you’re still coming, right?”


    “I already told you I’d be there.” Martin sounded ambivalent, bored, and maybe a little distracted.


    “Good. Because I’m counting on you to be my wingman.” The mystery speaker’s voice started to fade. I guessed he was leaving, having secured what he came for.


    “Yeah, whatever,” was Martin’s offhanded response.


    “I’ll see you tonight, bro. You better come, I’m serious!”


    Martin didn’t respond. I guessed the unknown male finally exited because, after a silent pause, I heard him release a very audible huff. It was heavy, exaggerated, and flavored with exasperation.


    Meanwhile, I was still in the chemistry cabinet and the itch of the century had spread to my shoulders and stomach. I was likely going to go crazy if I didn’t scratch it within the next ten seconds. It felt like I was being repeatedly stung by a legion of fire ants.


    During those ten seconds I debated my options.


    I could stay in the cabinet, wait for Martin to leave, go quietly insane, then send him an anonymous note about the conversation I’d overheard.


    Or, I could burst forth from my hiding place, scratch my itch, look like the doofus I was, then hope he’d forget as I regaled him with the details of the conversation I’d overheard.


    In the end it didn’t matter, because the cabinet doors were abruptly opened. A whoosh of fresh air followed and I found myself face-to-face with Martin Sandeke.


    His eyes were blue and exceptionally beautiful. They reminded me of blue flame. Well, usually they were lovely, at present they were narrowed and sharp and focused squarely on me. Beginning with my eyes, they moved down then up, ending where they started.


    He was truly a magnificent specimen; all broad shoulders and narrow hips, with the thick muscular thighs of a rower. His brown hair was streaked with blond—likely due to all his time on the water and in the sun.


    I wasn’t used to this—him looking at me, standing so close—thus, combined with my normal female palpitations, I couldn’t quite draw breath for several seconds.


    At length, he said, “Parker… what are you doing?”


    “Uh…” I released the breath I’d been holding and unthinkingly arched my back, reached behind me to scratch my itch.


    Maybe it was the effect of his eyes and unavoidable handsomeness, or maybe it was because I’d seen him rip girls to shreds and was therefore a little afraid a potential non-chemistry related conversation, or maybe it was the itch between my shoulder blades—but, without thinking, I blurted the truth. “I was hiding in the cabinet.”


    His brow furrowed; but his gaze relaxed slightly, his confusion plain. “Why were you hiding in the cabinet?”


    I reached over my shoulder, stretching my arm, and tried to reach the itch with my left hand instead of my right. This didn’t work.


    “Why does anyone hide in a chemistry cabinet?” I shrugged, mostly because I hoped the movement would help me get to the itch.


    He lifted a single eyebrow and grabbed me by my upper arms, pulling and lifting me like I weighed next to nothing. He swung me around, his back now to the cabinet, and set me safely on the ground,


    Martin’s hands on my arms sent a bolt of girly awareness to the pit of my stomach. It was paired with belated embarrassment at being found as a burst of heat spread from my chest to my neck.


    He still gripped my arms when he asked, “Do you hide in the cabinet often?”


    “Sometimes.” I said distractedly, my jaw clenched, willing the mortifying blush to recede.


    “Is this an everyday thing?”


    “No. Only on special occasions, like when strange people arrive to plot your demise.” I twisted out of his grip, reached for and failed to find the spot needed to secure relief.


    “Plot my demise?” His eyes darted over me again, I could tell he was studying my movements. “What are you doing?”


    “Trying to reach an itch between my shoulder blades.” My elbow was in the air now, my hand down the neck of my shirt.


    Martin’s eyes widened then blinked. Without a word he stepped forward and into my personal space. Before I could comprehend what was happening, he’d backed me into the lab table, and I was trapped. Martin was against me, his arms wrapped around me, his hands slipped under my t-shirt to the center of my back, and his fingers itched the unreachable space between my shoulder blades.


    At first I tensed because… MARTIN SANDEKE’S ARMS ARE AROUND ME, HIS HAND IS UNDER MY SHIRT, HIS BODY IS PRESSED AGAINST MINE!


    OMG. WTF? BBQ!


    My brain’s very understandable stunted fan-girl reaction to his movements was quickly eclipsed by the blissful relief of an inch scratched.


    I melted in his arms, my forehead resting against his chest, and I moaned my satisfaction.


    “Oh, yes, god. That’s the spot… Please, don’t stop.” I murmured, obviously out of my mind. But it felt so good. So very, very good. Like sinking into a hot bubble bath after walking a mile through a nor’easter.


    Martin didn’t stop.


    Well… not precisely.


    Rather, over the course of a full minute, he ceased using his nails, and instead began caressing and massaging my back with his fingers and hands. I realized too late that his head had dipped to my neck and his lips were against my ear, his hot breath tickling me and sending delightfully dangerous shivers racing down my spine, back of my legs, to my toes.


    “Did I make it all better?” He whispered then bit—yes, bit!—my neck, like he was tasting me.


    Then he bit me again.


    I sucked in a breath and my eyes opened—even as my body instinctively arched toward him. Reality burst through the delightful fog of his ministrations like one of those disturbing and jarring windup jack-in-the-box clowns.


    After two semesters of nothing but mundane academic interactions, I was in the chemistry lab with Martin Sandeke and his hands were roaming, liberal and greedy. His face was tucked in my neck. I was trapped against a lab table. Our bodies were intimately connected.


    And I’d just moaned.


    What the hiccup was going on?


    I raised my palms to his chest and made to push him away. This only caused his hands to still, now on the curve of my waist, and his grip to tighten. He plastered our fronts together more completely.


    “Um…” I cleared my throat, found my voice unsteady. “Yeah, yeah—all better.” I croaked.


    He laughed. Actually, it was more like a lazy chuckle.


    One of Martin’s hands slipped up my back and under the strap of my bra, where the itch had been, his fingers splayed wide. The other went to the clip on my head and released the spring. My hair fell like a curtain down my back. I felt him wrapping the thick length around his hand.


    I pushed him again as I tilted my head to the side and away, feeling unaccountably breathless. “I’m all better now. Thanks for the help. Services no longer needed.” Everywhere he touched me sent ripples of awareness and heat to my core.


    My attempt at escape was a failure because, as soon as I pressed against him in earnest, Martin tugged my hair, encouraged me to tilt my chin upward.


    Then he kissed me.


    And—damn, damn, damn—he was a good kisser.


    More precisely, since I had grossly limited experience in the kissing department, he was what I imagined a good kisser would kiss like. The kind girls fantasize about. The guy who just takes what he wants, like he’s hungry and you’re on the menu, but somehow makes it epic for both parties involved.


    No preamble, prologue, or preface; just urgent, fervent, worshipful kisses, one right after the other. I had no choice but to wrap my arms around his neck, stand on my tip-toes, and try to kiss him back. Because, honestly, the way he held me, the way he growled when our tongues met, the way his mouth moved over mine—he demanded it.


    Also, in the recesses of my mind, I realized that this entire situation was completely preposterous. Likely, he was drunk or tripping on acid or was playing some kind of joke.


    One day I would tell my grandchildren to gather ‘round while I put in my good dentures, the ones with no space between my two front teeth. I would tell them for the millionth time about how Hercules had once accidentally kissed me in the chemistry lab at my Ivy League University.


    The need for air eventually required our lips to part, though we separated only inches. If I inclined my head forward our noses would touch.


    I opened my eyes as wide as they would go and glanced at his, found his gaze alternately moving between mine and my lips. I also noted that I wasn’t the only one who was breathing heavy.


    I said and thought in unison, my voice just above a whisper, “What was that?”


    His eyes stopped moving over my face and instead settled, held mine captive. They were all heated and… hot and… intense. I was starting to understand why the blood of a thousand virgins had been sacrificed at his altar of sexual prowess.


    I tried to swallow. I couldn’t.


    “That was necessary.” He finally said. Actually, he growled it.


    “Necessary?”


    “Yes. That needed to happen.”


    “It did?”


    He nodded once and bent as though he were going to do it again. I stiffened, my hands moved instantly to his chest and I thwarted his advance—because, if he started kissing me, it was surely a sign of Armageddon. Also, I was so far out of my comfort level that I was in an alternate dimension.


    “No-no-no-no.” I twisted my head to the side, braced my hands against the imposing wall of his chest. “We’re not doing that again.”


    He tugged my hair—I’d forgotten that he’d wrapped it around his hand—and bodily pressed me against the black topped lab table. His other armed wrapped completely around me, still under my shirt.


    “Yes. We’re doing that again.”


    “No. We’re not. We’re not doing anything unless it involves measuring the composition of trace elements in surface water.”


    “Parker-” his hand left my hair and slipped into my shirt again, spanning my side and stomach.


    “Because we’re lab partners and lab partners do not kiss.”


    “Then we’re not lab partners anymore.”


    “You can’t switch lab partners in the middle of the semester.”


    “I just did.”


    My hands moved down to catch his wrists because his hands were on their way to second base; I successfully intercepted his northward progress. “Nope. I don’t do that.”


    “Do what?” he nuzzled my neck and whispered against my skin. He must’ve known that nuzzling was going to cause my insides to melt. I imagined he’d conducted methodical experiments into the fastest way to female self-lubrication.


    “I’m not one of your easy girls, or even difficult girls.” My voice wavered, so I cleared my throat. “I’m not even really a girl. I’m more like one of the boys. Think of me like a boy.”


    “Not possible.”


    “It’s true. Do you kiss boys? Because, if not, then I think you must have me confused with someone else.”


    His movements stilled and a long moment passed. Then his hands fell away, he stepped away, and I slumped slightly forward—a weird mixture of bereft and relieved.


    “You’re a lesbian.” He said the words as though they explained a mystery he’d been trying to solve for years.


    My eyes shot to his. He was four feet away and I found him watching me with a dawning something. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it looked like disappointment and frustration.


    I swallowed, successfully, and licked my lips, shook my head. The irony of his confusion not lost on me.


    My first and only boyfriend had been gay. I just didn’t know it while we were dating through all of high school.


    I was still trying to catch my breath when I responded. “No. I’m not gay. I’m just… not interested in you that way.”


    This was true—because I’d witnessed his path of devastation with my own eyes.


    This was also a lie—because I was most definitely interested in him that way, just not the aftermath where he said it was meaningless sex, made me cry, and told me to get over it.


    His eyebrows jumped a fraction of a centimeter at my softly spoken declaration.


    “Not interested...” He repeated.


    I stepped to the side, scaling the length of the table, and reached for my bag. I hefted it to my shoulder, escape now the only thing on my mind. His slightly narrowed eyes followed my movements.


    “I know, right?” I tried to sound self-deprecating, which wasn’t difficult because I truly meant my next words. “Who am I? I’m nobody.”


    “You’re not nobody.” He countered. “Your mother is a United States senator and your grandfather was an astronaut.”


    I cringed. I hated it when people brought up my family. “Just because my family is famous, doesn’t mean I’m somebody.”


    He shifted forward and said with a surprising amount of vehemence. “Exactly! That’s exactly right.”


    “I know, right?” I readily agreed. “See, I’m ordinary. And you’re you. I’m sure you’re used to the deafening sound of underwear hitting the floor every time you enter a room. But I don’t do that kind of thing, even for Hercules. Sure, I’ll think about the possibility later when I’m safely alone in bed, but I never cross-pollinate fantasy and reality.”


    “When you’re alone in bed?”


    I didn’t acknowledge his words because… mortification.


    Instead I said, “I’m not a fast and loose girl. I’m a slow and steady girl. Who knows when or if I’ll ever cross the finish line.”


    He blinked at me, at my deluge of words. I didn’t even try to read his expression because I was so focused on walking backward out of the room.


    “You’re leaving?” He asked.


    “Yep.” I threw my thumb over my shoulder. “I’m going to go now. And don’t worry about the experiment. I’ll come in over spring break and finish it up. And when I see you after the break, everything will be back to normal. We can forget that this ever happened. We shall never speak of it.” My voice cracked on the last word.


    “Parker-”


    “Have a really great spring break.”


    “Kaitlyn-” He took two strides forward as though he were going to stop me; but he halted at the sound of crunching glass underfoot. He glanced at his feet, noticing for the first time the broken beaker on the floor. “What the hell?”


    I seized the opportunity afforded by his split attention and bolted out of the room.


    In fact, I ran down the hall like an insane person and slipped into the elevator just before it closed. I even jogged back to my dorm, and didn’t begin to relax until I crossed the threshold of the keycard access area, climbed the three flights to my room, and locked the door behind me.


    I tossed my bag to the corner of the tiny space, threw myself backwards on my bed, and rubbed my eyes with the base of my palms. The scene in the lab played over and over behind my closed eyelids—him touching me, kissing me, scratching the impossible itch.


    It wasn’t until several minutes later that I realized I’d forgotten to tell him about the dastardly plot I’d overheard.


    


    

  


  
    PART 2: Skirting the skirt-only party


    


    


    “I can’t believe you agreed to this.”


    “Shut it, Sam.”


    I tucked my long, now curled and hair-sprayed, black hair behind my ears. Self-consciously, I smoothed the skirt of the little black dress she’d talked me into wearing; annoyed—for the twentieth time—that the hem of the skirt ended mid-thigh.


    “You look hot, hooker. Just own it.” Sam nudged my elbow with hers and I grimaced.


    If someone had asked me twelve hours ago how I’d be spending the first Friday night of spring break, I would have told them I’d be curled up in my bed against fluffy pillows, sipping tea and eating shortbread while reading.


    I would not and could not have fathomed that I’d be on my way to a fraternity party dressed in lace topped thigh highs, a black dress, stiletto heels, hair down, wearing makeup.


    That’s right. Makeup. On my face. With glitter eye shadow.


    Also, my eyebrows were plucked. Plucked! Gah!


    I rolled my eyes and huffed like the disgruntled recluse I was. I would rather shop for a bra than go to a fraternity party, and that was saying a lot.


    “Oh, come on Katy. There was no way we could get in to the party wearing band t-shirts and men’s pants. This is a skirts-only party.”


    A “skirts-only party,” I’d been educated earlier in the evening, is a fraternity party where all the girls are required to wear short skirts. Upon hearing this news, I briefly considered leaving Martin to his fate. In the end, my conscience wouldn’t let me.


    Jerk conscience. Always making me do things.


    “You act like getting dressed up is torture.” she continued, “You look hot.” Sam, who I suspected had been waiting for a chance like this since our freshman year of high school, didn’t sound at all sorry for me.


    “I don’t look hot. I look ridiculous.”


    “You’re a babe.”


    “Shut it.”


    “A hot babe. And guys are going to be wanting some of that.” She pointed at me and flicked her wrist, indicating my bosom and backside. “Especially dat ass.”


    I grumbled, but made no other audible response. Inwardly, I cursed myself for the hundredth time that I’d failed to warn Martin about the plot I’d overheard in the chemistry lab earlier. If I’d just kept my wits about me, I would be curled up with a book now instead of walking toward a den of iniquity dressed like a girl.


    Even though we were still two blocks away, I could hear the sounds of the party. My neck felt stiff and my hands were clammy.


    The plan was quite simple. I would find Martin, explain about the plot and what I’d overheard, then we would leave. Sam wasn’t a frat party kind of girl either. Yes, she liked to get dressed up, but she called sorority girls ‘sorostitutes’ and fraternity guys ‘fratigalos’. She labeled them ‘group thinkers’ and claimed they suffered from a herd mentality.


    She was kind of judgy that way.


    I hadn’t given sororities or fraternities much thought because… no point.


    “I still don’t get why you don’t have his cell number. He’s your lab partner, right? And he was your lab partner last semester, too?” Sam tossed her blonde curls over her shoulder.


    Sam was a little shorter than me, and was attending the University on a tennis scholarship. She was determined to get into Harvard Law and therefore, like me, she was focused, spending very little of her time looking for ways to sow her oats. Her all-business attitude made her an ideal best friend and roommate.


    “I just don’t. I don’t have his number.”


    “Why not?” She pressed. She’d asked me this question several times as we were dressing—or, rather, as she was dressing me.


    “Because…” I responded again, wiping my palm on the dress.


    “Because why? What if you needed to get in touch with him about a project?”


    “I’d leave him a note.”


    “A note? Where? When? How?”


    “In the chemistry lab, in the cabinet.”


    “You pass each other notes?” Her tone turned teasing.


    “No. It’s not like that. I’ll leave a note if I can’t make it on Fridays and he does the same. Or, if I’ve finished something without waiting for him, that kind of thing.”


    “But why didn’t he want you to have his cell-”


    I stopped walking and faced her. “He tried to give it to me, okay? He tried last semester to exchange numbers, and I didn’t want to. Can you just drop it?”


    “You wouldn’t take Martin Sandeke’s number?” She asked as though the words I’d just spoken made no sense.


    “That’s correct.”


    “But… why the hell not? He’s— he’s— he’s Martin Sandeke!”


    “Because he’s Martin Sandeke, that’s why I wouldn’t take it.” I started walking again, my toes protesting the movement.


    “Katy, you’ve been crushing on Martin Sandeke since the first week of class two years ago, when you stalked him outside physics, before you even knew who he was.”


    “That’s because he’s physically beautiful and pleasing to the eye.” I mumbled.


    “He tries to give you his phone number and you don’t take it. Why did you do that? Explain it to me.”


    “Because, you know me, when I get drunk—even though it’s only happened twice—I drunk dial! I called Robbie the last time it happened.”


    Robbie was my high school boyfriend, who never seemed interested in physical intimacy unless we had an audience. Since he was my only boyfriend, I figured this was normal. We’d parted as friends.


    But last year I left him a drunk message asking him why he never tried to sleep with me. When I woke up the next morning, and everything came flooding back, it took me three weeks to return his call.


    When I finally did he informed me that he was, in fact, gay. Additionally, he had appreciated my willingness to be his beard in high school. He also assured me that, had he not been gay, that he would have tried to get in my pants early and often.


    It all sounded like pity.


    Worst conversation ever.


    Sam stopped me again with a hand on my elbow. “That was last summer and Robbie is ancient history.”


    “Can we just get this over with?” I pleaded, not wanting to talk about Robbie or about my stunted romantic history.


    Sam released an audible breath. “Katy, you’re beautiful and desirable—”


    “Oh my God, no more teasing. I’m wearing the dress, aren’t I? I even let you put makeup on me.”


    “I’m not teasing you. I’m trying to get you out of this perpetual funk you’re in. You hide yourself behind baggy clothes and eyebrows so thick they could be mustaches. Robbie is a lovely person but he shouldn’t have used you like that. Now you’re all skewed in the head.”


    “Can we not talk about this?”


    “Only if you promise to get Martin’s number tonight.”


    I shook my head, shifted on my feet. “I will not. I don’t want to drunk dial Martin Sandeke a few months from now. He won’t give me pity. He’s vicious. He’ll laugh in my face and make me cry.”


    Sam tsked, rolled her eyes, and started walking again. “Fine. Whatever. Go through life repressing your sexuality because one boy—one stupid boy who was confused—used you to hide his own inner turmoil.”


    “Thank you.”


    “You’re not welcome.”


    I let her snarky comment slide because we were on the same block as the fraternity house.


    It was what one would expect from a fraternity house at an Ivy League school. Large, several stories, classically painted, manicured lawn littered with red Solo cups and drunk partygoers. The mass of bodies—standing, sitting, leaning—spilled out the front door, down the sweeping staircase, and onto the grass. Techno music vibrated through the air, and was markedly louder near the porch.


    At the entrance to the house stood two very large men. Actually, I got the distinct impression they were bouncer dudes. Both were dressed in fraternity polo shirts. Their necks were as thick as my waist. They were chatting up a group of five tall, sylphlike girls. Their eyes scanned both Sam and I when we mounted the ginormous wraparound porch.


    In front of us, two girls in jeans and a guy—also in jeans—began crossing the threshold of the house.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” One of the big dudes yelled to be heard over the music; he held his hand out and halted their progress.


    The shorter of the two jean-clad girls shrugged and faced the big dude. “Goin’ to the party.”


    “Nah-uh, this is a skirts-only party.”


    The second big dude tipped his chin toward Sam and me; he bellowed, “You can go in, girls.”


    Sam pushed me gently on my shoulder and we moved around the group stalled at the entrance. Once inside, Sam and I wove through bodies; I had no idea where we were going or how I was going to find Martin.


    Looking around, I started to feel a bit better about my dress. It was black cotton, shorter than I thought appropriate, and sleeveless, but it was modest in comparison to some of the dresses and miniskirts we saw as we moved into the gigantic entryway.


    I did not, however, feel better about the crowd. People, people everywhere; dancing, making out, arguing, drinking, laughing. Even given the mammoth size of the foyer, the crush felt suffocating.


    “Excuse me.” Someone said close to my ear.


    I stepped to the side to allow three tall and handsome guys brush past. They looked almost interchangeable—too long brown hair cut in the hipster style, tanned skin; two of them had brown eyes, the other one had blue. They were wearing fraternity polo shirts and all three slowed, their eyes moving over Sam and me with plain interest.


    The last of the guys stopped; he grabbed my hips, issued me very cute and flirty grin before semi-shouting over the music, “Hey, who are you?”


    I opened my mouth to respond that I was nobody and that he shouldn’t go around touching people without their permission, but Sam tugged on my hand and inserted herself into the conversation. She had to semi-yell in order to be heard over the surrounding music and voices. “We’re looking for Martin Sandeke. Is he here?”


    The blue-eyed one of the trio huffed a laugh and shook his head. “Get in line, sweetheart.”


    Sam tipped her head to the side, narrowed her eyes at him. “Listen, we’re not staying. This is his lab partner, she needs to speak with him about the class. Do you know where he is?”


    The three boys exchanged confused looks; the one with his hands on my hips leaned forward to my ear. “You’re Marty’s lab partner?”


    I nodded, finally finding my voice. “Yes. Both semesters. It’s really important that I speak to him about, um… a project we’re supposed to be doing over the break. Also, I’d really appreciate it if you would remove your hands.”


    He blinked at me, frowned, then removed his hands and took a step back—or as much of a step back as he could manage in the crush. “You really are his lab partner.”


    His eyes searched my face with interest. In fact, all three of them seemed to be looking at me a little funny. I smoothed my hand down my skirt, again, and was thankful for the dim lights. Under their triple-handsome-perusal, I knew I was blushing uncontrollably.


    “She is, she’s the astronaut’s daughter,” the one with blue eyes finally said, as though he’d just realized it, recognized me. He said it as though I was a celebrity.


    This was aggravating.


    I pressed my lips together before muttering. “He’s my grandfather.”


    “I’m in Professor Gentry’s class too.” Blue-eyes extended his hand, captured mine; his expression was probing and tinged with respect as it moved over my face. “You look really different outside of class. Did you do something to… your face?”


    My face?


    I didn’t get a chance to respond to this startling and insulting question, because Sam stepped forward.


    “So can you three amigos take us to Martin? We don’t have a lot of time.”


    This was a true statement. It was already 10:10 p.m. and I knew, based on my eavesdropping, that the drugging would occur sometime around 10:30 p.m.


    Blue-eyes nodded, still holding my hand. “Sure, sure. Follow me.” and he tugged me forward.


    Brown-eyes, the one who felt comfortable putting his hands on my body, winked at me as I passed. “Find me later, we’ll have some fun.”


    His companion hit him on the back of the head. As we left I heard him say, “Not likely, dumbass.”


    “I’m Eric.” Blue-eyes tossed at us over his shoulder. “Stroke is this way.”


    “Stroke?”


    “Martin is Stroke.” Eric turned briefly to explain. We made a chain, the three of us, as we wove through bodies of scantily dressed females and grabby frat boys. “He’s eight-seat in the boat, it’s called the stroke seat because it sets the stroke rhythm for the rest of the boat. So we call him Stroke.”


    I gritted my teeth through the jostling, ignored the body parts that pressed against me—or outright palmed my anatomy.


    Martin was called Stroke. Somehow, the nickname fit.


    Eric led us to a staircase where another bouncer dude stood. He nodded once to Eric and smirked at Sam and me. I deduced he thought we were on our way to engage in a throupling (a threesome coupling). This, of course, caused my blush to intensify.


    Jerk conscience.


    I struggled to climb the stairs in the heels, almost asking Eric to stop so I could remove them. The music wasn’t nearly as loud at the next landing. I was so busy debating whether or not to take off my shoes that I almost collided with Eric’s back when he stopped in front of a pair of overly large double doors.


    “He’s in here.” Eric turned, tilted his head, he let go of my hand to push open the door.


    “Thanks.” I nodded once and gripped Sam’s hand tighter as I moved to enter.


    “No-no. She stays out here.” Eric shook his head and motioned to Sam.


    “What? Why?”


    “Only one girl at a time, unless both are invited.”


    I glanced at Sam and imagined I wore a similarly stunned expression.


    “Excuse me?” Sam said. “What is he? A sultan? Does he have a harem?”


    Eric smirked, his eyes moved over Sam with simmering appraisal. “I’ll keep you company, cupcake.”


    “No thanks, dildo,” was her response.


    This only made his grin widen, though he said; “You’re safe with me. I promise the only thing I’ll do to you is stare at you.”


    She glowered. He narrowed his eyes mockingly, though his amusement and enjoyment at the exchange was obvious.


    “I’m not worried about me,” Sam explained. “I don’t trust your boy around my girl, not in this house.”


    Eric’s gaze moved over my dress; his grin waned, softened, like he knew a secret about me.


    “I promise, if she’s not out in fifteen minutes we’ll go rescue her together.”


    I addressed Sam, my voice lowered. “I’ll be fine. Martin’s not going to do anything. I’ll just tell him about the, um, the assignment and then I’ll leave.”


    Sam was teetering, still undecided. After a prolonged moment she blurted, “Oh, all right.” Then she shifted her gaze to Eric. “But I’m timing this. I have a watch.” She held up her wrist so that he could see the evidence of her timepiece.


    “Noted.” He said with a large smile, held his hands up as though he surrendered.


    Before I lost my nerve, I turned the handle to the door and opened it—only glancing back at Sam once before I stepped in and shut it behind me.


    


    

  


  
    PART 3: CONFESSIONS ON A POOL TABLE


    


    I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t a pool table.


    I hovered at the entrance to the room, just inside the small alcove, and watched as Martin and three other guys good-naturedly knocked the cue ball around with their pool sticks.


    No one noticed me at first and this allowed me time to chant my synonyms silently to myself.


    Unsteady, uncertain, nervous, anxious, worried, panicked…


    I wasn’t concerned for my safety, but I was concerned. I’d gone through life hiding in cabinets, and was perfectly happy to continue this practice once this task was over. I just had to get this over with first.


    Propelled by this desire—to cross this task off my conscience’s list and go find a nice, safe cabinet to hide in—I took a step forward and cleared my throat.


    One of the guys was mid-laugh, and I wondered at first if they’d heard me. But, eventually, four sets of eyes swung to my position, though I tried to focus only on Martin.


    “Uh, hi. Hello.” I gave the room a little wave.


    Martin, like the rest, was looking at me like I was a stranger. However, I felt all pairs of eyes sweep me up and down in a way that made me feel like I was a car, or a horse—one they were thinking about riding.


    Heated anxiety seized my chest, tightness spreading into my stomach. I balled my hands into fists and took another step into the room, further into the light.


    “I’m looking for Martin.” I kept my eyes on him; at six feet away, he was the closest to my position.


    Recognition had not yet registered when he replied, “What do you want?”


    “It’s me. Um, it’s Parker. Kaitlyn Parker. I was hoping I could speak with you for… a… minute… about chemistry?” I bit my lip, waited for his reaction.


    Martin visibly stiffened, blinked, and flinched when I said my name. His eyes—now focused and narrowed—moved over me once more, this time with obvious and renewed interest.


    “Parker?” He took a step forward and laid his cue stick on the table; he sounded and looked baffled.


    I licked my lips and nodded, hazarded a glance at the others. They were alternately watching me and turning their heads to watch Martin’s reaction.


    “Yep. I promise I’ll just be a minute, it won’t take-”


    “Everyone out.” Martin interrupted me, his voice a bit too loud for the space; it was a command.


    To my surprise, his three companions set down their pool cues on the table and shuffled out, as instructed and without delay.


    One or two of them caught my eye as they left, walking past; their expressions were plainly curious but none of them spoke. Martin’s gaze never left my face; he seemed to recover quickly from the surprise of my arrival. His face grew hard, his square jaw ticking at his temple.


    I didn’t know what to make of the gathering storm in his eyes so I ignored it and attempted to think of a word to use in my synonym game. I also tried not to look at his lips.


    I tried and I failed.


    I couldn’t help it; the memory of his kiss—our kiss—arrived like a tsunami, flooding my body with something heated and tight. I felt abruptly overwhelmed by it, surrounded on all sides. I knew what he tasted like, how he sounded when he growled, what his hands felt like on my bare skin.


    I tried not to shiver and failed at that too.


    The door clicked behind me; but, to me, it sounded like a gunshot—because it signaled that we were alone. I gathered a breath and tucked my hair behind my ears. I needed to focus on reciting the speech I’d practiced in my head for the last five hours.


    Then I could leave, my conscience could piss off, and this would all be over.


    Ignoring the goosebumps that he’d ignited with his scorching glare, I did my best impression of calm as I said, “So, the reason I’m here-”


    “Let me guess.” He crossed his broad arms over his broad chest, his broad shoulders stiff and straight, and leaned his hips, which were narrow and not broad, against the pool table. “Your level of interested has… changed.”


    I squinted at him, wrinkling my nose. “What?”


    “You’ve changed your mind, about me.” The way he said the words, deadpan and sarcastic, led me to the conclusion that he thought I was there to beg for more kisses, to entrap him with my feminine wiles.


    Little did he know, I possessed no feminine wiles. Only the willies and the heeby-jeebies.


    My nose wrinkled further, I was feeling flustered. He wasn’t supposed to talk. He was supposed to listen.


    “No. It’s not that at all. It’s about the cabinet.”


    He scoffed, like he didn’t believe me. “Nice dress.”


    I glanced down at myself, my hand automatically lifting to my abdomen. “Uh, thanks. It’s borrowed.”


    “Really.” He said really like he didn’t really believe me.


    “Yes. It’s a little too short, I think.” I tugged at the hem, wishing it longer. “I was told I wouldn’t be allowed in without a skirt.”


    His attention moved to where my hands were fiddling with the edge of the dress, lingered there. Martin straightened from the pool table and crossed to where I stood—his steps unhurried, his gaze leisurely as it skated up my body. Again, I felt like a horse being perused for a ride.


    “You could always take it off, the dress, if it makes you feel uncomfortable.”


    A full-on, five-alarm, embarrassed flush rose to my cheeks and he stopped just in front of me. His eyes were shamelessly resting on the swell of my breasts with a suggestiveness that completely crossed the appropriate line.


    It was so beyond appropriate it was…


    It was…


    It was inappropriate.


    I gathered a slow breath, hoping to steady myself, and stomped down the rising wave of indescribable sensations plaguing my sensibilities—some pleasant, some not so pleasant.


    “Listen,” I said through a jaw mostly clenched. “I overheard something when I was in the cabinet, before you arrived, and I thought you should know. That’s the only reason I’m here.”


    His eyes flickered to mine, still hard, disbelieving. He was standing just a foot or so away. I’d tilted my chin upward to meet his glare.


    After a pause, during which he studied my face, Martin said, “Go ahead, gorgeous. Enlighten me.”


    I stomped down my brain’s frenzied insta-reaction to the word gorgeous coming from Martin’s mouth, successfully maintaining my focus. However, in the split second I hesitated, I promised myself I’d take that word out later and examine from all angles.


    Maybe even when I was alone… in bed.


    “I heard two people walk into the room. So, I panicked and, yes, I hid in the cabinet. But, in my defense, I was already in there pulling out the reticulation equipment. Anyway, two voices—one female, one male—came into the lab together. Whoever the guy was when you walked into the lab, that was the same guy I overheard. The girl wanted the guy to drug you.”


    Martin’s eyebrows bounced upward, then pulled low, when I said the word drug. I didn’t want him to interrupt me again, so I spoke faster.


    “She said she wanted him to drug you. They scheduled it for ten thirty tonight. He is supposed to make sure you stick around the party. She said she would arrive at eleven, then take you, drugged, up to your room and video tape the two of you. Then she said something truly disturbing—not that the rest of it isn’t already disturbing—but what she said next kind of blew me away, because I didn’t know people could be that cold and calculating with no regard for basic decency.”


    “What did she say?” He asked, his tone impatient. His eyes were still hard, angry; but the severity wasn’t focused on me, I didn’t appear to be the target—praise Bunsen and his burner!


    “She said that if she got pregnant then it would be ‘a bonus.’”


    Martin’s mouth opened, then closed, and his glare moved from me to the floor. He was visibly stunned. I watched his beautiful face as he processed the information, took the opportunity to examine him in a way I’d never allowed myself to do before.


    He was painfully handsome. I kind of knew that before, but I really saw it now.


    My chest hurt a little as I studied his features—square jaw; strong nose, perfect shape and size for his face; high cheekbones, like he had Cherokee or Navajo ancestry. Paired with his blue eyes, he was striking. I understood my previous reluctance to gaze at him directly in the past. It was called self-preservation.


    I tore my eyes from him and his exceptional form. I tried not to notice his decidedly swoony body—the way his jeans hung on his hips, the way his thighs filled out the jeans—and glanced over his shoulder.


    “Well. That was what I needed to tell you so, I guess I’ll be—”


    “Why should I trust you?”


    My eyes moved back to his, and I blinked at this question, because the answer was obvious. “Uh, what?”


    “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”


    “Why would I lie?”


    “What do you expect in exchange?”


    “Exchange for what?”


    He shifted on his feet just a fraction of an inch closer. Somehow, however, that fraction brought with it a menacing cloud of suspicion and unpleasantness.


    For someone so beautiful, his expression was surprisingly ugly.


    “What is it that you want? What are you hoping to gain? Is it money?”


    My mouth fell open and my nose wrinkled again, this time in outrage. I looked at him, really looked at him—and this time it wasn’t just the outer façade of blinding beauty. What I saw was a guy who was bitter, jaded, and maybe a little desperate—for what, I had no idea.


    Finally I said, “What is wrong with you?”


    His eyebrows shot up. “What’s wrong with me?”


    “Yes.” I countered, my hands coming to my hips. “What is wrong with you? I came here to help you, the least you could do is not act like a jerk-face.”


    “Jerk-face?” He shot back, his eyes growing both hot and cold. “You show up here, looking like that, and you expect me to believe you’re not after something?”


    “I already told you, jerk-face, it’s a skirt party! I wouldn’t have made it through the door if I hadn’t been wearing this stupid dress, jerk-face. If you don’t like how I look, jerk-face, then you can go yell at your stupid sorority brothers.”


    “You mean fraternity brothers.”


    “Sorority, sorostitute, fraternity, fratigalo—whatever! It’s all the same to me.”


    “So I’m supposed to believe that you have no ulterior motive? If this is true then why didn’t you tell me all of this at the lab?” He gained another half step forward and, since I refused to back down, only inches separated us.


    “Because you scratched my itch and then you kissed me—both of which freaked me out because neither of which are in the course syllabus for laboratory experiments this semester. And, furthermore-”


    I didn’t get to finish because the door opened behind me. A voice I recognized called into the room, “Hey Marty—dude, why are you up here? I brought you a drink. Some of my special hunch punch.”


    I’d turned toward the sound of the voice and stumbled a step back. Martin’s arm wrapped around my shoulders, brought my back to his chest as the owner of the voice walked in, red Solo cups extended.


    The guy, about two inches taller than Martin—therefore, very tall—peeked his head in the door. Behind him I could see Eric standing with Sam. They both peered into the room, and I noted that Eric’s face was apologetic as he glanced Martin.


    I tried to step forward but Martin’s arm tightened, holding me still.


    The stranger’s clear blue eyes moved from me to Martin, then back again. “Hey Stroke—Eric said you had company, so I brought one for both of you.”


    I knew this voice because it was him—the cuss monster from the lab.


    I felt Martin’s chest expand on a slow inhale, his fingers were digging into my arm; it wasn’t painful but it was pointed, firm, meant to communicate a message—don’t move.


    “Thanks, Ben.” Martin drawled, but the edge in his voice was glacial, and he made no move to accept the cups.


    Ben gave me a stiff smile, his eyes lingering on where Martin’s arm was wrapped around me, then he raised both cups. “You two should have a toast. Come down to the party.”


    “Leave the drinks and go.” Martin said.


    Ben frowned, glanced at the two cups and cleared his throat. “You should come downstairs, this is epic-”


    “Go.” Martin repeated.


    This time Ben nodded once and set the cups on a table by the door. “Sure, sure. I’ll come back in a bit to see if you need any more.” He held his hands up and backed out of the room, his eyes completing another once over of my body before he closed the door.


    I released a breath I didn’t know I was holding and, just for a moment, allowed myself to lean against Martin.


    “That was him. That was the guy—I recognize his voice.”


    I felt Martin nod, his chin and cheek against the side of my hair. We stood—still, quiet—for a long moment, then he turned me to face him. Both of his hands moved to my waist and he backed me against the pool table.


    His eyes, guarded but also tempered with curiosity, searched mine. I still saw desperation in his features and it still perplexed me. I didn’t touch him. Instead I braced my hands on either side of my hips where my body met the billiard’s table.


    At length he asked, “What do you want?”


    I swallowed, then responded. “I’d like to leave.”


    He shook his head slowly, “That’s not what I meant. What do you want from me?”


    I shrugged. “It would be great if you could tabulate the findings from last week’s assignment, but I’m not going to hold my breath.” He never did the tabulations and analyses. It was annoying.


    “Parker.”


    “What?”


    His eyes dipped to my mouth and his voice was the softest I’d ever heard it, almost coaxing. “Kaitlyn…”


    I stiffened against the feelings associated with hearing my name, from his lips, spoken in gentle tones.


    I averted my eyes, and my own voice was a little strained when I said, “Martin, I honestly don’t want anything from you. I’d like to leave so I can change into my normal clothes, drink tea, eat cookies, and read a good book in the safety of my dorm room.”


    “Kaitlyn, look at me.”


    Once again, my neck flushed and my arms broke out in goosebumps.


    I tried to ignore both the blush and the goosebumps. “I also want for you to forget any of this happened so that we can go back to being lab partners.”


    He was quiet for a long time, but I knew—even though I refused to meet his gaze—that he was studying me, examining me, like I was something new.


    Then he said, “Why do you hide?”


    The words startled me so much that my eyes instinctively met his, and this was a mistake. His gaze—now a lovely blue fire—was taking a survey of my face, as though he were memorizing every inch. It was disconcerting and my heart quickened.


    I tried for a shrug, but it likely looked like a poorly executed, convulsive shiver. “Why do you care?”


    His gaze met mine, then flickered to my lips. “You have fantastic lips.”


    I half choked, my eyes widening. “You care because I have fantastic lips?”


    “And your eyes. They’re grey. I noticed them first.” His voice was just above a whisper; he sounded as though he was talking to himself.


    I cleared my throat, not really sure what to say. But it turned out I didn’t need to say anything, because he continued.


    “Early last semester you wore a tank top and your hair was down. You kept pulling it off your neck.” He lifted his hand and brushed the backs of his fingers against my swell of cleavage, skirting the neckline of the dress, a soft caress, “I tried to get your phone number, but you wouldn’t give it to me.”


    “I don’t like to give out my number.” I said dumbly.


    “The red pants, the tight ones that show off your ass. You torture me, bending over to get supplies out of the cabinet. That isn’t very nice.”


    My voice was unaccountably breathless. “The corduroy ones? I only wear those when all my other laundry is dirty.”


    “You’re better at chemistry than me, you ace all the tests.”


    “I like chemistry, and you don’t study like you should.”


    “Haven’t you ever wondered why I come on Fridays?” His fingers curled around my neck and his thumb traced circles along the line of my collarbone. He encouraged my head to tip backward.


    “So that we can get a jump start on the weekly assignment?”


    He shook his head. “You.”


    My eyelashes fluttered. “Me?”


    His held me captive with both his heavily lidded gaze and his caressing hands. Martin leaned forward, his mouth descending to mine and he brushed his lips against me. It wasn’t a kiss. It was more like he was using his lips to feel mine, enjoy my softness.


    “You.” He whispered again.


    My fingers gripped the wood on either side of my hips and I successfully fought against whimpering. The tightness in my chest alternately eased and twisted, my stomach fluttering, my breath coming shallow and fast.


    My brain wasn’t quite working properly because he’d muddled it—with his words, hands, and lips of temptation. Therefore, in a paltry attempt to defend myself from his seduction onslaught, I blurted out one of my greatest fears where he was concerned.


    “You’ll make me cry.”


    His eyes widened a little, moved between mine. “I wouldn’t.”


    “You would. I’ve seen it, I see how you treat girls.”


    His hand at my waist tightened. “I wouldn’t do that to you. You’re not—I know you’re not like that. We wouldn’t be like that.”


    “I don’t trust you.”


    He sighed—but not with impatience. “I know.” He nodded. “But you will.”


    He dipped his head again, placed a soft kiss on my lips, just a hint of his tongue. It wasn’t enough. My hands lifted on their own and gripped his shirt, staying any retreat he might have planned. I didn’t do this on purpose. In fact, I didn’t know why I did it.


    “Martin, I can’t-”


    “You can.”


    “I’m not-”


    “You are.”


    “You don’t-”


    “I do.” He kissed me again and he shifted his weight more completely against me. Martin crowded my space so that he filled every inch of it. Four of my senses were overwhelmed by him—the smell of his cologne, his hot and hard body against mine, the taste of his mouth, the low growl in the back of his throat when our tongues met and mated.


    Briefly he drew his mouth from mine, demanded, “Say you’ll spend the week with me.”


    I blinked, started to protest. “Martin, this isn’t-”


    He kissed me again, moved my arms around his neck, then his hands moved up my ribs and his hand cupped me through the thin material of my dress, his thumb drew tight circles around the center of my breast.


    He growled, “Say it. Spend the week with me. We’ll go anywhere you want.”


    I moaned, because… aroused.


    He bit my lip, sucked it between his. I moaned again.


    “You’re so fucking hot, Kaitlyn. And you’re real.” He breathed the words suddenly, like he didn’t mean to say them out loud, but they burst forth unbidden. “I want you to spend the week with me. Say yes.”


    He kissed me again, quickly, then trailed wet, hot kisses over my jaw and behind my ear, to my shoulder. He bit me—hard—and sucked on my neck in a way that made me squirm and my breath hitch; all the while his large hand massaged my breast and tortured me through the fabric. His other hand had moved to my bottom and pressed my center to his.


    “Martin…” was all I could manage, because… really aroused. And not that I was an expert, but judging by the hard length against my stomach, he was also really aroused.


    “Please, say yes.” He breathed into my ear.


    I said, “Yes…”


    “Promise me.”


    “I promise.”


    To be honest, I said it but I didn’t mean it. In that moment, I said yes because he’d asked me to and he’d used the word please and I didn’t want all the good feelings to stop; not because I had any intention of spending the week with Martin Sandeke—Hercules, jerk to women, and apparently king of seducing naïve and intimacy-starved virgins.


    Regardless, my words seemed to be enough for Martin because he smiled against my skin and he stopped talking. He also moved both of his hands from their shockingly effective ministrations and encircled me in his arms. His mouth moved back to mine.


    This time the kiss was slow, less urgent, gentle, and sweet. It felt like a prelude, a beginning. When he lifted his head, I opened my lids to find him gazing down at me, his eyes alight—blue flames.


    “I’ll pick you up tomorrow.” He said. His voice was different, softer, deeper… content.


    “What?” I blinked at him.


    “Be ready at nine.”


    “Nine?”


    “You don’t need to pack much.” He kissed my nose, released me from his arms, threaded his fingers through mine and tugged me toward the door. “I hope you like private beaches.”
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    To Steal A Kiss


    


    His breath beat against my neck in a pungency of beer and jalapenos. My eyes watered as my hands flexed on his ass. It was a nice pair of cheeks, round and hard, but I wasn’t groping him to entertain my lady parts.


    Sun-kissed bodies of every size, wealth, and intoxication level ground and bumped to the steel drums resonating from the bar. Crammed shoulder-to-shoulder, twenty-somethings sloshed drinks, entwined tongues, and staggered zigzags over the sand.


    I faked my own bare-footed stumble and raised my face, seeking fresh air above the cloud of pheromones, coconut lotion, and fuzzy navels. A kaleidoscope of neon lights illuminated the beachside rooftops. The canopy of palm trees reflected party lights in a green fringe against the black vault of sky. And all around me, a treasure-trove of loose pockets and purses dangled freely, begging to be plundered.


    There. My fingers made contact with a leather wallet sagging in his back pocket.


    His eyes closed then one heavy lid lifted in a lazy wink. A mop of shaggy brown hair framed his dazed expression, and the corners of his wide mouth curled. Maybe that grin would spark a tingle in my hollow chest. I waited for it, smoothing a hand over his pecs.


    Nope. If there had been a tingle, his dragon breath smothered it as my nostrils seared and my lungs shriveled and failed.


    He dragged both eyes open and licked my bottom lip, stringing a beaded line of tequila-flavored slobber. “What’s your name?”


    Wow, he was sober enough for chitchat? With my hand in his pocket, I gave his ass a squeeze and stumbled against him in a display of drunkenness. “Helga Slapalot.”


    He swayed and grabbed my chest to catch his fall. “That’s nice.”


    My fake name or my real tits? Didn’t matter. As he pinched my nipples, I tightened my hold on his wallet. Just needed to keep his eyes on my boobs while I slid the wallet from his pocket to the open top of the beach bag at my waist.


    He clung to my body, slack-jawed and mouth-breathing, and pressed his drunk dick against my belly. Thankfully, it didn’t rise from the dead. “Where you from?”


    Born and raised in Fort Myers Beach, spring break was a job, not a vacation. “Kalamazoo.”


    His inky eyebrows crawled together. “Kalamawho?”


    A bony body careened into my shoulder, knocking my hand from the wallet still wedged in his pocket. I jumped back to dodge the beer flinging from a clumsy blonde’s plastic cup.


    She teetered and snorted a laugh, her Prada sunglasses tumbling from their perch atop her head. I caught them before they hit the sand. She stared at her cup, holding it up with two hands, seemingly more concerned about spilling than the three-hundred-dollar sunglasses I slipped into my bag.


    “Oooopsey.” She giggled and reeled sideways.


    Dragon Breath caught her arm, his droopy gaze raking her tanned flesh. “Easy there.” He shuffled with jelly legs and locked his knees, his head bobbing as if it were a buoy anchored to his neck.


    I’d targeted him because of his merry level of inebriation, but Blondie’s Versace jeans and Gucci sandals teased a fast pulse from my thieving heart. She leaned against me, her eyes glazed and distant. Her Coach purse slipped from her shoulder to her elbow.


    Intoxicated rich girls saw opportunity to drink more. I saw more opportunity in intoxicated rich girls. Hell, my broke ass was an overdraft away from writhing on a pole at Bandit Girlz topless club. And thanks to my brother skipping town, leaving me with three months of overdue rent, my options sucked.


    I cranked up my drunk dancing, shaking my ass and waving jazz fingers with deliberate out-of-sync campiness. A bump of my hip into hers sent her staggering against Dragon Breath. He caught her around the waist, laughing. As expected, she juggled her cup with single-minded focus, oblivious to my hand in the purse swinging at her hip.


    “Oh, I sloh slorry.” I helped her balance the swallow of beer in her cup and dug past lipstick, a phone, gum, a condom wrapper? I lifted a bulky wallet and gave her a one-armed hug while transferring it to my bag and winking at her. “I glit mo dwerrinks.”


    Good lord, I needed to work on my slurring, but my fellow slurrers didn’t seem to notice. I patted her rosy cheek. She nodded, grinning, eyes half-mast and googly. Poor thing. Hopefully, her missing wallet and sunglasses would be the worst of her worries in the morning.


    Pressing through the crush of bodies, I held the beach bag against my side, the top cinched by my forearm. I wasn’t one of those snatchers who got off on outsmarting people. Nor did I suffer from an inflated sense of entitlement or victimhood. Yeah, I grew up parentless, raised to pick pockets by my low-life brother, Connor. But that didn’t justify what I was doing. Stealing was Connor’s aspiration in life. For me, it was simply a means to an end, and my end included a funded education at Edison State University.


    I weaved through a circle of women dressed head-to-toe in designer gear. A black gold ring glimmered on one of the manicured hands. My heart rate perked up. That beauty would bring at least five-hundred from the pawn shop two towns over.


    The woman’s brown hair was the same hue and length as mine, falling around her toned arms. When our eyes met, hers pierced with clarity and awareness. Damn. She was as sober as I was.


    She smiled at something her friend said, her face glowing with amusement. Connor claimed I had the kind of striking beauty that made thieving an easy gig. Sure, guys flocked to me, all but pressing their pockets beneath my fingers. But what if I’d been raised by a firm moral hand instead of a brother who believed it was the responsibility of dumb drunk people to pay our way? Maybe my beauty would’ve been more like the smiling woman with the ring, contributing to the ambiance rather than stealing from it. My chest tightened. Good for her.


    I changed course and headed for the shore. My bag bulged with nine wallets, two iPads minis, and a wealth of high-dollar accessories. A mental tally throughout the night summed to two grand—if I were optimistic about my negotiating skills with local pawn shops—not counting the cash in the wallets. I quickened my pace and rubbed my arm, anxious to return to the apartment and stash my bag of villainy.


    The crowd gyrated in a discombobulated rhythm. Phones rose in outstretched hands, capturing shitfaced selfies. Impassioned drunkalogues about God-knows-what shrilled above the crescendo of Caribbean percussion.


    A shirtless guy lurched into my path and reached for my waist. His Costco Dockers likely carried an empty wallet. His pants were too tight to pick through anyway.


    I swerved around him, bouncing with the partiers and swishing the hem of my strapless dress. Someday, Addy Goldner would dance on the beach without calculation and ill intent. I’d dance simply because I wanted to.


    I broke free from the heave of bodies and began the two-mile stroll home, following the shore, the music dimming with each step. The dark sky faded into the endless stretch of darker ocean. The cool waves lapped at my toes with a sighing sound, and my drunken pretense transformed into a fluidity of easy strides.


    Slapping footsteps erupted behind me. I turned and came face-to-face with a dark-eyed man. He cocked his head and raked a hand through his tousle of black hair. His corded neck met the collar of his shirt, which hung open from his broad shoulders to his low-hung jeans. His skin was so smooth and flawless, my fingers tingled to touch him.


    “Hey, pretty girl.” He flashed a hypnotic smile and—who cared that he hiccupped and stumbled over his own feet?—the carved lines of his chest and abs coaxed a purr from my throat. He leaned back, rocked forward. “I’ve been looking for you.” He swung a thumb toward the beach bar, dropping and raising his arm as if it weighed a hundred pounds.


    “Do I know you?” I didn’t, nor did I entertain conversations with drunk men without my hand inside a pocket. Why was I still standing there?


    His strong jaw punctuated the chiseled etch of his face. I couldn’t drag my focus away from his pronounced cheekbones and the fullness of his lips. His attractiveness was as illegal as his drunkenness. Every nerve-ending in my body stirred and warmed in response.


    “Saw you dancing back there.” He stepped into my space, and my knees loosened. “I’ve been watching you.”


    A chill trickled down my spine. Watching me? For how long? Holy shit, what had he seen? I tightened my grip on the bag, and my muscles heated to run. A warm breeze caressed my face and rippled the dress around my thighs. I stepped back, and he stepped with me.


    “Love the way you move your hips.” The timbre of his voice was almost as calming as the meaning of his words. He’d been watching my ass not my hands. He bit his lip and swayed closer. “I want to see them moving over me.”


    That was exactly the kind of filter-less dribble I expected from a plastered college boy. So why the hell was a throb awakening between my legs?


    His deep, lazy tone and the piercing way he watched me was dangerous. I clenched my thighs. I would definitely be jilling off to horizontal fantasies when I got home. “Thanks, but I’m calling it a night.” I averted my eyes from the intensity of his and glanced back, magnetized. “See you around?”


    He reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Gorgeous women everywhere, and there you were at the center of the dance floor, rolling your hips and setting the standard to which all beauty should be compared.” His thumb stroked the skin beneath my ear. “All legs and devious curves and confidence. I had to see you close up, to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me.”


    My lungs panted and filled with the heavenly scent of sun-soaked ocean, exotic spice, and something wholly male. “Um...” Wow. “You’re drunk.”


    He laughed, staggered, and regained his footing. “I’m good.” His thumb continued its torturous teasing along my throat, his fingers pressing against my nape. “And now I know you’re not an illusion—” He shook his head, his eyes roaming my face. “I’m really good.”


    My mouth moistened, and my pulse tingled sparks through my body, fluttering downward and settling in a rhythmic beat in my pussy.


    Oh, good grief. Was I really swooning over a pickup line? He’d probably used it a dozen times that night.


    I turned my face, and the luminescent dials on his watch filled my view. A silent gasp shuddered through me as I devoured the chronograph workmanship. What in holy hell was a college guy doing with a Richard Mille watch?


    Jesus. He’d thoroughly distracted me from my usual scrutiny. I inhaled deeply and solidified my stance. If I looked, I’d find a Tommy Bahama tag on his floral shirt. Pricey, but not over the top. The braided leather necklace around his throat wasn’t worth my time, but the diamond stud in his ear? Hot damn. How’d I miss that? I wanted to lick it—to stealthily remove it with my tongue, of course.


    His finger trailed over my jaw, caressing, teasing, disintegrating my brain cells, the rich sexy bastard. He bent his knees, and his lips hovered a kiss away.


    What was I doing? Maybe he hadn’t seen me poaching my way through the beach bar, but my drunken gig was up. I had a bag of incriminating evidence and a very strong desire to avoid a six by eight cell with a bedmate named Griselda.


    His proximity surrounded me as his finger traced my lips, shooting a shiver through my body with enough force to part my thighs. I cleared the lump of girly infatuation from my throat. “I need to go—”


    “I have a yacht.” His tongue tapped his top lip. “Come with me.” His low, sensual tone slipped around me, intimate and persuasively virile. He pivoted in the direction of the marina and held out his hand.


    How many drunken girls would be wandering off with strangers tonight? Hell, I’d gone home with much less attractive men who didn’t have floating estates filled with crystal and fine liquor and high-tech gadgetry. Hooking up with Dark Eyes was like hitting the lootery.


    My lips twitched, and thoughts of retreat drifted out to sea. With the bag on my right, I laced my left hand with his and followed him inland toward Estero Blvd.


    His stride faltered every few steps, moving at a slogging pace, but he led us along the most direct path toward the road. He seemed to know exactly where he was, even as his attention remained locked on my face. How drunk was he?


    One hand in his pocket, the other clasped in mine, he didn’t attempt to kiss me like a typical horny drunkelton, yet the promise saturated his eyes. His pupils flooded his gaze, made darker by thick blades of lashes. A dimple appeared in his cheek. My belly fluttered, and I clenched my teeth. Get a fucking grip.


    The bag’s strap dug into my shoulder, nagging at me to ditch the most damning of its contents before he completely distracted me. Of course, the smart thing would be to ditch him.


    My stomach sank at the thought. When was the last time I actually looked forward to spending the night with a man? Was my racing heartbeat a sign of desperation? Or excitement? Regardless, my endgame was a yacht filled with valuables, not a satiated libido. Focus, Addy.


    The sand cooled beneath my toes, thinning with each step to higher ground. When we reached the street, he tugged me back from the curb by my hand. “Where are your shoes?” He narrowed his eyes at my bare feet.


    His concern kindled a warm ember low in my belly. I removed my flip-flops from the bag’s outer pocket and slipped them on. “I need to go to the bathroom.” Would he wait for me or take off? I ran a hand through my hair.


    Again with the attentive eyes. They held me in place, sanding away my ability to look anywhere but at him. He squinted. “Can you wait till we get to the boat? It’s just down the road.”


    The marina was harbor side and would be a ten-minute stroll through traffic and crowds. The longer I lugged around the wallets, the more risk I invited. Images of handcuffs and red and blue lights made my hands sweat. He would only need to peek in my bag to become suspicious about what I’d been up to.


    He lowered his clean-shaven chin, studying my face as if decoding every blink and twitch. “If you’re trying to lose me, just say so.”


    I pressed my lips together to muffle an objection and pointed at the bustling seafood restaurant beside us. “I really need to go to the bathroom.” I bounced and squeezed my legs together. “I’ll just be a minute.”


    He leaned in and cupped my jaw with both hands. Slow and deliberate, his minty breath fanned over my face, his eyes holding me immobile. A shiver swept down my spine. Could he hear the frenzied drumming of my heart?


    A brush of his lips against mine redoubled my pulse. He drew back, watching me as the atmosphere heated and stirred around us. Okay, maybe the air wasn’t doing a damned thing, but I trembled against a perceptible energy that permeated my skin. Goosebumps cropped up along my arms. My mouth parted, and I leaned forward.


    He straightened and staggered back. “I’ll be here.”


    Holy shit. I dashed toward the front door, inhaling deep to fill my lungs. What the fuck was that? I pressed through the sea of customers loitering in the entrance and weaved around the tables toward the back.


    The briny aroma of grilled fish chased me into the restroom. Three women crowded around the vanity, applying makeup, and slurring compliments to one another. In the last stall, I hurried through the wallets, stripping only the cash and discarding them in the sanitary bin. A few fifty-dollar bills and dozens of twenties went in my billfold.


    That done, I emptied my makeup bag, dumping the contents at the bottom of the beach bag, and refilled it with watches, rings, and pocketknives. Dark Eyes would have to snoop through my cosmetic bag to find the suspicious assortment of men’s accessories.


    Outside, I found him sitting on a bench, elbows on his spread knees, hands clasped, and watching the door. His gaze collided with mine, and I tripped, as did my heart. Christ, this guy knocked me off balance. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.


    He rose and met me halfway, his nearness enveloping me and weakening my knees. “Feel better?”


    “Lighter.” Or light-headed. I was damned dizzy in the fog of masculine hoodoo seeping from him.


    “Name’s Drake Miller.” He grabbed my hand and led me across the street. “What’s yours?”


    “Iva Bangsum,” I said, emptying my face of all expression.


    He stared at me, open-jawed, and threw his head back, releasing a deep, rumbling laugh that curled through my insides. “No, really.”


    I shrugged. Why did he want my real name? Wasn't he just looking for a good ol’ hit-it-and-quit-it?


    He sobered. “Fine. But I will know your name by the end of the night.”


    We stood face-to-face on the sidewalk as his promise hovered between us, tangling with a sensation so potent I felt it vibrate in the depths of my core. I rubbed my neck and his eyes followed the action. In the next heartbeat, he swooped in and captured my mouth, stroking his tongue inside. His full lips grabbed my lower one gently, and I lifted my chin, wanting, my pulse thrumming in my ears.


    His fingers swept jolts of electricity over my jaw, around my nape, and twisted in my hair. I gasped, meeting the slash of his tongue, and placed a palm on his abs through the opening of his shirt. To steady my wobbly legs? To solidify the connection? Hard-packed muscle contracted beneath my fingers, and holy hell, I wanted to rip the damned shirt off.


    I followed along the low-hung waistband of his jeans, around his waist, memorizing every indentation and tracing curves of his ass just below the denim. Seriously, I should go for his wallet and make a hasty escape. This thing with him felt less like a job and more like a complicated entanglement. The hammering of my heart agreed.


    His mouth was so soft and enticing, his lips gliding and sucking with a skill that awoke every cell in my body. A few more kisses wouldn’t be detrimental.


    With his hands in my hair, he pulled me closer, chest-to-chest, deepening the kiss and increasing the pressure of his tongue against mine. He tasted warm and clean with a tingling menthol zest.


    A hum spread through me. I craved his touch, trembling to slide my pelvis over every inch of him. Good God, I wanted to dry-hump him right there on the sidewalk. I pulled back and gave myself a mental slap.


    He licked his lips and regarded me beneath hooded lids. “That was even better than I’d imagined.” He turned in the direction of the marina and offered a bent elbow. “Shall we?”


    I wanted to run. More than that, I wanted to lose myself beneath the crush of his rock-hard body. I hooked my arm through his, and our ten-minute stroll turned into thirty minutes. I lost track of how many times we’d stopped to kiss, each moment growing bolder and more familiar. I tried to tell myself it was just a routine seduction, no different from teasing my other targets. But his lingering touches on my chin, my neck, my breastbone, amplified my anticipation for his next kiss.


    We reached the dock just after midnight, and he stumbled around, unlocking the gate with a key ring from his pocket. The water slapped softly between the slips. A mosquito buzzed past my ear.


    No one loitered. Not even the late-night spring-break crowd. Few college kids spent the kind of money required to rent a yacht, and these weren’t rentals. It was a private pier, accommodating yachts with decaled names like Breakaway, Ever After, and Robyn Me.


    I crossed my arms, realized it was a nervous pose, and lowered my hands. “Are you from around here?”


    He stopped behind an average-sized cruising yacht, stepped onto the boarding deck, and climbed the stairs. “I’ll tell you where I live when you tell me your name.”


    Giving him my identity would be counterproductive with my plan to sneak off into the night after a five-finger dismount. “Fine. But you own a yacht, which means you live around here.”


    “Uh huh.” He moved into the cabin, glancing over his shoulder. “You coming?”


    My muscles tensed as I registered that dangerous question. I pressed my sandals against the wood planks of the jetty. “We’re staying docked, right?”


    He leaned against the railing, looking down at me. “What’s the point of that?”


    Let’s see. Stuck on a boat in the middle of the Gulf, with a serial murderer, surrounded by a sea of sharks. My mouth dried, and I jumped at a fish splashing in the boat slip behind me.


    He moved down the steps and erased the distance between us in a few long strides. Damn, his jeans accentuated his physique, stretching over his strong thighs and cupping the teasing prospect between his legs. When he reached me, his hands framed my face, and his lips covered mine. I sighed into his mouth.


    Tilting his head to deepen the kiss, he swished his tongue with mine in warm, wet swirls that made my skin flush and my fingers itch to explore. I slid my palm beneath the back of his shirt, caressing his spine, delighting in the velvet skin over solid brawn. He shuddered beneath my touch.


    I gripped his ass through the denim, and he flexed it in response. Heat surged through my veins, followed by a shiver of impatience. It was desire in its most anxious, purest form without games or alcohol or hidden agendas to distract me—


    My fingers bumped the wallet inside his back pocket.


    In that moment, I resented being a thief. I wished I was just a girl with the kind of nervous jitters that ended in a sweeping pleasure-filled night in his arms.


    His kiss grew in strength and urgency, his tongue rolling with mine until I could feel him in my blood, melting and shimmering down to my toes. It was too much. He was disarming me with every lick and stroke.


    I focused on the wallet beneath my fingers. I should just take it and tell him I felt ill and needed to go. I pinched the edge and lifted it.


    He broke the kiss and reached behind him, grabbing my wrist. His fingers cinched my bones, yanking my hand from the wallet still lodged in his pocket. His other hand snatched the bag from my shoulder, his eyes twin sparks of fire.


    My pulse jumped in my throat as I wrestled with the straps, tugging to keep ahold of it. “What are you doing?” I wheezed through clenched teeth.


    He wrenched the bag away and held me back with a strong arm and a palm on my chest. “Get on the boat.” He held the bag above his head.


    “Go fuck yourself.” I hopped, tried to climb his body to reach my loot, but he was too tall, too fast.


    He spun out of my grip and sprinted onto the boat, up the stairs, and disappeared inside the cabin.


    Fucking hell. My pulse sped up, and my cheeks inflamed. I kicked a nearby post and stubbed my toe in the stupid flip-flops.


    The engine rumbled and the stench of exhaust wafted around me.


    “Am I leaving without you, Addy?” his voice called out from somewhere on the yacht.


    Son of a bitch! I clenched my hands, my lungs pumping. The bastard must’ve read my name off my ID, which meant he was going through my things, which meant... Oh God, was he calling the cops?


    I jumped aboard and climbed the stairs. Cozy benches and tables lined the interior of the cabin. Footsteps thumped on the outer deck. I changed my direction mid-stride, sucking in the warm salty air, and followed the sound of his movements along the narrow starboard walkway.


    The bag was nowhere in sight, but my view was damned distracting. Bent over the bow, he unhooked the mooring line. With a hard yank, he freed the rope, the sinews in his forearm flexing. The pockets of his jeans molded to his ass, and his narrow hips struggled to hold the denim up. The black band of his briefs peeked above the belt, his shirt inching up the sculpted lines of his back.


    “Can you free the ropes on either side?” He gestured behind him without turning around.


    Could I run up on him, shove him overboard, and find my bag before he swam out? He weighed at least eighty pounds more than me, and his swift reflexes made me question his level of intoxication. “You violated my privacy.”


    He knotted the rope around a cleat at the bow, his profile clenched in concentration. “Told you I’d learn your name.”


    Had he looked through the makeup bag? He glanced up, captured my eyes, and a sexy grin tickled the corners of his mouth, stretching across his moonlit face.


    I fought a hard swallow. “You rifled through my stuff?”


    The smile clung to his lips as he paced along the railing, releasing and gathering the lines as he went.


    A dropping sensation shifted in my gut, and I could feel my control of this arrangement slipping away. What was he planning? What did he know? “Where’s my bag?”


    He sprinted up the stairs to topside, his long legs skipping every two steps. My heart thumped. I needed to get my bag back and scram.


    I squared my shoulders, but I couldn’t put any strength behind it. When I caught up with him, he was perched in the captain’s chair with his hands on the wheel. The boat lurched forward and I bumped into the dash.


    “Addy Goldner, resident of Fort Myers Beach,” he drawled as he steered out of the cove, “your stuff doesn’t belong to you.”


    Blood drained from my face, chilling my cheeks and tingling my lips. “What are you talking about?”


    He steered past a few yachts anchored in the harbor for the night, his expression blank. “It wasn’t just my wallet you shamelessly fingered tonight.” His lips curved up, and the warm wind tousled his dark messy hair.


    Shit, shit, shit. “I didn’t—”


    “You stole wallets, jewelry, sunglasses, knives, and iPads. I told you, I’ve been watching you.”


    Where the fuck was my head? I stared at my feet. Stupid. So damned stupid.


    He sped past the final stretch of twinkling lights on Fort Myers Beach and accelerated into San Carlos Bay. The further we moved from the shore, the slimmer my options became. When he reached the open water, he throttled the motor and turned toward me.


    Waves splashed lazily against the boat. He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, and his Richard Mille watch glimmered at me. He caught my gaze. “You’re not getting my watch.”


    I inhaled a tight, painful breath and slumped onto the bench beside him. “You knew. You pretended to be drunk...” Boy, that was a hypocritical accusation. I stiffened beneath his smug gaze. “You chased me down and brought me here.” I rubbed my throat and dropped my hand. “Why?”


    He regarded me with calculation simmering in his dark eyes. “To give you a choice.”


    My pulse raced, and my fingers trembled. I shoved them beneath my thighs and met his penetrating stare.


    “I can either turn you in...” He chewed on his cheek, watching me. “Or I can punish you my own way.”


    My breaths quickened, and my stomach bucked and tumbled. The lights on the nearest shore were tiny, winking dots. I could scream or swim, but not that fucking far. I pasted on a smile. “You want to clarify that second one?” Jesus, could the crack in my voice have been any more obvious?


    “No blood, scat, permanent marks or injury.”


    I jerked my head back. “Scat?” My face twisted. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”


    His lips twitched and his eyes sparkled in the moonlight. “No shit.”


    Well, thank God for that. I stood taller. “How do I know you won’t turn me in after?”


    He lifted a shoulder. “In the morning, we go our separate ways, all forgiven.”


    I leaned back, surrounded by rollicking swells of water and open air and a man who wanted to punish me. My attraction to him and what he offered warred with a heavy dose of terror-induced adrenaline. “You’re going to fuck me.”


    “Yes.” He traced a thumb over his bottom lip as he studied me. “My way.”


    My elbows pressed against my sides and my neck stiffened. Beneath my anxiety, however, lurked a reckless curiosity to experience his way. “Can you give me a little color on that?”


    “No.” He removed his cell phone from his pocket. “What’s it going to be? I make the call, and the cops will escort you off the boat? Or you stand and strip out of your clothes?”


    I was mortified. And so fucking turned on my clit pulsed with each word. No blood, scat, permanent marks or injury. That ruled out murder and circling sharks. “I don’t trust you.”


    “You want to.” He activated the screen on his phone and stared at me out of unblinking eyes. “Take this ride with me.” He said the words as if he were savoring the taste of each syllable. His fingers touched the fly of his jeans, just resting there over the contour of his groin.


    A needy quiver zinged through me, warming and loosening my muscles. I’d never met a man who was able to liquefy my resolve with a look. The more I dwelled on my options, the less I cared about getting arrested. That fear was smothered beneath an overwhelming desire to experience what he offered. A night in his arms, with or without his elusive punishment, outranked a night alone. “Drake, I’m...” Anxious. Unsure.


    His eyes moved to mine, the rest of him stoic and still. “Don’t overthink it, Addy. You want this.” He sucked on his bottom lip. “I’m getting hard just thinking about how much I want this. With you.”


    The rasp in his voice and the acute manner in which he regarded me stole through my chest, taunting my loneliness.


    The whisper of waves gently smashed into the water around us as we drifted out of the harbor. A band of moonlight twinkled over the inky expanse of the bay. It was a soothing ambiance, at odds with the mess of nerves strumming inside me. It was all I could do to keep from begging him not to hurt me.


    At the same time, I’d never felt more alive and desired. The thud of my heart punctuated my decision.


    I rose on shaky legs, and the skin around his mouth tightened. He pocketed his phone and reached for a dial on the dash. A low, bluesy melody trickled from the speakers.


    The boat rocked, and I relaxed my legs with the motion, kicking off my flip-flops and planting my feet on the cool planks of the deck. I ran my hands over the cotton of my strapless dress and gripped the top, shivering with self-doubt.


    I’d stripped countless times for too many men, but none had watched me with such unnerving attention. He angled the chair toward me, an ankle resting on his knee and a knuckle propping up his chin.


    I couldn’t look at him and instead stared out into the sea, the last of my reluctance floating away with the parting water. With a shuddering inhale, I shoved the dress to the floor and gripped my thighs to keep from covering my bare breasts.


    His breath hitched, drawing my gaze. His pupils enlarged, his body frozen to the seat. “Jesus.” He blinked, and his chest heaved. “You’re a bad girl, hiding all that sexy beneath a dress.” He swiped his hand over his mouth and shifted his hips, the outline of his erection straining against his jeans. “I want to molest you in every way possible.”


    We shared a look, but it wasn’t just a look. It was charged and heated and full of anticipation. A warm breeze flitted over my exposed skin, tightening my nipples. I touched the straps of my panties.


    He didn’t nod, didn’t coax me with encouraging words. He didn’t need to. The hard lines of his expression demanded that I bare myself completely—and quickly.


    I slid the panties down my legs, breathing deeply, and kicked them away. My fingers trembled to hide my vulnerability. Was I too thin? Too pale? Were my tits too small?


    “Dance for me.” His voice dipped low and steady as he reclined in the seat with a finger rubbing his jaw.


    A tremor shook my legs. I wanted to close the distance and remove the unnerving scrutiny of his eyes. I wanted to inhale his minty scent and feel his warmth pressed against me.


    My stomach clenched at the possibility of repulsing him. What if my body jiggled and turned his expression to disgust? “Drake. I don’t think—”


    “Stop thinking and move your hips.”


    His demand was firm, and my pelvis rolled instantly. Shoulders back and spine straight, I rippled the flat stretch of my belly, loosened my joints, and let the hum of music sift through me.


    He leaned forward and licked his lips, his Adam’s Apple jogging in his throat. His blatant desire fed mine, spurring me to try to seduce him so thoroughly that his world would narrow to the movements of my body and the mindless throb in his cock.


    I wriggled my mid-section in a wavelike motion and twined my hair over my head, releasing the long layers in a cascade down my back. Exposing my throat and thrusting out my chest, I rolled to the trance-like rhythm thrumming from the stereo. He might’ve been the one setting the rules, but the sway of my hips lay the stage for how much he would enjoy it. For now, I was in control of his pleasure, and it was liberating.


    When he gripped his hard-on through his jeans, I rolled out a hip and caressed a palm down the curve of my ass, around my thigh, and between my legs. As I massaged the wet heat, my eyes locked on his erection.


    His nostrils flared and his fingers traced the swell against his zipper. “You want this? You want to play with it?”


    I nodded, my breath stuttering, my pussy pulsating.


    “On your knees.” He opened his legs and pointed at the deck between his sandaled feet.


    Despite my desperation to remove the few steps between us, I lowered to the floor with agonizing slowness and crawled to him, swinging my ass. He leaned back and flattened his palms on his thighs, his eyes glimmering beneath dark eyebrows.


    When I knelt in the V of his legs, he breathed, “Unbutton my pants.”


    My heart pounded and my hands shook as I freed the button. The thick steel of his cock jerked against his briefs. I fluttered fingers over the length, devouring the intense focus of his gaze.


    He lifted his hips. “Take me out.”


    Oh, I wanted to with an urgency I’d never felt, topped only by the need to tease him. I stilled my hand, peered up through my lashes, and let him read the desire in my expression.


    He moved his face toward mine, slowly, lips parting, and clipped, “Do it.”


    I lowered his briefs and jeans to his knees and gripped him. The heat of his cock seeped into my palm, spreading through my fingers. Satin over granite, every inch of him hard, strong, and devastatingly beautiful.


    His teeth sank into my shoulder, shooting fire through my body. I meant to pull away, yet I shifted closer, working my hand over his cock. “Oh, God.”


    The pressure of his mouth tightened, and before I could guess his intent, he fisted my hair in a ponytail, yanked my head back, and squeezed my throat. His hard eyes filled my horizon, paralyzing me. “I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll feel me inside you for days.”


    I gasped, and he stole a kiss, his mouth rough and demanding, whipping his tongue and biting my lips. He used the fist in my hair to angle my head where he wanted me. I helplessly met the thrust of his licks, feeling him everywhere, stunned by how much his control aroused me.


    My nipples tightened, and my pussy clenched, wet and wanting. I stroked his cock, twisting my wrist, my efforts increasing with the rush of my breaths. “Please, Drake.” I squeezed him to emphasize my insistence.


    He broke the kiss, pressed his cheek against mine, and panted in my ear, “Stand up and bend over the dash.”


    I scrambled to obey, planting my feet shoulder-width apart, my hands clenched on the wood-grain molding. Glancing over my shoulder, I shivered as he shrugged off his shirt and stepped out of his pants.


    Imposing in his masculine beauty, his physique was a work of God. His corded neck, the carved lines of his torso, and the heavy weight between his toned thighs made my stomach quiver and my vision tunnel.


    His hand wrapped around his cock, sliding up and down in long strokes. A vein pulsed in his forehead, his eyes hooded and fixed on my ass. His swollen lips separated, and a bead of sweat trickled down my breastbone.


    He glanced up and met my gaze. “Face forward. Don’t move.”


    I turned my head. The open stretch of the sea glistened beyond the windshield. Crew boats passed in the distance. Loitering in the bay at night could result in a collision with another boat. But the full moon drenched our yacht in a bright glow, and we were out of the path of shipping lanes. Safe enough. I drew in a breath and waited anxiously for him to touch me.


    His movements lowered to the deck. Fingers tickled my ankles and trailed up the backs of my legs. His caress was so soft and delicate I thought I might combust with impatience.


    Smack.


    A sharp sting rippled over my ass, and my face flushed. What the fuck? I twisted to look at him. “You hit me.”


    Eyes on my backside, he caressed the heat in my tender cheek and bit out, “Face forward.”


    A heady concoction of fear and exhilaration snaked through me. As I followed his order, his palm slammed into my other cheek.


    My body caught fire. Ahhh, fuck. I wanted to spin back and shove him. I wanted him to hit me again.


    Smack.


    Oh God. A flame spread over my ass, sending jolts of ecstasy through my pussy. I shivered and rocked my hips.


    Smack.


    The shock of sweet pain speared an electric current through me, his cool dominance magnifying the sensation. I wanted more, harder, faster. “Drake...”


    His breathing sped up, pummeling gusts of heat against my spine. He was so close, so unexpected, my muscles quivered, and my breath caught.


    He wrapped a hand around my jaw, his fingers digging into my cheeks. His mouth brushed my ear. “Are you on the pill?”


    “Yes.” My hand slipped on the dash, slick with sweat.


    The tip of his erection nudged my folds, gliding through the wetness. “I’m clean. Are you?”


    “Yes.”


    He bit down on my ear lobe and thrust his hips, entering me. A groan broke from his throat, and I stretched around him as he consumed my entire world in one fierce stroke. Sparks of pleasure burst in my core, and my eyes rolled back in my head. I arched my back and ground against him.


    “That’s right, bad girl.” His voice scraped, thick and breathless. He flattened a palm on my breast, his other on my belly. “Give me what I want.” His mouth closed over the corner of mine.


    I twisted my neck, and our tongues collided, our bodies slapping together in brutal abandon. This connection, so intimate and carnal, scorched away any agenda I might’ve had left, leaving raw unguarded bliss. I writhed on his cock, my back pressed against his chest, and I still couldn’t get close enough.


    Our tongues wrestled and danced, hot and playful, hard and sensual. I tried to turn in his arms to deepen the kiss, raising my hands to rake through his hair. The heat of his body vanished as he pulled out and stepped back. I stiffened, my breath strangling, but not for long.


    He grabbed my waist and tossed me over his shoulder, the ocean landscape spinning around my lolling head. Down the stairs and into the cabin, I watched the magnificence of his sculpted ass flex through his strides.


    My God, what an erotic sight. I curled my fingers into the hard ridges of his butt, fingering the crease, his skin damp and smooth. He jerked his head and locked his lips on my thigh, sucking the flesh, hard and relentless. He bounded down a few more steps, thrusting a finger deep into my pussy as he moved.


    I bowed my spine, my legs locked against his chest by the vise of his arm. The suction of his mouth on my thigh and the pumping of his hand between my legs pulled a long, thready moan from my throat. In the next heartbeat, I was soaring through the air.


    A mattress caught my fall. I bounced, my breasts jogging and my arms catching my backward lean. He placed a knee on the bed and crawled to me, his teeth bared and jaw tense. “You ready for this?”


    This? Whatever this was, I wanted it. The wild look in his eyes and the hiss of his breaths promised a night I wouldn’t regret. The brace of my arms wobbled beneath me. Maybe I was out of my mind, but I wanted to be utterly and wantonly at the mercy of this man.


    He started at my feet, licking between my toes, and nibbled and kissed his way up my legs. The heat of his mouth spiraled an intoxicating haze over my flushed skin. When he reached the apex of my thighs, his chin ground against my pussy, his tongue swiping and slashing with the aggressive pull of his lips.


    I arched off the bed, my arms dragging behind me and my nipples taut with need. I panted, groaning, and my legs fell open as my release climbed, my muscles readying.


    He shifted up my body, spending drawn-out minutes torturing my nipples with the clamp and tug of his teeth. Finally, he pressed his cock against my mound. “I was going to fuck your face, and I will, but I—” He choked and gripped himself, lining up to my opening. “I can’t get enough of your pussy.” He slammed his pelvis forward and buried his length.


    His minty male scent flooded my inhales, and the powerful drive of his hips blurred my vision. I gulped for air and pierced my nails into his back. He grunted, plowing into me, punishing ruthlessly and deliciously.


    My inner walls convulsed, and my lungs labored. All I could do was hold on and absorb the impact of his thrusts. The box springs squeaked and bounced against the wall. Something tumbled off the side table and thudded to the floor.


    For the first time in a long time, I didn’t want to steal from a lover. I wanted to give. I wanted him to take. What a foreign and overwhelming feeling. What made him so different from the others? Was it the sensual beauty of his body? The power he commanded over me? Or was it because he seemed to see all the way into my selfish soul and desired me regardless?


    He licked inside my mouth, a jab, a demanding swipe, curling and lashing with my tongue. He kissed as viciously as he fucked, plundering my body with a vehemence that would leave me sore for days. I reveled in it, my consciousness dangling at the edge of pleasure and my muscles burning beneath the heavy, forceful pounding of his hips.


    His jaw clenched, slightly agape, imitating the stretch of mine. His eyes narrowed on my lips. “Come with me.” He grabbed my throat and slammed into me again and again, deeper, harder. “Come now.”


    The shackle of his fingers rippled a flutter through my belly, and the throb in my pussy exploded into a full body spasm. He trembled against me, his thrusts slowing and his free hand fisting the sheet beside my head. We tensed together, flushed and slippery, our gazes locked, and we surrendered as one, straining to maintain eye contact through our shared release.


    When he caught his breath, he collapsed beside me, tucking my body against his hard chest. “Jesus, Addy. I’ve never—”


    “Punished a girl?”


    He laughed. “No. Definitely no.” He kissed my mouth and traced my jaw. “Give me a minute.” He dropped his head on the pillow, wearing a lazy smile.


    My lips were swollen and tingling, my body more so. “What happens in a minute?”


    He rolled on top of me, grabbed my wrists, and pinned them to the mattress above my head. “I’m going to punish your mouth.”


    He followed through on his promise, testing my gag reflex with hard strokes of his length. Minutes stretched to hours, and he punished every inch of my body. My moans transformed to screams, and my taste for his brutal affection bloomed in its discovery. I’d never been so thoroughly pleasured.


    Eventually, Drake Miller wore himself out. I lay stretched across his chest, sore and satiated, trailing a finger along the indentation between his hip and thigh. His heart beat against my cheek, and his breathing evened into the steady rhythm of slumber.


    Punishment was supposed to be an undesirable penalty imposed for an offense. I’d certainly deserved his punishment, but there hadn’t been anything undesirable about it. I leaned up, kissed his warm, pliable lips, and snuggled into the cradle of his body. My eyes grew heavy.


    Sometime later, I woke to a loud, angry voice beating in my ears. “Wake up!”


    My lashes fluttered against the sunlight streaming through the oval window. The unfamiliar shape of a silver-haired man filled my vision, his scowl bunching the wrinkles in his face.


    “How’d you steal my keys?” He fisted trembling hands on his thin hips.


    I sat up and scanned the bedroom for Drake. I didn’t have high hopes when I realized I was wearing my strapless dress. At least, he’d dressed me before he left me to deal with...whoever this guy was. “Who are you?”


    His face reddened. “This is my damned boat. You swiped my keys last night, didn’t you?” He rubbed his forehead and mumbled, “Should’ve checked my pockets when I got home.”


    So, this wasn’t Drake’s yacht. My stomach sank when I spotted my wallet on the side table and a note folded on top. “Did you see a tall guy? Dark eyes? Around my age?”


    “No,” he growled. “You damned college brats. That’s why I never walk to the beach this time of year.” His beady eyes squinted behind glasses as he raised a cell phone. “I’m calling the cops. They’ll sort this out.”


    Time to go. I jumped out of bed, grabbed my wallet and the note, and pushed past his frail, outstretched arm.


    “Come back here!” His shouts chased me off the boat.


    I raced down the dock, the wood planks warming my bare feet. When I reached the street, I dodged a passing motorist, sprinted through a grove of cluttered orange trees, and squatted behind an old gas station.


    I should’ve been focused on evading arrest, but my heart raced to read the note. Out of sight from the street, I unfolded the paper with clammy hands.


    


    Addy,


    Stealing is a rude thing to do.


    I want to punish you again.


    I’ll find you.


    Drake


    


    I knew the thieving bastard had my bag. Dammit, he stole a yacht. But like most rude things, it was forgivable. And for him, I’d forgive almost anything.


    My lips twitched, and something warm and satisfying curled around my heart. He’d stolen more than a kiss from me, but what he gave in return was a spontaneous dance, a night of surrendered smiles, and a lingering thirst for more.


    I’ll find you.


    I looked forward to it.
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    “I’m not saying you have to sleep with every guy in the bar, Jen. Just pick one.”


    Claire sounded frustrated. I sighed into the phone, wishing I hadn’t listened to her when she told me to come up here a few days earlier.


    Spring vacation was supposed to be fun. I was supposed to be a enjoying few romantic days with Ethan before he took off for football training camp and I met up with Claire.


    Instead? I was sitting alone in a beachfront bar in Barbados with a book. I couldn’t get anymore tragic than this.


    “Fine, Claire. Just hurry the fuck up and get here,” I said, flicking my long dark hair over my shoulder. I felt like an idiot, all dressed up. Why the hell had I listened to her?


    “I told you, Wednesday. Don’t forget—the reason this whole trip is free is because of my dad’s conference,” she shot back.


    I bit my tongue. That was true. Anyone else would’ve been excited about spending a week completely paid for in Barbados. But me? Well, right now all I wanted to do was curl up in bed and cry.


    “Fine. I have to go.” I hung up before she could reply.


    


    I glanced around me. I was surrounded by couples. This had to be the worst idea I’d ever had. Why had I let her rope me into this? Claire was insistent that all I needed was a good rebound fuck, but it wasn’t that easy.


    Ethan had been my life for the last six years. Only last week I’d been thinking he was about to propose, when in reality he was fucking the professor for which he was a TA for. What made it worse was he didn’t even try and fight for me. It was like he was glad he got caught, so he could go on his merry way with stupid political science slutface.


    


    I picked up my drink and book and walked out of the bar, down toward the beach. Claire was right—I needed to move on; but the last thing I wanted was more rejection. What if I hit on the only guy in this damn resort that wasn’t up for a quick fuck?


    I plopped myself down on the edge of the water, the soft waves lapping at my bare feet. Maybe I should have just stayed at home. A couple of weeks lying in bed feeling sorry for myself sounded fantastic right about now.


    “Mind if I join you?”


    I looked up and into the brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Even in the near darkness I could make out his short blond hair and cute smile.


    “Sure,” I smiled. He kicked off his flip-flops and sat down. “No, I’m good,” I grinned, holding up my bottle of water when he offered me some of his beer.


    “Ah, a girl who doesn’t drink,” he grinned.


    “No, just a girl who knows how unpredictable her behavior can be after three vodka, with orange juice.”


    “Fair enough,” he nodded. “So, you’re in one of the world’s most luxurious places and you’re sitting here alone with a bottle of water and a book.” He picked up my romance novel and made a face. “And not a very good book at that,” he added.


    “Hey,” I replied, smirking. “I’ll have you know this book was in the bestseller lists for more than a year.”


    “All that tells me is that you’re not the only one with bad taste.”


    “Or maybe it’s just you,” I shot back. He cocked his head, as if he were considering my statement.


    “Maybe.” Suddenly, he stood up. I stared at his outstretched hand in shock. “Come on. I don’t have all night.” Placing my hand in his, I wondered what it was about this cocky blond-haired stud that made me trust him so easily.


    I’m sure his last four victims felt the same way.


    I shut out the negative voice in the back of my head and followed him down the beach.


    “Uh, where are we going?” I asked nervously.


    “Back to my room.”


    I stopped abruptly, my eyes widening. Did I really look that easy? Well, that had been the idea of going out tonight, but that wasn’t the point. He laughed, shaking his head.


    “No, not that. I just thought if you want to be boring, you can at least do that at my place—where I know you’re not going to end up murdered and buried in a shallow grave on the beach.”


    “Oh? And why should I trust you?” I asked suspiciously.


    “Because if I wanted to murder you, I would’ve taken you the other way, away from all the villas.” Made sense, I guess. “Secondly, would I really be so stupid to murder you in my villa? I mean come on, give me some credit.”


    “Fine,” I grumbled. I guess he had a point. At least I hoped he did, because I wasn’t putting up much of a fight. “Are you at least going to introduce yourself?”


    “I’m Ryan. You?”


    “Jenna,” I answered shyly, pushing a stray strand of hair back behind my ear.


    “There you go,” he grinned. “Not strangers anymore, are we?”


    I guess we aren’t.


    His villa was a beachfront one, across the other side of the beach from mine. Call me paranoid, but I took note of numbers and directions in case I needed them. I even considered dropping a trail for the sniffer dogs to find me—an earring here, a ring there—but before I could lay my plan into action, we reached his door.


    “After you,” he smiled, sliding the glass door open. I walked in. Was it weird that the identical setting to my own villa relaxed me? I could almost imagine I was back there, curling up on the sofa with a hot chocolate.


    “Can I get you something? A drink?” he asked. I held up my bottle of water. “Right,” he chuckled. “Well, make yourself at home.”


    I walked over to the sofa and sat down, curling my feet up under me. Gosh, I felt nervous. I’d been with Ethan for so long I’d forgotten what it was like to flirt with another guy. Not that this was really flirting. This was way more awkward than that.


    


    True to his word, my new friend didn’t lay a hand on me the whole evening. I sat at one end of the sofa with my book, and he sat next to me watching reruns of The A-Team. Every now and then I’d throw a look in his direction, and he’d smile at me and return to the TV.


    I slammed my book shut.


    “Okay, you’re freaking me out.”


    He turned to me, surprised. “I am?”


    “We’ve been here for over an hour and you haven’t tried anything on me.”


    “Because you said you didn’t want me to,” he reminded me.


    I rolled my eyes. “What kind of girl would I be if I openly admitted I was coming back to your place hoping you were going to make a move on me?” I threw up my hands in exasperation.


    He shook his head and laughed. “This is definitely the strangest conversation I’ve had today,” he muttered under his breath. “Can I get you something to drink? Something strong, so that when you eventually pass out I can take advantage of you, and then leave you partially naked out there on the sand?”


    I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t be a smartass.”


    He laughed. “Okay. How about you tell me what you want?” He moved down the sofa closer to me until our lips were almost touching. “Maybe something like this?” He leaned in, his fingers snaking around my neck as his soft lips pressed against mine.


    Yes, this. Exactly fucking this.


    I held my breath as he slowly lowered the straps of my dress off my shoulders, his eyes never leaving mine. I exhaled as he kissed my neck, the feel of his mouth against my neck incredible.


    He stood up and took my hand. I followed, my dress falling down over my hips, leaving me wearing only my bikini. His eyes narrowed as he pulled me against him. We kissed as his fingers gently stroked the nape of my back.


    Yes. This was what I needed.


    He led me into the bedroom.


    “Sit.”


    I did, waiting nervously as he kneeled between my legs, his hands pushing my knees apart. He reached behind me and untied my bikini, his fingers finding their way under the flimsy fabric.


    “This needs to go,” he murmured. I gasped as he tossed it aside, his mouth closing over my nipple. Sucking, flicking, biting. “Lay back.”


    I shimmied my way up the bed and lay down flat on my back. He smirked and looped his fingers around my bottoms. I lifted my hips as he slid them down my legs before making his way up the bed to me.


    “That’s better,” he said, straddling me. I moved my hands underneath his shirt, lifting it over his head. His ripped, muscular chest stared back at me. I squirmed. This guy was so freaking hot. “God, you’re sexy,” he muttered, burying his face in my breasts, smoothing them with kisses. I laughed, gasping as his erection brushed past my thigh.


    I moved my hand down to his hardness, my eyes narrowing as I began to rub. Unzipping his shorts, I reached inside and gripped my fingers around his girth—hard and oh so big. I began riding my hand up and down his length as he kissed me.


    “Do you have…” My voice trailed off as he produced a condom. Ripping open the package, he swiftly rolled it on. I laughed as he attempted to kick off his shorts, almost rolling off the bed in the process.


    “Yeah, you laugh now,” he said playfully, finally free of his constraints. Nudging my legs apart further, he placed his tip at my entrance as he thrust inside of me. I curled my legs around his waist, clenching against him.


    “Oh fuck that feels good,” I mumbled. He rode me hard as I leaned back and gripped the headboard , his mouth on mine as he kissed me roughly.


    “Oh my, I’m gonna…ohhhh,” I panted. His thrusts deepened, almost feeling as though they were cutting right through me. “Yes! Fuck, oh yes,” I cried, the bars on the bed post nearly cutting off my circulation, I was holding on so tight. Ecstasy rushed through my body sending me into a feeling of pure bliss. That was…I couldn’t even put into words how fucking amazing that had been.


    He rolled off me, as exhausted and satisfied as I felt. I grinned and reached for his hand.


    “Wow. You do know how to please a woman.”


    “Hey, that wasn’t all me,” he grinned. “But wow is pretty accurate,” he agreed. I turned onto my side and snuggled up against him. “I hope you don’t think I’m in the habit of picking up pretty young things and bringing them back to my bed.”


    I giggled as he tickled my back.


    “Come on, I bet you’re fighting the girls off,” I teased. He kissed the back of my ear, his fingers continuing to trace circles over my bare back. “Mmm, I could stay here all night,” I muttered.


    “Then why don’t you?” he said, pulling me even closer to him.


    True. Why didn’t I?


    


    I rolled over, my arm flailing wildly in the direction of my phone. My fingers closed over it. I coughed, bringing the receiver up to my ear as I pressed answer.


    “Hello?” I muttered.


    “Han, I’ve been calling you for ages,” Claire whined.


    “I know,” I growled. I’d spent the best part of the last hour trying to ignore it.


    “We’re getting on the plane now, so we will see you in a few hours, ‘kay?”


    “Okay.” I dropped the phone and rolled back over.


    By now I was awake—too awake to go back to sleep. I reached across the sheets next to me. Shit. Ryan. I groaned and smothered my face with my pillow as I began to remember.


    God, how embarrassing. No wonder he’d gone. He probably didn’t want the shame of facing me this morning.


    Jumping out of the bed, I quickly got dressed and gathered my things together. I was just about to race out the door when I saw a note stuck to the kitchen counter. Sauntering over, I picked it up.


    Just in case you think I deserted you, I didn’t. I got up early for a surf. Give me a call when your sorry ass wakes up ~Ryan.


    I stood there grinning like an idiot. I couldn’t help it, I was swooning. This guy was everything I could have possibly wanted in a holiday romance.


    I raced back to my own villa and jumped into the shower before selecting an electric blue string bikini and a white sundress that was ever so slightly see through. Perfect.


    My sorry ass is up. Want to meet for a coffee?


    I stalked the length of my villa, waiting for him to answer.


    Sure. Down by the beach in ten?


    I smiled.


    See you then.


    


    Standing by the edge of the water, I tried to look as though I was distracted by something as I saw him approach. I could feel my short white dress flowing in the wind against my legs. I’d paired the dress with my black sandals, leaving my long blonde hair blowing freely in the wind.


    “You,” he said, kissing me, “looking fucking beautiful.” He pulled me against him and kissed me again, this time his lips working against mine slowly as if there was nowhere else they’d rather be.


    “Hi,” I laughed, biting my lip. He looked sexy in his cutoffs and a collared shirt that brought out the blue in his eyes. He smiled and came in for another kiss, making me giggle. God, I sound like a sixteen-year-old.


    We walked down to the canteen and brought coffees, then continued our walk along the shore. We talked about movies, books…anything that popped into the conversation. I couldn’t believe how freely everything flowed with this guy.


    “I’m studying law, so getting away like this is pure heaven.” I smiled, waving my hand around at the near-white sand that seemed to go on for miles.


    “You didn’t look that thrilled last night,” he observed.


    True. Yesterday, all I’d wanted was to be back at home. Now, all I wanted was for this to go on forever.


    “I guess I didn’t have anything to be thrilled about,” I said.


    We had been talking for hours, when my phone buzzed. It was Claire, telling me they’d arrived.


    “I have to go,” I said, apologetic. “Can I text you later?”


    “I hope you do,” He murmured. He cupped my neck and leaned forward, his lips connecting with mine in a kiss that made me dizzy. Wow. This was turning into the best vacation ever.


    


    I got back to my room and threw myself down on the bed, unable to erase the smile from my face. This trip was turning out to be freaking awesome. And in a few short hours I’d see Claire again. Suck it, Ethan. I hoped he was having fun stuck at university while professor slutwhore had to work.


    Rummaging through my suitcase, I went through my options of what to wear. Most of what I’d packed was for lounging around the villa or on the beach. Neither would be good enough for Claire—who freaked once when I wore a black strapless dress with black pumps. Apparently there is such a thing as too much black.


    I decided on a blue sundress and my white sandals. Curling my hair, I left it down so it flowed nicely around my shoulders. After dabbing on a little makeup, I was ready.


    Grabbing my purse, I hurried out the door, already running late for our eight o’clock reservation. I couldn’t even pronounce the name of the restaurant we were going to—all I knew was it had to be expensive, because that was Claire’s parents.


    The restaurant was crowded when I arrived. I scanned the room for any sign of them and came up empty. I made my way over to the bar and ordered a drink while I waited.


    “You couldn’t stay away from me, huh?”


    I whirled around and became face to face with Ryan.


    “Hi,” I said casually, trying to hide the excitement I felt at seeing him. “Meeting a friend for dinner, actually. What’s your excuse?”


    “Family.” He made a face and helped himself to the seat next to me. “Are you going to sit?” he asked, gesturing in front on me.


    I looked up and saw Claire and her parents walk in.


    “Oops, I have to go,” I said, finishing the last of my drink. “Will I see you again soon?” I asked, shy all of a sudden.


    “It’s a pretty small island,” he replied, his blue eyes twinkling. “You’re chances are pretty good.” He leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips, a kiss that left me feeling dizzy. Or maybe that was the vodka. Who knew?


    


    “Claire!” I hissed. She turned around, her mouth spreading into a huge grin.


    “Han,” she said, hugging me.” Gosh, it’s so good to see you.”


    It was the few times we got together that I realized exactly how much I missed having my friend around. We’d been inseparable as kids, and given the chance now, I was sure things wouldn’t have changed much.


    “You remember Mom and Simon?”


    I nodded, hugging Claire’s mom and stepfather.


    “Hi, Mrs. Gallerson, Mr. Gallerson. Lovely to see you both again.”


    “Jenna, you’ve grown into such a little lady,” her Mom gushed, smiling at me. I grinned as she fawned over me. “How are you studies? I hope you’re doing better than little Miss C Minus over here.”


    “Mom,” hissed Claire, narrowing her eyes. “Shouldn’t we be getting our table or something?” she added, clearly changing the subject.


    “Yes, we’re just waiting on—oh, here he is.”


    “Dad, Glenda.”


    I turned toward the owner of the smooth, silky voice that had swooped in to kiss Claire’s parents. There was something oddly familiar about him…Oh god, no…But it was. Ryan. My Ryan.


    “Ryan, this is an old friend of Claire’s—Jenna. Jenna, this is Simon’s son, Ryan.”


    “Lovely to meet you,” he murmured, leaning in to kiss my cheek. His hand slipped into mine as he squeezed it gently. “Close your mouth, Jenna,” he added softly.


    I did. I snapped it shut.


    My face red, I stood there and acted like I’d never met this person. Or spent a good part of the last day fucking him.


    “Well, let’s eat,” Mr. Gallerson declared loudly. Claire and I hung back.


    “What’s up with you?” she whispered. “Don’t tell me, you think he’s hot?” she nodded her head in Ryan’s direction.


    “Huh? What? No!” I said a little too fiercely.


    She rolled her eyes. “Everyone says it, but I just can’t see it.” She shrugged. “Which I guess would be creepy if I could, considering he’s my stepbrother. And barely eighteen.”


    “What?” I shrieked, clutching her arm as half the people around us turned to stare at me. Eighteen? I’d not only slept with my best friend’s stepbrother, but he was only eighteen?


    Six freaking years younger than me? Oh, kill me now.


    We sat down at the table, me conveniently right in between Claire and Ryan. The worst thing was that even knowing who he was and his age, I still felt weak in the knees every time I caught a whiff of that musky aftershave.


    


    Dinner passed in a blur. Literally. I didn’t remember much of it at all. I was just praying for it to be over. My stomach was in knots, and between trying to keep up with Claire’s chattering and the smirks Ryan kept sending my way, I felt sick.


    Halfway through dessert, Claire was telling me about her latest beau when I felt the unmistakable feeling of a hand on my bare thigh. I jumped, shooting Ryan a look. He narrowed his eyes at me and smiled, as if daring me to say something. What else could I do but pretend nothing was happening?


    I listened to Claire—or at least pretended to, oohing and gasping in all the right places, which luckily coincided with Ryan’s fingers trailing along my inner thigh.


    


    After dinner, Claire dragged me back to her villa—conveniently located next to Ryan’s, demanding to know everything.


    “What do you mean?” I stammered. Had I been too obvious at dinner? I felt like a dick, wondering how I was going to get myself out of this one.


    “Don’t hold back, you sneaky little bitch. You’ve got rebound sex written all over you,” she accused.


    “I did meet someone,” I confessed. “At the bar. Didn’t even catch his name, but we spent two crazy days together,” I said, laughing a high-pitched kind of laugh that screamed deceit. Fortunately, Claire was too wrapped up in me finally getting some to care.


    “Woo fucking hoo!” she cheered. She dashed off to the kitchen and returned with two minibar bottles of vodka. “Here. We need to celebrate.”


    “What exactly are we celebrating,” I said, still not ready to give all my cards away.


    “You! Being free of Ethan. Getting some action.” She waved her hands around and smiled. “We’re in paradise, Jen! Enjoy it, right?”


    I guess she’s right. Unscrewing the cap, I swallowed the contents in one hit, the liquid burning my throat as it slid down. I laughed as she threw me another one, but drank it anyway. No more, or I’ll be passing out.


    “So, tell me more about this hot, sexy hunk?” she giggled, plonking herself on the floor and crossing her legs. I groaned, and sat down, knowing there was no way out of this.


    “Honestly? I don’t remember that much. I was pretty wasted, and so was he.”


    “The whole time?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.


    “Huh?”


    “You said you spent two days together. You must’ve been pretty drunk,” she teased.


    “Guess so,” I agreed, my face flaming. I stood up. I had to get out of there before I spilled everything. “I’m pretty beat. Breakfast tomorrow?”


    She nodded, yawning. “Yeah, I’m wrecked too.” She pulled herself to her feet and wrapped her arms around me. “Great to see you, Jen.”


    “You too,” I smiled, realizing just how much I missed her. I kissed her on the cheek and then made my way to the door. “See you tomorrow.”


    


    Outside, I glanced in the direction of Ryan’s villa. Before I knew it, I was knocking on his door. Please don’t answer. Damn. The door flung open.


    “What the hell was that at dinner? Were you trying to get us caught?” I hissed, my face red as he smiled at me, amused.


    “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about—but if you’re insistent on not getting us caught, you might want to stop screaming on my balcony. Want to come in?” I pushed past him and waited with my arms crossed as he shut the door.


    “You know exactly what I mean. And why wouldn’t you tell me you were eighteen?”


    “Does it matter?” he shrugged.


    “It damn well matters when I’m si—older than you. By a small amount,” I added hastily. Why did I feel embarrassed about him knowing how old I was? Somehow, I didn’t think it would bother him as much as it did me.


    “Jen. We’ve had fun the last few days, right? So who cares?” He stepped closer to me and looping his finger around my drawstring belt, he tugged me up against him. I knew what was coming and I was powerless to stop it.


    I groaned as his lips touched my neck. I could get used to this…


    ***


    Opening my eyes, I was almost blinded by the stream of sunlight flowing through the window. Ryan was still fast asleep, his arms around me protectively. I had to admit, I liked this guy. The more time we spent together, the more I liked him.


    How the hell I was going to get through the next ten days without Claire knowing, I had no idea. Easing myself out from under him, I quietly dressed and slipped out of the room.


    In the kitchen, I fumbled around for a pen and left him a note.


    I had fun, but I think we need to keep this to ourselves. H xx


    


    Tiptoeing back to the bedroom, I took one last long look at the eighteen-year-old naked hunk that was spread-eagled across the bed and smiled. If only Ethan could see me now.


    I wish I could tell you I wasn’t tempted to take a picture.


    Letting myself out, the cool morning breeze hit me and I wished I’d thought to borrow one of his jackets. It was barely seven, the beach was deserted, apart from a few early risers who were taking in the crisp morning air.


    I proceeded on the walk of shame back toward my villa.


    “Nice morning, huh?” I froze. Claire sat on her balcony, cup of coffee in hand and a massive grin on her face.


    “I…I was just out for a walk?” Fuck. Not very convincing when it comes out more like a question. I narrowed my eyes at her. She was enjoying this way too much.


    “Bullshit. You’re wearing the same outfit as last night, and you just left my brother’s villa.” She came down the steps, her eyes shining.


    Why the fuck was she so happy?


    “Jen. I told you that you needed to get laid. Ryan is a good guy.”


    Thoughts whirled around in my head, most of them conspiracy theories and paranoia. That night…him on the beach…and her now, so calm…


    “You told your brother to hit on me?” I squeaked, stamping my foot in the sand like a five-year-old.


    “Relax,” she laughed. “That was all him. I told him to keep an eye on you until I got here. I knew you were down about Ethan.”


    “But you thought he might make a move?” I said, still suspicious.


    Claire smiled. “No. I knew that given the right circumstances, you would.” She winked at me and walked back up the steps. “Meet you for breakfast later?”


    THE END
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    THIS GIRL STRIPPED


    OCTOBER


    The music blared in my ears as the lights damn near blinded me. My heels were far too fucking high, and the club was packed. Why did I ever think this was a good idea? Oh, that's right! I’m fucking broke.


    I kept telling myself I could do this. I tried to ignore the cat calls surrounding the stage. One drunk in the corner whistled before throwing back a shot. Another man shouted at me to take my clothes off. Twenty-four years old, and instead of being a college graduate or settling down, I’m taking my clothes off for money.


    That morning the owner of the small motel I’d been living in for the past three months gave me until the following morning to come up with three hundred dollars, or I would find myself homeless in Daytona Beach, far from any friends or family. I could’ve called my sister, Star. However, that would’ve meant admitting failure and that would never fucking happen. I’m just way too proud for that.


    I’m snapped out of my thoughts when some scumbag with a matted beard grabs my leg.


    “No fuckin' touching!” My voice failed me. Instead of the authoritative tone I was aiming for, I sounded like the scared little girl I really am. I seductively danced back toward the pole in the center of the stage. I started to untie the barely there triangles of pink fabric covering my tits. I’ve never been shy about being naked, but everything about this screamed run for your fucking life, Paisley!


    “Yeah baby! Shake that ass!” The rowdy men get louder, and I moved my thong -covered ass to the front of the stage again. The Buckcherry song, Crazy Bitch was almost over and I wanted to get as many singles stuffed in my crotch before I walk out that door.


    I dropped down onto my knees, and thrust my pussy into the faces of three men sitting center stage. My hand slide over my bare breasts, and make their way for the tiny piece of fabric that kept me from being entirely naked. I rubbed my hand repeatedly over my cunt giving them the show of their lives.


    When I open my eyes, I meet the most piercing set of green eyes I’d ever seen. His jaw was square. His hair was long and brown, pulled back into a lose ponytail at his nape. Theres a long scar that runs under his eye, and when our eyes meet, he flashes me the most beautiful smile. I forget that I’m on stage in front of hundreds of perverts and focus on him alone.


    He was the man that would make my every nightmare come to life. I just didn’t know it yet.


    


    

  


  
    I’m not in Kansas Anymore


    


    A fist crashes into my face and my body is flung like a rag doll across the shitty motel room I’ve called home for the past month. My back slams against the wall and I gasp for air. The wind is knocked out of me, and I panic as I struggle to fill my lungs with my next breath; but it's not coming. The smell of vodka burns my nostrils, and when I open my mouth struggling to scream for help, not a sound comes out.


    A rough hand wraps around my throat and squeezes. His mouth presses to mine, but I’m paralyzed. I can't push him away, my arms simply won't fucking move. My brain screams at my body to react. Save myself from the assault that is imminent. I should have known better than to accept a ride home from him tonight. Everything in me screamed to call the bouncers and run as far away as I could get. The other part of me let me think there are actually good people left in the world.


    “You deserve this, you disgusting little bitch.”


    His words hurt. Cutting deep into my soul that had been so wounded throughout the years. I feel tears pooling at the corner of my eyes, but as many times as I blink they just don't fall. My vision begins to blur when I only want to see my surroundings. The fight slips out of my body, and I am lifeless in his unforgiving grip.


    The short plaid skirt wrapped tightly around my waist is ripped from my body just before the room goes black. I can't see or feel anything. I can't hear his words. I’m blissfully ignorant to the disgusting assault. He takes something from me I can never get back. Something I’ve held onto with my life as I watched my sisters dish out their cunts to any man who showed a vague interest. Not me.


    I don't know how long I’m unconscious; but when I finally wake from the coma like rest, he’s gone. My room is eerily silent and dark, just the way I left it before I left for the strip club. My bag is packed on the dresser and, surprisingly, my purse is still full of the cash I made during my shift. All four hundred and eight dollars - every cent I have to my name. I roll over onto my side and a surge of pain shoots through my entire body. My hands fly to my ribcage and I hold onto my side as if it will help the pain subside.


    “Fuck,” I mutter under my breath. “Something’s fuckin' broken.” I talk like there is someone else in the room to hear my complaints. Stupid, I was so fucking stupid. I swing my legs off the side of the bed and try to blink my eyes. I can see, it is really blurry, but I can see, thankfully. My left eye is swollen almost shut. I try to force it open further to no avail. My face feels like it came in contact with a fucking brick wall.


    I limp my body into the bathroom and flip on the light switch. My face looks just as bad as it feels. My cheeks are covered in black and blue bruises, there is dried blood caked to my skin with strands of my fiery red hair stuck in it. I look like holy fucking hell. And it’s all my fault.


    I slowly hobble to the shower, pull the curtain back and turn the water on as hot as it can go. Each movement is more painful than the last. I know I shouldn't wash the evidence away, but I want the filth of his touch off of me. I want to wash him away. I want to wash the memory away, even though I doubt that will ever happen.


    I pull my ripped white, blood stained t-shirt off, and let it fall to the floor. I kick off the white cotton panties that were placed on my body after he had his way with me. I can feel the tenderness of my womanhood. He was rough.


    Dried blood sticks to my thighs and pussy. The remnants of the one virtue I held onto into adulthood. He took it like a fucking savage animal. I’m sure it really got his fucking rocks off knowing what he took. I’m silently thankful I wasn’t conscious for any of it.


    I step into the shower and quickly wash him away. The tears flood out of the one eye I can open while I lather layer upon layer of soap. Nothing can get rid of him. The bruises leave behind the memory of what he did, even if I can't remember it.


    I wrap the shitty white motel towel around my body and slowly dry off every tender part of my aching, broken body; all while I wish I could wash off the damage to my soul. I can't kick myself over this for long because I’m worried he’s going to come back for me.


    I've always lived as an honest person. I've paid my bills, and given what I want to get back from others. Karma ya know? But today, I’m going to run for the first time in my life. I’m going to bail on my bill and pray I have enough money to get to safety. My only hope is that none of my life from Florida ever catches up to me in the safety of Woodstock.


    “Seven?” I whisper into my cellphone as if someone is listening in on my call. Paranoia slowly has crept up on me since the moment I fled. Is this what my life is going to become from here on out?


    She is loud and commanding on the other end, brazen and bold like always. “Paisley, kiddo! I've missed you. To what do I owe this call?” Seven James is everything I wish I could be. She is a powerhouse. A business woman. Strong and demanding. Takes no shit from no one. I often wondered how she becamewho she is today with the way we were all raised. Shitty, I know. But, I am jealous none the less.


    I can't tell her, so I sit in silence on the other end of the line. I feel fucking foolish. Why did I even bother to call her? Because I need a fucking place to live until I can get my pathetic excuse of a life together.


    Just as I’m about to end the call, she yells through the line. “What happened, Paisley? You fuckin' tell me now!”


    Like the mother hen she has always been to us, Seven immediately knows that something is wrong. I’m terrified and thankful all at once.


    The tears begin. Just when I thought I was all cried out, somehow my body finds a tiny bit of hydration to squeeze out again. I hate crying. I hate my life. I hate the fuckin’ world right now.


    “I need someplace to stay for a couple weeks.” I guess this is better than calling my sister. I don't know what Star would do, but she can hardly take care of herself, let alone her fucked up little sister. Jesus, when did I let my life become so fucking tragic? Paisley, it always has been.


    “Where are you? I’m coming to get you.”


    Yup, Seven is as bossy as I can remember. I’m almost thankful for her commanding nature, because it’s what I need. I need someone to take control of my life. I always have. Looking back, I thought Star would always be there to help me – to guide me - but she can't even do that for herself.


    “Seven, I'm in Daytona Beach. I’m going to get a flight today. I’ll call you when I land.” And like that, I finally get the balls to hang up and make a break for it. I grab the small bag I've been traveling with for the past year and call a cab to meet me at the seven-eleven on the corner. Each step hurts. I press the small bag to my chest, while my other hand holds my gaudy black sunglasses in place praying no one can see the damage he has done to my pale skin. As if.


    Fuck Florida. Fuck Daytona Beach. Fuck that hole in the wall strip club, and most of all, fuck bikers! I hope they all rot in the fucking depths of hell for eternity.


    Twelve hours later I’m tucked in under the plush down comforter in Seven's spacious spare bedroom. The red silk sheets caress my body with the gentlest touch I have felt. It soothes away the pain of the brutal assault only hours earlier. I am slowly at peace.


    That is until I’m left alone with my thoughts. The thoughts of him. The laid back, fun, and flirty evening we shared full of a lap dance and a hand full of drinks. All in good fun, I told myself repeatedly. I should have known that men like him don't do good fun. Men in general don't do good fun; which is why I have always done my best to steer clear of them.


    Call me fucked up, call me damaged. Call me whatever you want to, but the God’s honest truth all circles around my sister and the abuse she suffered at the hands of Blue James, that fucking creep. She protected us; Journey and I, every time that creep would come within a few feet of us. We were young and it made no sense, but as an adult, I know exactly what kind of monster that man is.


    What a stroll down memory lane.


    Seven did her best to drag the details of my injuries out of me, but I knew the second I told her anything that happened she would be on the phone to Star. The same sister who desperately needed to get her own shit together. I was barely a teen when Star got knocked up, she gave the baby away to another family our shit- tastic parents knew; that was about the same time she spiraled out of control. Either way, she has her own problems to wade through, and I won't be bothering her with my own. Call me the considerate one in the family.


    Yeah, Star... by the way, some biker raped me after shaking my naked ass on stage. I deserved it, right? Not so much.


    His name was Zane, or at least that’s what he told me in between shots of vodka as he chain-smoked a pack of cigarettes. His long dark hair was sexy and I couldn't stop thinking about running my fingers through it while making out. Only making out. He was tempting, extremely tempting. But when you make it to twenty-three years old without fucking, you aren't about to let the first scarred biker you crush on pound you.


    A chill runs through my body, and I shake it off. I'm not exactly sure how I’m going to get through this, but I can tell you that after my childhood, this isn't going to break me. Not by a fucking long shot.
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    Chapter One


    


    I didn't know the girl blowing me. She'd hit on me in the bar, and even though I wasn't in the mood for a chat, I'd gone with it. Not much of a connection, but she was ok looking and she didn't piss me off too bad. I am easily pissed off these days. I didn't care about the girl, but it had been quite a while since I'd gotten laid.


    She was the one who started with the caresses on my arm and the coy smiles and the suggestion that we go somewhere more private. We only got as far as my car. She was all over me as soon as we climbed inside. Now I was half-sprawled over the front seat, one leg jammed up against the steering wheel, the other stretched out toward her side of the car. Her head was bobbing up and down in my lap while her fingers played with my balls. She had a great tongue, and she knew how to use it. Her mouth sucking my dick was hungry and tight. I was clutching her hair and urging her on, feeling the heaviness gather and the pleasure ramp up when she raised her head, still gently squeezing my balls with one hand, stared up into my face and asked in an excited voice, "You really did kill her, didn't you?"


    I must have groaned in frustration because she dipped back down to her task, but all the pleasure had leeched out of me. I dragged her head away from my genitals and pushed her, none too gently, toward the passenger side door.


    "Get out."


    Wiping the moisture off her lips, she acted surprised. "What the fuck, dude? You were almost there, and I—"


    I reached across her and opened the door. "Get the fuck out."


    "I didn't mean...sorry if that was too personal a question. I just, you know, everybody says..."


    "Now. Get out before I throw you out."


    "But—"


    I turned the key and started the car. "Unless you want me to drive you to that place in the woods where I strangled Hadley? You wanna see the spot? It's been awhile since I've taken a girl there."


    She took off running before I even finished speaking.


    I drove out of the bar parking lot, feeling like I was gonna hurl. My dick had shrunk, and I was cursing myself as I skidded onto the main road. Good thing there wasn't any traffic coming or that might have been the end of me. No big loss to the world.


    It had been a while since I'd run into one of those women. The idea of fucking a might-be murderer got them off. I knew they were out there. And they knew where to find me. There were whole websites where strangers who claimed to know something about the case went online and discussed me. It had died down for a few months, but the anniversary of Hadley's disappearance was coming soon, so it was ramping up again. It would be back in the press. The paparazzi would return to town, and Nancy Fucking Grace would probably try to interview me again. That bitch had been even more persistent than the cops.


    Nobody cared that I'd had nothing to do with Hadley's disappearance. That I hadn't killed her. That I missed her, and still, after all this time, couldn't get her throaty laughter out of my head. That I felt so fucking helpless, and that I'd never forgive myself for failing to protect her. Jesus, what a fuck up I was. I brushed my face with the back of one hand and drove even faster, half-hoping to lose control and spin into a tree.


    Hadley was dead. Had to be. But we didn't know for sure. A whole year with no word, no trace, no closure. A year in which my own miserable life had sunk farther and farther down the toilet. Might as well ram a tree or a bridge abutment and end the mess that was my life.


    Of course I didn't ram a tree or a bridge abutment. I just drove. I didn't know where the fuck I was going and I didn't care. The highway unrolled beneath my wheels. At some point it started to rain. I left the windshield wipers off for as long as I could, but the rain kept coming down harder, and I finally had to turn the damn things on. The slap of the wipers was a sound that used to soothe me, but no longer. Now when I heard that slap, that swish, that hiss, I flashed back to the night I'd screwed up so bad that my girl had died.


    


    * * *


    


    It had been raining that night, too. Hadley and I had gone to dinner at an Italian place in the next town. We'd argued, as we often did that spring. Times were rocky. People heard us quarreling, but none of them had been close enough to nail the reason for our disagreement. I remember it well, though. Hadley was cheating on me and I wanted her to stop.


    It's not what you think, though. We weren't exclusive; never had been. It wasn't the cheating that I was sweating about. It was the risks she was taking, which were freaking me out.


    Why Hadley had ever started up with me to begin with, I still didn't know. This had puzzled the police, too. Not to mention her friends and family. Those crime websites had gone nuts over the incongruity of a rich college girl from an old New England family hooking up with a scruffy townie like me. I didn't go to either of the fancy local colleges, Whittacre or Penshurst. Much less to the even fancier ones around Boston, an hour away. I worked construction for my uncle's company and took night courses when I could find the time and the money.


    Yeah, I had dreams. I'd have loved to spend a cushy four years at a bucolic college, worrying about nothing more serious than booze, football, and frat parties, but I hadn't been born into that life. My father ran off with another woman when I was five and my big brother Sean got blown to bits in Afghanistan trying to rescue some buddies captured by the fucking Taliban. Whatever was left of my mom's heart broke when she lost Sean, and she went about her life and her job—she worked as a hairdresser—with a grim, joyless determination. The news that I was the main suspect in an unsolved disappearance/probable murder just about killed her.


    I'd met Hadley at a party at her college in the beginning of the school year. I'd been a waiter, passing out trays of shit like stuffed mushrooms and mini-quiches at a party under a tent on the grassy lawn of Penshurst Quad. The college was welcoming back the students, professors, and a bunch of well-heeled parents. I hated them all on sight. I had to work two jobs and go without booze and cigarettes while I tried to scrape together enough cash to take one lousy night course at one of the cheaper state schools. I wanted—can you believe it—to learn criminology, and maybe crime scene analysis. I loved those TV shows about that shit. Maybe one day I could be an investigator or even—crazy fantasy alert—go to law school and be a criminal prosecutor. I wanted to solve crimes, not commit them.


    There were some hot girls at that party, but I wasn't interested. Rich chicks, not my scene. But Hadley was different. Not that she looked different, except for her carrot-colored hair, which was unusual in a crowd full of bleached blondes and color-enhanced brunettes. The clothes, the hair style, the jewelry, that was all rich-girl standard. But the mischievous glint in her eyes when I presented her with the first canapé was something else.


    "You don't belong here," were her first words, said low to me.


    But just as I was about to get pissed off, she added, "Where you belong is naked on your back with me sitting atop you, riding you hard." Now I probably should have been pissed off at that, too—what was this, sexual harassment—but, fuck, I was twenty-one and the image aroused me. Then when she winked at me and said, "Sorry. It's just that you have such nice muscles in your arms, so I started imagining how built the rest of your body must be. I'm bad, I know, but it's who I am." Then she held out her hand as if to an equal and added, "I'm Hadley. What's your name?"


    So I told her. Before the party was over, she'd given me her number. I almost didn't call. What was the point? But I kept remembering that merry look in her eyes and her hearty laugh. She seemed like a girl who really enjoyed life, so what the fuck, why not take a chance?


    We started hooking up her second week of school. She didn't care that I was a townie, that I worked construction, that I'd been in trouble a lot as a teenager and wasn't exactly primed for a bright future. In fact, she accused me of having a big old chip on my shoulder. "You live in the fucking U S of A. You can do anything, be anything. Try living in one of the poorer nations in Africa or in one of those central Asia pseudo-republics, and then come complain to me about your lack of opportunities."


    She was right, of course. She was planning to be an international aid worker when she graduated, and she had already volunteered her time for multiple human rights efforts. Hadley had a head full of ideas about all the great things she wanted to do to improve the living conditions of folks less fortunate than she was. She was brimming with enthusiasm. It still seems impossible to me that such a larger-than-life spirit could be extinguished from this Earth.


    She loved sex, too, and she would do anything, try anything. I'd never met anyone who would speak so openly about her needs and desires. She was sexually adventurous and, in that respect, she lived on the edge.


    That's what I was troubled about—that dark edge of hers. She had been hanging out with some sketchy people. I tried to get her to stop, but she wouldn't. So we fought.


    Our evening ended early that night. She told me to drop her off at her apartment, which I did. And no, she did not want me to come in. As soon as she stepped out of the car, I slammed off, pissed, wheels skidding on the wet pavement. I drove around for a while, just like I was doing tonight. The rain was torrential, and there was a storm inside me, too. Bursting with unspent energy, I stopped to pick up a six-pack to help me mellow out. I knew the dude who was working at the convenience store where I bought the beer. Not well, but enough to shoot the shit for a little while. We discussed the Red Sox's chances for a winning season, and the guy remembered it later when the cops questioned him.


    After that I went home. I logged into this computer game I play and hung out with some MMO friends, which also helped my ass later. Then I went to bed. I was alone for the rest of the night, feeling sorry for myself and mad at Hadley. It was not until afterwards that I felt guilty. I'd dropped her off without even checking to make sure she'd gotten safely inside the dark apartment. I hadn't called her or texted her. I hadn't made sure she was safe. I hadn't protected her.


    Sometime that night Hadley had disappeared, and to this day, no one knew what had happened to her.

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    Without really paying attention, I'd driven to the outskirts of Boston. I didn't know where the hell I was going—sometimes I just like to drive. But the fuel tank indicator lit up, reminding me that cruising without purpose wastes money. I exited the highway and drove around looking for an open gas station. The neighborhood was crappy, but I didn't care. I almost wished some freak would try to carjack me so I could beat his head in.


    I found a gas station, pulled in, entered my one lousy credit card that was always close to maxed out, and started pumping gas. The rain was brutal and the pump island didn't offer much shelter. I noticed, without paying much attention, that an argument was going on at the next island. Man's voice, girl's, heated debate, punctuated with curses. Couldn't really see them through the slashing rain. I wanted to get as much gas as I could afford and hop back inside my vehicle where it was dry.


    I had just stashed the hose and climbed in when something streaked toward me through the rain and crashed into the side of my car. The passenger side door jerked open. Before I could react, this skinny, soaking-wet girl flung herself inside, spraying me with rainwater as her long stringy hair flew all over the place. She whipped her head around, looking for a split second at me then back at whatever she was running from. "Drive!" she screamed. "What are you waiting for? Put your foot on it and get me out of here."


    "Who the fuck are you?"


    Someone or something beat on the outside of the car, and I started the engine reflexively. There was another crash as something that looked like a shovel slammed against the side of my car. I stomped on the brake, and was about to leap out and attack whoever was damaging my car, but the girl grabbed my arm. "He's got a gun. Just drive. Please."


    I don't take orders from anybody, especially strange women, but another whack of whatever the crazy man had in his hands helped me make up my mind. I didn't have a weapon, and I could hear yelling and cursing behind me. I couldn't see the asshole with the shovel, but it sounded as if he was foaming at the mouth.


    "Go, go!" she cried, turning around in the seat looking out through the pouring rain. There was a boom that sounded like a shotgun. The girl threw herself on her belly on the seat, her head practically in my lap. "Fuck! He's gonna kill us!"


    I hit the gas, and we sped out of the parking lot. I drove us up the road from the gas station and swung back toward the highway. "Who is that guy? Has he got a car? Is it just the one or are there more of them?"


    "Yeah, he has a car, but I disabled it. You gotta lose him. He's fuckin' crazy."


    I wanted details. If some crazy dude with weapons was gonna be on my ass, I needed to know how soon. "Disabled it how?"


    "When he went in to pay and buy some smokes, I ripped his keys out of the ignition." She held up a set of keys. "I don't know if he has a spare."


    "Let's assume he does." I didn't see any pursuit, though. I found the on-ramp back to the highway as quick as I could and took it. Once we were up to speed and getting farther away from the psycho every minute, both me and the girl started to relax.


    I scowled at her. She had moved away from me, settling into the passenger's seat like she belonged there. "Can you turn the heat on? I'm freezing."


    I ignored the request. "Why was that guy chasing you? Did you rob him?"


    She shot me a wary glance. Her hair was all mashed down across her face, so she combed it away with her fingers. More rainwater splattered around. She wasn't as young as I'd first thought. Not a kid, although I wouldn't say she looked much like a woman, either, given how small and skinny she was; no curves, all angles. "No, I didn't fucking rob him."


    "So why's he after you?"


    She pushed more sopping dark hair out of the way—she had a full mane of the stuff—and considered me. Her eyes were large and round, like a curious owl. I saw no trace of the eye makeup gunk that most women use. She looked alert and intelligent and maybe a little calculating. "He's Mom's client or boyfriend or something."


    "Client?"


    "She's a whore," the girl said.


    "Your mom is a whore." Yeah, I was sarcastic. I wasn't sure how much of this I was buying.


    She grinned. It completely changed her face—she had a huge smile that made her look both charming and cute. "She prefers the term sex industry worker. Or Negotiable Pleasure Engineer, that one's even better." Her smile turned to a husky laugh. "'Hello, I'm your Negotiable Pleasure Engineer for the evening. You want me to blow you or fuck you? Anal's extra.'"


    I cleared my throat. I hoped she was quoting "Mom," and not making me an offer. "How old are you?" Maybe I could drop her off at the nearest office of teenager welfare, or whatever it was called. Except I didn't think any kid welfare offices were likely to be open at this hour of the night.


    "Don't worry, dude, I might not look it, but I'm legal. I even got ID to prove it."


    "Sure you do. I can take you to a bar where everyone in the place has ID, even though most of them are underage."


    "I'm not claiming to be 21. And I don't drink or shoot up or take pills or any of that shit anyway, so chill."


    "How old are you claiming to be?"


    "Nineteen." She dug around in her pants pocket and pulled out a beat-up wallet that I wondered if she'd stolen. Out came a Massachusetts driver's license that looked real enough, not that I was any judge. She handed it over and I took a quick glance. The picture looked like her and the DOB put her at nineteen, turning twenty this summer. The name on the license was L. Rory McKay.


    I handed it back. "You don't look that old."


    "Yeah, well, I feel about thirty-five." She shot me a curious glance. "How old are you?"


    I didn't answer. If she was trying to get friendly with me, forget it. I was already regretting letting her in my car, and I wanted to get rid of her as soon as possible.


    Digging out her license seemed to remind her of something. She had a battered backpack with her, and she began to root around inside it. She pulled out a cell phone and pried the cover off. "I don't want anybody tracking me." She unscrewed part of the casing with one of her long, black-painted fingernails and jerked out the SIM card. "These things are like your own personal NSA beacon," she said, still fiddling with the device. The next thing she removed was the battery. She dropped these two items plus the now-dead phone back into her pack.


    "You got feds after you?"


    "Nah. I just wanna be off the grid for a while." She glanced over at me again. "You know my name now. What's yours?"


    I felt the reluctance that always hits when someone asks my name. I'm infamous around these parts. No point in scaring her by telling her she'd jumped into the car of a psycho killer. So instead of saying Jeremiah Griffon O'Malley, which was an accused murderer's name, I said, "Folks call me Griff." Which was true enough.


    Then I wondered why I'd even told her that much.


    "Griff? I like that." She reached forward, found the heat, and turned it up. "It's different. Rory's different too. Most girls I knew in school hated their names, but I always liked mine."


    Like I cared. I'd been checking the rear-view mirror, and there was no sign of pursuit. "Looks like you've escaped. Where am I dropping you?"


    She tipped her head back against the headrest. "No idea. Where're you headed? New York City would be good if you're going that far. I can lose myself there."


    "Not going to New York." No way. I had to go to work tomorrow.


    "Well, how far are you going?" We were driving west. "Worcester? Springfield? Chicago?" She laughed. "Shit, I'll go anywhere as long as it's far from here."


    Great. "I took the first on-ramp to get you away from the guy with the shovel and the shotgun."


    "Yeah, that was a freaky combination, wasn't it? We could both be six feet under by now." She laughed softly. "I got nine lives, but I should warn you I've used a few of them up already."


    "You must have somewhere to go."


    She shrugged. "I kinda don't. I was supposed to crash with a friend, but she took off." She yawned deeply, and then glanced over at me with that appraising look again. I wasn't sure if she was checking me out, or just trying to figure out how much bullshit she could sling in my direction. Probably the latter.


    "If your mom's a sex worker in that part of town," I nodded back in the direction we'd come from, "how come you're so," I gave her the once-over "—you know, white?"


    She gave that big boisterous laugh again. "I'm a genetic freak. And Mom's not my real mother. That's just what everybody calls her, because she takes care of folks. Her real name's LaVerle."


    "So where's your real mom?"


    Her laugh died away as if a door had slammed on it. "She's the one I'm trying to get away from."


    She obviously didn't want to talk about that, so I asked her anyway. Yeah, I'm a dick. I was sheltering this runaway, for the moment, anyhow, so I figured I had a right to know what I was dealing with. "Why? What did your mother do to you?"


    She didn't say anything for several seconds. She shifted uneasily in the passenger seat. Then she combed some of her wet hair away from her face in a gesture that was already becoming familiar and said, "Okay, you wanna hear what she did when I turned seventeen? She tried to auction me off to a bunch of creepy guys she was in business with. There may have been a chick or two in the mix. I guess they thought I was a virgin. Some old dude offered her $10,000 for me, and, man, was she pissed when she couldn't take him up on it."


    10K? Bullshit! For this scrawny little thing? She started laughing again and I felt myself cracking a reluctant smile. I knew my next line, so what the hell, I spoke it: "And why couldn't she take him up on it?"


    "'Cause the stupid bitch didn't know that I'd already held my own virginity auction. I didn't get 10 big ones, though. Should have held out for more."


    Yeah, right. The girl was a liar, but I had to give her this much: she had a certain flair.


    Truth was, I didn't know what to do with Rory. Her clothes were soaked through, and despite the blasting heater, I could hear her shivering. If she didn't warm up soon she might get hypothermia. She was also hungry, given the way she tore into a packet of crackers she found in my glove compartment. I hated to think how old they were, but she didn't seem to mind. I could have dropped her off at the nearest police station, but my experiences with cops have not exactly made me a fan. No way I was entering a cop den of my own accord. And I wasn't going to drive back to Boston just to dump her off on some rainy street there.


    I could take her to my place for the rest of the night, feed her, let her get warm, give her a couch to sleep on. But after everything I'd gone through with detectives, investigators, FBI agents and so on, I wasn't real comfortable with the idea. For all I knew, she might be underage (I wasn't convinced by her ID, genuine though it looked). She might be a runaway, or even a felon. How long before the authorities came after me?


    Still, it was closing in on midnight, and I couldn't think of anything else to do with her. She had leaned her head back and curled up, and I could hear her gently snoring. It had been a long time since any female had felt trusting enough to fall asleep in my vicinity. Granted, Rory didn't know who I was yet, this stranger with whom she had recklessly taken a ride. She must have been running away from something kickass scary if she felt so comfortable with me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    The waif fell so deeply asleep that she didn't wake when I shut off the car in my driveway. I went round and jerked open the passenger side door and shook her shoulder, which felt small and delicate in my palm. "Wake up. We're here."


    "Where's here?" she asked on a yawn, pushing herself upright.


    "My place. You can curl up on the sofa until you get warm, then I'm kicking you out."


    "Sounds fair," she said and climbed out of the car. "As long as you're not an ax murderer or a rapist or some other kind of pervert."


    "I doubt I'd use an ax. Too messy."


    She laughed. "That's reassuring." She followed me to the door, shaking herself like a wet puppy. "This place is a dump," she said as I unlocked the front door and ushered her into my first floor apartment.


    The second floor apartment was empty; the owners had been having trouble renting it. Word gets around, and most people don't want to share a house with a suspected killer. She was right that it was kind of a dump, although I tried to keep my half of the house tidy and well-maintained. It was an old building that had been converted to two apartments decades ago. It happened to be the last house on a dead end street, so it was quiet, which suited me fine.


    Beyond the house were some woods—conservation land. I liked to go hiking in there sometimes. Or at least, I used to enjoy the woods before the cops scoured the area with dogs, digging up all sorts of spots, looking for Hadley's body.


    The front door opened into a small vestibule, from which stairs went up to the empty second floor. Another door led to my living room, which was sparsely furnished with a sofa, some cheap wooden chairs, a couple of bookcases and a table in the far corner where I kept my computer. The desktop computer had been pretty sweet a few years ago, when I'd been a serious gamer. I'd saved up for a prime graphics card. I was sure it was slow compared to the new hardware, though. I'd also had a cheap laptop that I'd used when I was taking college classes at night. But the cops had confiscated that and never returned it. Anyway, I'd stopped taking courses after Hadley had vanished. I'd stopped doing a lot of things.


    Rory arrowed straight for the computer, slapping her wet fleece jacket on the floor behind her as she went. She dropped into my desk chair. "You don't mind if I check my email, do ya?"


    "Yeah, I do mind." The computer was password-protected, as she quickly discovered. The cops had taken the big computer, too, but at least they'd returned that one. I didn't expect to see my laptop again.


    I stalked over to the desk and pulled her away by the scruff of her neck. "Get your drenched ass off my only comfortable chair. And take off your boots."


    She looked back at me over her shoulder and grinned. Her damn grin was irrepressible. "Sorry." She kicked off the heavy brown boots she was wearing. They looked like something from L. L. Bean or some other outdoorsman-chic place—probably fashionable as hell even though they were ugly. "You got a towel or something I can lay over the seat?"


    "Your email is that important?"


    She shrugged. She was studying my hardware. "You're a gamer, huh? Your rig's okay, but a bit out of date."


    "What makes you think I'm a gamer?" She had said it so confidently that I wondered if she had a reason, or if she thought all guys my age gamed.


    "Your keyboard. The letters on the WASD keys are all worn off, but that keyboard's pretty new."


    "You some kind of smartass?"


    Ignoring me, she made her own quick tour of the apartment. It didn't take long, given that the place only had three rooms—living room, bedroom, and kitchen. She found the bathroom, from which she removed two towels. She folded one carefully and laid it over the seat of my desk chair, and used the other to rub futilely at her long, wet hair. "Password?"


    I shook my head, amazed at her gall. "Why the fuck would I tell that to you?"


    "You let me into your house. And your car. Why not your computer? Anyway, no problem if you don't want to tell me. I'll bet it doesn't take me long to crack it."


    I figured it was time to get a couple of things straight. "Look. You seem to have decided I'm a good guy. I'm not. I'm pretty much of a dick. So get the fuck away from my computer and into the shower. You smell like a wet dog that's been rolling in a swamp."


    Actually, she didn't smell bad at all, but I was tired of being nice. "Here." I tossed some additional towels at her. I had a bunch of them because my mother was some kind of linen freak who kept giving me new sheets, towels and dishcloths. I think she believed that when I dirtied a towel, I threw it away. "There's a dryer in the bathroom. You can dump your wet clothes in it so you'll have something dry to wear in the morning."


    She studied the towels. "And what? Wrap myself in these? Like the seven veils?" She held one up in front of her and sashayed around the place in a hip-swaying dance. It didn't look as ridiculous as it ought to have looked, probably because of that big, mischievous grin of hers. "Got some old clothes I can wear? Maybe some sweats?"


    "I'm bigger than you are."


    She looked me over as if she were seeing me for the first time. She made a face. I wasn't sure if it signaled approval or disdain. "You're one tall fucker, aren't you? Lean though. Don't you eat? Which reminds me, I'm starved. I hope you have some food in that kitchen of yours."


    She walked over to the bathroom and inspected the door. "Not much of a lock," she sniffed.


    I made a disparaging sound. "Unless there's a real hottie under all that grime, there's no danger of me busting in and molesting you."


    She took the towels, went into the bathroom and slammed the door. "You are pretty much of a dick," she called through it.


    I found an old track suit and dropped it on the floor just outside the bathroom. I could hear the shower running and my water pipes clanking. I hoped the hot water would hold out. I'd like to grab a shower too before falling into bed.


    While she was busy in there, I made a pot of coffee. I knew I shouldn't drink any, since I really needed a few hours' sleep, but I couldn't resist the smell. By the time Rory found her way out, smiling with the pleasure of being clean and swimming in my sweats, her long brown hair looking less matted but just as wet, I'd laid out some bread and a jar of peanut butter. She took the coffee mug I handed her, inhaled the steam gratefully, and gulped it down.


    "Make yourself a couple of sandwiches. I tossed a blanket on the sofa in there. Get some sleep. I'm going to bed."


    She sat down at the kitchen table and dug into the peanut butter. "What're you gonna do with me?"


    Probably because she didn't look half-bad now that she was clean, I had an image of inviting her to finish the blowjob that the killer-lover-freak had started earlier. Rory didn't seem like she was interested, though. She certainly hadn't been sending any vibes my way. In fact, I was pretty sure that if she had a choice between peanut butter and cock, the peanut butter would win. "There's a train station in town. Train'll take you into Boston. You can stay there or make your way to New York."


    "Okay." For the first time she sounded uncertain.


    "Or you can go back and deal with whatever you were running away from. Call the cops on that dude with the shotgun before he kills somebody."


    "No cops."


    Hell, I couldn't disagree with that. I fucking hated cops. "Fine. Whatever. I don't care where you go as long as it's far away from me."


    "Right," she said morosely, staring into her coffee, like she'd heard it all before.


    I headed for the bathroom. Fuck it. I was not going to feel sorry for the kid. I had enough problems of my own.


    By the time I'd finished with my own shower, she was sound asleep on the sofa, curled like a kitten under my old woolen Army blanket. She had obviously forgotten about her clothes, which were still in the dryer. I checked, and they were still damp, so I cranked the dryer up for another cycle. I was amazed at myself for bothering. Why should I care whether her clothes were dry? I just wanted the crazy girl out of my hair.


    She'd left her backpack over near my computer table, so I grabbed it up and took it into the kitchen to inspect it. Any guilt I might have felt about violating her privacy was alleviated by the thought that if she was on the run from the law, I didn't want to be found sheltering her.


    There were some rumpled clothes in there, including extra underpants and a bra with cups that were disappointingly small. The panties were disappointing, too, just white cotton, nothing silky or low cut. I didn't see her wallet with her ID; she must be sleeping with it tucked beneath her. The cell phone she'd disabled was still in pieces, but there was a slick-looking laptop computer in there—slim, shiny, and probably expensive.


    I flipped it open and pressed the on key. It lit up almost immediately. Like my own computer, hers demanded a password. I tried "password" "password1" and "12345678." It laughed at me, so I shut it down.


    There were no weapons, wads of cash, or drugs in the backpack, which was something of a relief. Well, some weed would have been nice. I didn't dare keep a stash at home any more, since I never knew when the cops might drop by with yet another warrant. But Rory had nothing of value in her pack except the laptop. I decided to take that with me into my bedroom as insurance in case she decided to rob me while I was sleeping. Given all the shit that's gone down in my life, I'm not the trusting type.


    Before crawling into my own bed, I clicked the lock on the inside of my bedroom door. Last thing I needed was some skinny stray climbing in with me.


    But even though I had to get up in the morning, I couldn't fall asleep. Damn coffee, knew I shouldn't have drunk it in the middle of the night. Maybe because there was a female in my apartment for the first time in, like, months, my mind wandered back to the chick from the bar. That hot, wet mouth that had almost got me off. All my dammed up lust flared again, and I started thinking about Rory naked in the shower, even though Rory naked probably wouldn't do a thing for me. Not with that smartass mouth. Her face was cute, not that I'd seen much of it under all that wet hair. She had big blue eyes and a turned-up nose. I wondered about her body, which had remained hidden when she'd donned my far-too-big sweat suit. She was a strange girl, but at nineteen, if she really was nineteen, she had to be sexually active, right? How would it feel to do the dirty with her? Which just goes to show how starved I was for some pussy.


    Since I didn't plan to find out how it would be, I just went with the fantasy. In my imagination, I gave Rory a shapely little bod with a nice round ass and melon-sized boobs. I gave her mouth something better to do than chatter; I pretended she'd learned some pro techniques for blowing guys from her sex worker buds. There was this exotic brothel where Rory was one of the girls. They were auctioning her off, and damned if I hadn't made a pile at a poker game, so I bought her.


    I took Fantasy Rory up to a little room with scarlet curtains billowing around us and made her kneel to blow me, then I tossed her ass up on the bed and plowed into her from behind while she wriggled and squealed out her pleasure. That worked. I stroked and massaged my cock until I got myself off, which was my usual habit these days. Except for the freaks like the blowjob girl in my car tonight, nobody wanted to fuck an accused girlfriend-killer.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    I overslept.


    When I woke up, the clock said ten to eight. Shit. I was supposed to be at work by eight-thirty.


    I staggered into the bathroom, emptied my bladder, brushed my teeth, and was about to jump into the shower when I remembered that I'd taken a shower just a few hours ago. Good enough. I jerked on a fresh shirt and the same jeans I'd been wearing last night and went into the living room. I could smell coffee. Fresh.


    Rory was sitting at my computer, fingers flying over the keys. She stopped typing when she heard me behind her. She turned, closing whatever she was doing so the browser came up. And there, in the middle of the screen, was a big picture of Hadley and me, taken a few weeks before Hadley had disappeared. Right next to it was my mug shot.


    Shit. She had cracked my password.


    She was gazing warily at me. I did not see that half-scared, half-excited look of the killer-fucker chicks, but I wasn't sure what I was seeing. If she'd learned about the murder rap, why was she still here?


    "So," she said coolly. "You're a killer. A good one, too, since they haven't nailed you yet. Well, hey. If you're gonna do a thing, you ought to do it well."


    "Fuck," I muttered, starting toward her.


    She jumped up from the chair and brandished a kitchen knife at me. She didn't hold it the way anyone experienced with knife fighting would. Not that I expected her to know how to wield a knife, but I'd learned the hard way never to underestimate my opponents.


    "That's far enough." She held up her free hand in a stop-right-there gesture. "I haven't decided yet whether you killed her or not."


    I was quick on my feet, and before he'd died, my brother had taught me a lot of ace moves. We used to work out together, Sean and me, and Sean had been a master of a variety of fighting styles. I had Rory disarmed, with both her arms twisted up behind her before the girl could blink. I kicked the knife across the room. Hard, but mostly for effect. Hell, the whole thing was for effect, since Rory wasn't even kicking or scratching. She did draw a deep breath for what I expected to be a bloodcurdling scream, so I jammed one hand across her mouth and increased the pressure on her arms with the other. "Make one sound and I'll really fuck you up."


    She stopped her feeble squirming, and as my adrenaline ebbed, I noticed that I was holding a female with her ass pressed up against my thighs. I'd thought she was all skin and bones, but that wasn't how she felt. Her clothes last night had been baggy. But today she was wearing tight jeans and a short-sleeve top. Her feet were bare. Her body actually had some curve to it, and she smelled real nice. My cock had apparently picked up on this quicker than my brain, since I was already rocking a big erection. Terrific.


    I wasn't too eager to uncover her mouth, even though she was trying to say something. I was glad nobody lived upstairs. Old house like this, the soundproofing wasn't up to modern standards.


    "No one believes me, but I'll say it anyway. I didn't kill my girlfriend. I probably won't kill you, either. Unless you keep pissing me off."


    Her shoulders shook and I thought for a moment she was crying. But no—the girl was laughing. Jeez, she was even crazier than I was. I unstopped her mouth, adding, "Don't scream."


    "I never scream," she said, sounding insulted. Then she coughed, still laughing a little. "That thing you're doing to my arms is nasty."


    I let her go. She turned around slowly to face me, rubbing her arms where I'd gripped them. I wondered if she was going to make some wise-ass remark about my boner, which she must have felt. But instead she said, "You're fast." She looked a little pale and her chin was jutting out. Too stubborn to admit any weakness. She was scared, but she had it under control. "I'd have had you, though, if I'd been able to find a gun."


    "I'm not likely to leave guns lying around." I didn't own any guns. My brother had been the shooter in the family, and I was glad I'd had no firearms stashed in the place when the cops had come calling after Hadley's disappearance. But if she wanted to believe I kept guns here, fine with me.


    "So you didn't kill her," she said in a neutral tone. She had smoothed her hair back and settled again into my desk chair as if she considered it her own. I noticed that her fingers were shaking slightly, though. "Not that I'd expect you to admit it if you did."


    "I don't really care what the fuck you'd expect. Get your stuff together. I'm going to work and you're going to the train station."


    "Fine."


    "How did you break into my computer?"


    She snorted as if the question were idiotic. "Next time try not using one of the top 100 most common passwords. Namely number 79."


    "You keep a list of the top 100 passwords?"


    She tapped her forehead. "Top thousand. In here."


    No way, I thought.


    "Grateful you didn't use number 979. That would have been tedious."


    "What are you, some kind of hacker?"


    "You could say that. Speaking of which, your system security sucks. Ever heard of encryption? How about Tor? No self-respecting assassin should be without computer security."


    I had a weird memory of my mom telling me that I should always count to ten before expressing anger or impatience. I got up to about seven before saying, "Shouldn't you be in school somewhere?"


    "Spring break just started. Well, starts tomorrow, but I don't have any Friday classes, so I left a day early."


    Now she had surprised me. "You're in college?"


    "Of course I'm in college. I'm a senior."


    "You're fucking nineteen."


    "I'm also fucking smart."


    "Yeah? What school?"


    Her chin inched higher. "None of your business."


    "You come from a family of sex workers, and you're claiming to be a college senior?"


    Although she refused to meet my eyes, her reply was swift: "What, whores can't pass down smart genes? Don't bet on it." She smirked. "My dad could have been some rich Harvard guy."


    I rolled my eyes. The only degree this girl was going to get would be a B.L. for Biggest Liar. "So you went home for break and your mother's boyfriend tried to rape you?"


    She frowned a little, but said, "I told you—Mom's not really my mom. As for the deviant boyfriend, he was hopped up on speed or something. If I'd known he was such a whack job, I'd never have gotten into a car with him. I mean, the guy drives around with a shovel and a shotgun in his back seat."


    "You got in a car with me," I pointed out.


    She laughed. "Yeah, that's me. Out of the frying pan... Jeremiah Griffon O'Malley. I think I've even heard of you." She nodded to the screen. "I read through that shit. Press. Websites. Police reports. I'm not finished everything yet, but I'm leaning toward the theory that you didn't do it."


    "How the fuck did you read the police reports?"


    Her only answer was a disdainful look. "Far as I can tell so far, the cops had nothing on you," she said, clicking through the many browser windows she had open. "Even though they dug up your whole back yard looking for it, your girlfriend's body was never found. None of her blood showed up here, either. They did find her DNA in your bed, and yours in hers, but given that you two were hooking up, that was no surprise."


    "You've been busy. What time did you wake up?"


    "Around dawn. I used your computer 'cause you took mine. Where is it? In your bedroom, I presume?"


    "You can have it back when you leave."


    She nodded, then kept ticking off the details of the cops' case against me, which I already knew by heart. "You didn't have a solid alibi, but your MMO gaming history proved that you were home raiding for at least part of the night when she disappeared. Your only previous arrests were juvie shit."


    "You hacked the juvie records?" I was starting to get impressed.


    "Pfff. Easy in, easy out. You cut up quite a bit as a teenager, didn't you? You're lucky they didn't send you away, with all that drug dealing, joy-riding, getting into violent fights and all."


    "You're not leaving any digital trails that lead back to me, I hope? I've got enough trouble already with the feds."


    "No worries. I've safeguarded your machine and cleaned up all your connections, but any serious hacking I'll do with my own machine."


    "What about my IP address?"


    "Relax. Total stealth mode, no footprints."


    I started pacing in the small room, annoyed that it wasn't bigger. I needed to go outside and run. The muscles in my legs felt tight. I told myself that I didn't really care that she'd found out about my youthful indiscretions; I'd smartened up a long time ago. Actually, Sean had beaten me half dead and threatened to finish the job if I ever fucked up again. The only good thing about Sean's being dead is that he hadn't been there to witness the whole fucking town accuse me of murdering Hadley. I don't think I could have borne seeing the shame and disappointment in his eyes.


    "Your WiFi password is even more pathetic. Seriously makes me doubt you're smart enough to pull off the perfect crime."


    I felt my hands fisting. I was seriously thinking about punching out the wall.


    "You and Hadley. How'd you ever get with a socialite, anyway? You're not that hot." I felt her gaze on me, checking me out. "I mean, well, actually you are kinda hot, but you're not exactly The Bachelor material."


    The tension in my body started to hit the red zone. As in, I wanted to stick my dick in her mouth just to shut her up. "Get your stuff together. You've got a train to catch."


    "I've still got a ton of material to investigate. The cops interviewed all sorts of people. I'll bet you don't even know everybody they talked to."


    Damn, was she trying to get me to let her stay here? No way that was happening. "I've been over and over this stuff, usually with a couple of burly cops leaning over me with pizza breath. Last thing I need is some hacker-chick regurgitating it again."


    "I could be your savior. I excel at analysis, and I see things that others don't."


    Yeah right. How had I got stuck with this waif again? "The only thing you're gonna be seeing is the inside of a crappy suburban train. Let's go."


    "I took this IQ test once that pegged me at 204. I'm a fuckin' genius. You should be down on your knees thanking me for taking your case."


    Shit, this girl was delusional. "Get your boots on. I've got to get to work. You can go to Boston, New York or Timbuktu. I'll even buy your ticket."


    "You couldn't afford to buy me a ticket to Timbuktu. I'll bet you don't even know where it is."


    That was true enough. "Ugly boots. On."


    Complaining all the way, she obeyed.


    Ten minutes later, I dumped her at the train station. She looked forlorn walking along the platform beside the train, her backpack slung over one shoulder. She smiled back at me and raised one hand in a wave that pulled a weird little string at my heart. Well, at the place where my heart used to be. My chest had been feeling cold and empty ever since Sean had died and Hadley had disappeared.


    I turned my back on her and put the car into gear. I was late for work because of the annoying brat. 204 IQ. Give me a fucking break.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    We were doing demolition work that day at a nice suburban home that had had a kitchen fire a couple weeks ago. The only area that actually needed refurbishing was the wall where the stove had been, but the owners had decided to renovate the whole kitchen right down to the outer shell. It would cost a lot, but I guess they figured it would boost the value of their home to have a whole new kitchen. So our crew had to tear everything out—cabinets, appliances, walls, floor—the whole room.


    There is something satisfying in total demolition. Rip that shit out until there's nothing left but the building's bones. You had to be careful, of course, especially when you got down to the electric wires. You also saw some nasty stuff behind those walls—dirt, plaster, rotting insulation, mouse shit, roaches and small animal bones. Sometimes there was even weirder shit in there, like beer cans, used condoms, children's toys.


    Once we found a pistol in the walls of an old Victorian. Turned it into the police, who said it had come from the 1880s. Made me wonder if one of the original builders had committed murder and walled the murder weapon up. Great hiding place. A carpenter I knew told me he'd once found a human femur behind some dining room walls. Said he'd spent ages looking for a skull and other bones to match it, but there was only that thigh bone. No one had had a clue how it had found its way in there.


    Made me wonder about all the dark shit people hid beneath the facades they build around their inner selves. With some folks you could see who they were, right down to their hearts. But with others, all you saw were blank, shiny walls, hiding God-only-knew what garbage.


    I didn't much like my job, but there were days when I didn't hate it, either. The guys I worked with were great, mostly. It had been my uncle, my mom's brother, who gave me the job after the whole arrest thing had happened. The cops had had to let me go because they didn't have enough evidence to charge me with anything. But since practically everybody in town believed me guilty, no other jobs had been forthcoming.


    I knew I was lucky Uncle Mike had been willing to put me to work. I'd turned down a solid permanent job he'd offered me a couple of years back when I'd been trying to finish college, and he probably thought me an ungrateful fuck. Back then I'd naively thought that life had something better in store for me than building new kitchens, bathrooms, and finished basements for rich people's suburban homes. Carpentry was skilled work, but I saw myself in a suit, Italian shoes, a fancy car, a high salary. One day I'd be hiring carpenters and plumbers myself to renovate my own suburban mansion.


    Ah, dreams.


    


    * * *


    When I got home that evening, I was surprised to find my door unlocked. The FBI checked up on me now and then, and those guys were even worse than the local and state cops. Since Hadley's body had never been found, there were some theories that she might have been kidnapped, which had been all the excuse the feds had needed to add their personal contribution to making my life miserable. Little details like needing warrants didn't seem to stop those dudes. If you accused them of violating your Constitutional rights, they always had some smart answer about me maybe being a national security risk.


    Yeah, you heard right—my girlfriend vanishes so maybe I'm a terrorist. This is despite the fact that my brother gave his life for his country.


    Assholes. Once the authorities get you in their sights for any reason whatsoever, everything you do is suspicious.


    But it wasn't the feds at my place, after all. It was Rory. She had jimmied the lock on my front door.


    "What the fuck?" I shouted at her when I busted in, fists hot with rage. Maybe I was capable of killing someone after all.


    "I know," she said, jumping up from my computer where she had once again parked her ass. The late afternoon sun was slanting in the window beside her, giving her heart-shaped face a golden glow. "I'm like that sad-eyed puppy who keeps turning up even when you try to dump him off at the pound." She grabbed a hank of her long hair and waved it back and forth in front of her face. "Wagging my tail 'cause I'm so happy to see you." She shot me that big, wide, engaging smile. "Careful. Don't get too close or I might pee on the floor."


    And fuck, just like that I started to grin. My entire body felt lighter somehow, as if the air had cushioned up under my feet. She was something. As far as she knew, I had murdered my girlfriend. If she'd been sensible, she might have figured that she'd had one hell of a lucky escape. Instead, she'd bounced right back to me. Was this silly girl with the sky-high IQ naive enough to trust me?


    "You shouldn't have turned your back on me at the train station," she said, still laughing.


    "You didn't board the train."


    "Nope. And it was only about a fifteen minute walk back here. I'm sorry," she added, sounding all earnest and contrite. "It's only for the weekend. My friend Izzy will be back in town on Monday, and I can spend the rest of the week with her."


    "Don't you have any other friends?"


    "Sure I do. But they're away getting wasted in places like Cancun and Panama City." She nodded toward the kitchen. "Are you hungry? I cooked."


    I'd noticed the yummy smell wafting in from that direction. I was starved. Things were looking up if the girl could cook.


    "I could probably eat something."


    She beamed at me, probably because I'd just implied she could stay. She looked adorable to me. She'd cleaned up real nice. I liked the tight jeans, which revealed that she actually had a waist, hips, ankles. She was still wearing that short-sleeve top. I could tell that there were actual boobs under it, even if they weren't quite as large as the ones I'd given her in my fantasy last night. Her arms and hands were well-shaped and she had a long neck and an impish face. Her skin was almost translucent. She wasn't beautiful, but there was something about her features that drew me. Weird though it seemed, her smile made me happy.


    "I think I'm making progress," she said, gesturing at the computer screen. "I've been at this all day."


    "Were you telling me the truth when you claimed to have hacked the cops?"


    "The local cops are well protected against hackers. Surprisingly secure for such a small-ass town. Still, I got most of the police info, yeah. I had to go through other channels."


    "What other channels?"


    She grinned. "Best you don't know. There could be documents I haven't found yet. I didn't dare breach the FBI files. I don't want the feds to get a whiff of me."


    I shook my head. I couldn't figure her out. "Why are you doing this? What's in it for you?"


    "I'm just trying to help."


    I tightened up again. I wasn't used to people being helpful. "Don't fuck with me. Nobody helps for no reason. Are you on the run and using my place as a hideout?"


    Her back had gotten all stiff and bristly now and she sounded ticked off, too. "The only thing I'm on the run from is being homeless for a week. It's spring break, and my dorm got shut down because a water main broke and flooded the basement. As for why I'm helping you," she paused, shaking her head for a moment as if she weren't quite sure herself. "It's because you helped me. You didn't have to, but you did. I owe you." She dropped her voice low and intoned, "'The Lannisters always pay their debts.'"


    "The Lannisters throw children off towers and fuck their sisters."


    She grinned. "Ok, bad example. How about this: I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me."


    "You don't seem like the Bible quoting type."


    "You don't seem like the Bible quote-recognizing type."


    I scowled. My mother had dragged Sean and me to Sunday school for years.


    "I have this photographic memory," she added. "I could quote a whole lot more of the Bible, but you'd be bored."


    "I've been bored with you since about five minutes after we met."


    "Fuck you, Griff," she said, her attention already back on the computer screen.


    And the truth was, for some peculiar reason, I wasn't bored at all.

  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    "So what do you think happened to her?" she asked as we were sitting at the kitchen table, eating the ziti with meat sauce she had cooked. It was tasty, nicely spiced. She'd whipped up garlic bread to go with it and even a salad. When I'd asked her where she'd found the groceries, she'd reminded me about the supermarket not far from the train station.


    She'd neatened up the place, too. The bathroom had been scrubbed. The floors were clean, and I think she might even have dusted. She'd even made my bed, which, like, never happened.


    "I don't know."


    "You must have thought about it. Developed some theories."


    "Of course I've fucking thought about it."


    "The weird thing is that she disappeared without a trace. No blood. No sign of a struggle. Her place wasn't broken into and her car wasn't taken. They couldn't track her cell phone, which disappeared along with her. That's unusual, you know that, right? Most people don't know they need to disable those things."


    I grunted. I hadn't forgotten the way she had disabled her own cell phone.


    "Whoever grabbed her took her purse, too, along with her credit cards, bank cards, and various IDs. But none of that stuff was ever used. It's like she vanished off the face of the earth. Got beamed up by a starship. It makes no sense."


    "The only thing I can figure is that she went for a walk and got ambushed by some wandering serial killer. He drove off with her, dismantled her cell or threw it in a pond, killed her, disposed of her body somewhere clever, and left the area. Someday in another state they'll find the guy and discover that he traveled cross country, killing women as he went."


    "Would she get into a car with a total stranger?"


    I looked at her, eyebrows raised. She blushed. "Okay. I suppose it could happen. But the whole thing stinks to me."


    "What d'you mean?"


    "It feels wrong. It's like someone committed the perfect crime. People don't just vanish."


    "Actually, people do just vanish. It happens more often than you'd think."


    Rory, obviously following a train of thought, ignored this. "Unless...maybe it was something to do with her wealthy friends. If she pissed off somebody rich and powerful, they could hire professionals to get rid of her, leaving no trace."


    "I thought professionals shot you in the head and left the body."


    "Well, these professionals wanted her to disappear completely."


    "Why?"


    "I don't know. Maybe she was into something weird."


    I wondered if she had discovered anything about Hadley's unusual sexual interests. The cops had questioned me hard about that.


    "I need a list of everything she was into. Everyone she was involved with. I've already checked out a lot of things. I know about her family, her friends, the places she volunteered at, the places she worked."


    "You found all that out online?"


    "Dude, there's not much you can't find out online these days. Especially if you can crack certain databases."


    "The police have been all over this stuff, you know."


    She was stubborn. "Fresh eyes. I might see something they didn't."


    


    * * *


    


    After supper I went into the living room and turned on the TV. There was a basketball game on that I wanted to watch. Rory stared belligerently at the speakers, loud with exuberant commentary and revved-up crowd noises, but she didn't comment. She planted herself in front of the computer again. I popped open a beer and set about trying to ignore her.


    This proved to be difficult. I wasn't used to having girls around the place. Especially if they were doing something other than fucking me. Unlike some of my friends, I didn't grow up with sisters and I wasn't that close to my mother, so I'd never been too comfortable with women. Hadley had been my only long-term girlfriend, and our relationship hadn't been conventional. There'd been other girls over the years, plenty of them, but they were hookups, not people with whom I shared my living space.


    I didn't seriously believe that Rory could uncover anything new about Hadley's disappearance. I didn't like cops, but I gave them their due—they'd done a decent investigation. Gathered all the threads and followed all the angles. The case was ice cold now that almost a year had passed. Rory could poke through it all again, but what was she going to learn? Nothing, nada, zip.


    I knew the only reason I hadn't taken Rory by the scruff of her neck and forced her out my front door was that my dick was starting to do my thinking for me. Ever since I'd come home from work and found her back, I'd been extra-aware of her movements, her voice, her faintly feminine smell. I liked the way her thick brown hair bounced on her shoulders when she shifted her weight or turned her head. I liked her legs, which were long in proportion to the rest of her body, and her feet, which were dainty and small and always visible because she padded around barefoot. She was wearing chipped black polish on her fingers, but her toenails were unpainted. I wondered how she'd look in a pair of crazy-high heels.


    The game was a blowout. During a commercial break, I muted the sound. Rory took this as a signal to restart the interrogation. She pushed the desk chair back from the computer table and whirled it around so she could look at me. She had pulled one leg up with her heel resting on the front of the seat and her chin leaning on her bent knee. She gave me her big irresistible smile again, and this time it had a deja vu quality about it. For a moment she reminded me of someone else with a smile like that, although I couldn't fathom who.


    "So what's this job you have to go to, Griff? What kind of work do you do?"


    "Construction."


    I could feel her checking me out again. "Guys who work construction usually have good bods." I couldn't tell from her tone whether she thought I fell into this group or not. Probably not. I used to work out regularly with weights and run cross-country, but it had been a while since I'd done either. Work kept me in shape, but I was no longer in tiptop condition.


    "At least I don't sit in front of a computer screen all day."


    "True," she said cheerfully. "I'll probably be toting lard by the time I'm your age."


    "I'm not that much older than you."


    She laughed. "I know exactly how old you are."


    Yeah, and how much I had in my bank account, too. Not to mention what kind of porn I liked.


    "What I don't get is, how come you have so many textbooks?" She nodded to a couple of bookcases up against the far wall. "You've even got some literary classics along with all the science fiction and fantasy stuff."


    "I can fucking read," I snarled. I loved to read, in fact.


    "If I didn't know better, I'd figure you were in college yourself. You're obviously not stupid."


    "Gee, thanks. We can't all have an IQ of 204."


    She waved a hand as if that were insignificant. "Those tests aren't that accurate, anyway."


    "Don't worry. I'm not threatened by intelligent women." This was actually true. I had a lot of hang-ups about women, but brains wasn't one of them. I'd gone to a good high school and I'd known plenty of smart girls. Hadley had been an honors student.


    Rory glowed when she heard this. When she lit up like that, it was as if she were channeling sunshine. She seemed to be remarkably cheerful considering her friends were prostitutes and their boyfriends were gun-toting whackos.


    "Are you working construction because of some fallout from your girlfriend's disappearance? Is that why you dropped out of college?"


    Yeah, and she knew that, no doubt, because she had access to my whole fucking life. Sunshine or no sunshine, I was starting to get irritated.


    "You need to get it together and finish school so you're not stuck in a dead-end job for the next forty years."


    "You know what? Fuck you. I've been grilled by professionals, baby, and I'm not gonna sit here and listen to you try to dissect my life."


    I needed some exercise, so I slammed out the door and set out to run. Running made me feel better when I was stressed. My calves were tight, though, and the first mile was painful. Goddamn, but I really needed to work out more. I wasn't getting winded, but my muscles complained for a while before they settled down.


    Rory wasn't the first person who'd given me shit about not finishing college. My mom went on about it so often that I'd been avoiding her. "Your brother was so proud of your good grades," she would say, working the guilt angle. "Sean was determined that you would get your degree. Have you forgotten the money he used to send for your college fund? He said you were smart enough to be a doctor or a lawyer someday, and that if anything ever happened to him, I should make sure you finished your education."


    Yeah yeah. Sean had been a pain in the butt when he'd been my perfect big brother, but he was even more of a pain now that he was dead.


    I told myself that a lot. What a shit Sean had been to me at times. Bigger, stronger, more athletic, more handsome. Kind to puppies and prone to helping old ladies cross the street. Volunteering to go fight terrorists and protect the homeland. Getting himself killed, and all for what?


    Goddammit, I couldn't let myself think about Sean. The hole in my heart deepened into a black, bottomless well when I thought about Sean. Fuck. Sometimes I missed him so damn much.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    Rory was in the kitchen sweeping the floor when I finally returned to the house. She had cleaned up. The dishes we'd used must be in the dishwasher, since I could hear it running. The kitchen table and counters were spotless.


    The exercise had boiled off my head of steam. As I considered how neat the place was, I started thinking again that maybe it wasn't so bad to have a woman around. If I could only get her interested in something other than solving the mystery of Hadley's disappearance. Like how it would be to go down on her knees on my spotless kitchen floor and slide her wet tongue all over my cock.


    "Hey," I said, walking into the living room and throwing myself down on the sofa. I switched on the game. It was over. I switched it back off again. "Are you a germaphobe or something? This place hasn't been so clean in months."


    "You're welcome," she said, putting away the dustpan and broom and coming in to sit on the sofa with me. The far end of the sofa. "You're pretty damn touchy."


    "You're pretty damn inquisitive."


    She looked at me. Her hair was in her eyes, as usual, but it looked silky. I wanted to stroke it. Fist a handful of it and drag her face close to mine. I noticed her lips for maybe the first time. Before I'd been struck by the whole effect of her smile, but now I saw her lips as an individual feature. They were wide and plump, the bottom one especially. Soft. Kissable.


    "I'm just trying to help."


    "I still can't figure out why."


    She shrugged. "I like puzzles."


    "Maybe it's less of a puzzle than you think."


    She cocked her head, looking intrigued. "How so?"


    "Maybe I'm guilty. Have you considered that?"


    "Would I have come back if I thought you were guilty?"


    "Maybe you're not as smart as you think you are."


    To my surprise, she nodded and said, "I'm not that smart about people. I mean, I don't have great people skills, as I'm sure you've noticed. I'm better with computers."


    I snorted a laugh.


    "Computers are logical. People aren't."


    "How logical is it to crash in the same house with a guy who maybe murdered his last girlfriend?"


    She was looking uncomfortable now. Even a little nervous. God, I'm such a dick. I was enjoying tormenting this cocky little stray who had flung herself, unwanted, into my life.


    "Well, I'm not your girlfriend."


    "There is that. If I only murder my girlfriends, I guess you've got nothing to worry about."


    Her looking so uncomfortable was getting me hard. Or maybe it was just her being here, all soft and vulnerable. Fuck. She'd come back of her own accord. She'd cooked me dinner. Was she planning to sleep on the couch again tonight? Was she really that desperate for a place to stay, or did she maybe want me, too? Usually I could tell, but Rory was still a mystery to me.


    Jeez. I was beginning to obsess about her. Which was crazy. We had nothing in common and we spent most of our time together bickering.


    "What's your deal, Rory? You know a lot about me now, but I don't know much about you. Who the hell are you, anyway?"


    She bristled. "I told you."


    "So you're really a senior in college?"


    She shrugged, looking defiant, which made me doubt it.


    "What's your major?"


    "Math. And computer science."


    Figures. She had to pick something I didn't know much about. I tried anyhow. "What kind of math?"


    She rolled her eyes as if to say, what the fuck would you know about it? "Applied. Algorithms, cryptography, stuff like that."


    Okay, that was over my head. I'd been hoping to do well enough to get into some crappy law school someday, and that didn't require advanced math. As for cryptography, I guess that explained how she'd been able to break into my computer so easily. "What college?"


    She glared at me for a moment, hesitating. I didn't think she was going to answer. But at last she looked away and muttered, "MIT."


    I'd thought I was beyond surprise, but this was a zinger. "M. I. Fucking T?"


    "Told you I was smart." Smug.


    I tried to decide whether I believed this. Maybe it was time I looked her up on the internet. I couldn't mine web data the way she could, but if she went to an elite university, there must be traces of her out there. "So what were you doing in the slums last night?"


    "Research."


    "Research?" This sounded totally bogus. "What kind of research were you doing in such a bad part of town? You told me you were on spring break."


    "Some kids head for the beaches, but me, I go to the projects. I figured I'd visit Mom, and check out the sex worker lifestyle. Not such a good choice, obviously."


    "The Negotiable Pleasure Engineer?"


    She grinned, probably because I recalled her terminology. "LaVerle's okay, even if she is a whore. My real mom has been pissing me off lately. She doesn't understand why I don't want to spend all my time with her."


    "So you'd rather hang with an accused killer?"


    She shrugged. I still didn't like her story. She was lying about something, but I wasn't sure which part. "Who was the guy with the shotgun?"


    "I told you. He's LaVerle's boyfriend."


    "You mean her pimp?"


    "Nah, she runs her own business. Ray's a guy she's been hooking up with. I think he helps out with the rent. She claims he's really sweet, but sometimes he forgets to take his meds, or maybe he takes too many, and then he's liable to freak out." She paused, not looking quite as confident as usual. "He scares the shit out of me."


    "You should stay away from him," I said, as if I had any right to give advice.


    She shivered. "Believe me, I intend to. I wish LaVerle would dump the guy. I worry about her."


    And I'd thought my family had it bad, living in a college town where taxes were high and my mom had to struggle to make ends meet as a hairdresser. "What does your actual mom do for work?"


    An odd gleam showed up in her eyes. "She's sort of a whore, too. Let's just say she gets paid to show off her boobs and sway her hips for a lot of admiring males."


    "So she's, like, an exotic dancer?"


    I noticed she was avoiding my eyes, but I had no idea what that meant. "Something like that."


    I was trying to get my mind around the idea of somebody's mom being either a prostitute or a stripper. As far as I knew, it had been a long time since my mom had shown her boobs to anybody. Gross.


    "Well, it sounds like you've come from a tough background."


    She burst out laughing. I guess she saw disapproval in my expression because she controlled herself and said, "Sorry. Not laughing at you. Something just struck me funny. But yeah, I guess there are some things about my background that were tough."


    Even though she pissed me off, at the same time I was feeling a kind of reluctant admiration. I tended to feel sorry for myself because I'd grown up poor in a rich town. I'd always been envious of the kids in my school who had more of everything than me and my brother had. But we'd gone to good schools and our mom had always provided for us, even when she'd had to work two jobs. She hadn't had to sell her body or take on crazy, whacked out boyfriends to make the rent.


    Rory had pulled herself out of her environment—which had been real sketchy if that place where she'd jumped into my car was any indication—and set herself up at one of the best universities in the country. Unlike Hadley, who'd been given a fancy new car on her sixteenth birthday, Rory was more like me. Worse off than me, in fact. But she was on her way up and out. I could respect that.


    "How the hell can you afford MIT?"


    She shrugged, still avoiding looking directly at me. She seemed furtive. Was she lying about the MIT thing? "Scholarships. Loans. The usual."


    "Do you have a job lined up for after graduation?"


    Her features had settled into a "bored now" expression. "What is this, show and tell? I've answered your questions. Can we please return to clearing your ass of murder?"


    "I want to know why you came back. Why you're even interested in my ass."


    "I'm not interested in your ass." She stopped short. She met my eyes for a moment, and I could see her blush, which seemed to happen often.


    I wondered how much pinker that blush could get. I decided to find out. "You're not, huh? You sure about that?"


    The blush grew rosy and spread up to her hairline and down over her throat. But she didn't look away. After a moment, her engaging grin was back, and this time it had a more sensual quality. "Okay, maybe I am interested in your ass." Her brows rose in a dare. "How about you stand up and let me check it out?"


    Now that was more like it. It was the first come-on signal she'd given me, and I wasn't about to let it slip by. Still, if she hadn't been grinning up a storm and running those big eyes all over me, I don't think I'd have done what I did. But, what the fuck, I was in my own living room, in my own house. So I stood up, unbuckled my leather belt, ripped it out of its slots and whipped it down against the bare floor with a crack that made her jump.


    "Whoa," she said softly.


    "Shall I go on?"


    "I'm all eyes."


    I unzipped and pushed down my jeans. Rory was watching me, her eyes big and blue and round. She was staring hard enough to send all my blood rushing to my genitals. By the time I had shoved my underwear down my hips and stepped out of all that lower body clothing, my dick was rock hard.


    Rory swallowed, her face now bright red. Her smile didn't falter, though. She made a circular motion with her hand. "Impressive. But that's not your ass. Why don't you do a 360 so I can get the full effect?"


    I was through playing. "Get over here, Rory."


    She rose from the sofa, and my heart-rate doubled. She took a couple steps toward me, then stopped. The look in her eyes hardened. "I want to. Okay?" She was still blushing as she said, "I mean, I even wanted to last night."


    "Yeah?" I was surprised by this. She hadn't given any indication of sexual interest in me last night. So I hadn't been the only one tossing restlessly in bed?


    She nodded. "As soon as we got in here where the light was good and I could actually see you...I wanted to." She smiled as she added, "I expect you already know you're panty-dropping hot."


    Wow, now I was probably blushing a bit, too. No one had ever put it quite like that before. My brother Sean had had the perfect body—tall, honed, and handsome. Even though I'd never had any trouble getting laid—well, until recently—I'd always compared myself unfavorably to him.


    "Drop the panties, then."


    Maybe that was a dick response to her compliment, but when I get turned on, I'm not so good with the small talk.


    She squirmed, her face going soft, and I knew, I just knew we were going to be good together. She was aroused—I could feel it. Hot for me. Sweet and wet and slippery.


    But she didn't drop any items of clothing. "Can I ask you something first?"


    I was tempted to say no, or just shut the fuck up, Rory, but this was going well enough that I didn't want to blow it. So I nodded. What I really wanted to do was scoop her into my arms, carry her straight to my bed, toss her down, and bury myself inside her.


    "It's just that—" She hesitated. "When I ask you this thing, I'm afraid it's gonna kill the mood."


    My lust was boiling so hot that I didn't think anything could kill the mood. It was going to take more than her stupid questions to distract me from what I wanted here. But Ms. 204 IQ Girl turned out to be right again.


    "The forensic examination of your computer showed that you'd searched for information on strangling, suffocation, ligatures, and how long you can cut off someone's air before they die. You researched it a lot. Like what kind of rope to use and stuff."


    Fuck. Was nothing private around her? How the hell had she found out what I'd researched online?


    "Why was that, Griff? Why d'you look that stuff up? I don't think you murdered Hadley, but...are you into that erotic asphyxiation shit? 'Cause that's way beyond my limits, you know?"


    My anger rose up the same way it had with the killers-get-me-off chick. Goddamn it. Had she really checked out every dark alley the cops had ever wandered down? She'd been at it for less than 24 hours, and she knew every bizarre secret of my soul?


    "What makes you think I give a shit about your limits?" I strode over to her. She was shorter than me and had to tilt her neck to meet my gaze. I grabbed hold of her and slid my hands up her bare arms. The feel of her silky skin was intoxicating. "I've told you before—I'm not a nice guy. Don't think for a moment that because you can stoke me up, I'll treat you well, because I won't. I use women. Use them hard."


    She didn't flinch. Her mobile mouth twisted in a smile that was warier than usual. "That might be okay if I knew you better. Could even be hot. But if you're not a limit respecter, then we're going to have to forget the whole thing."


    She tried to pull away from me, but I held on tight. I knew she wanted me. I could feel it, smell it. But she was going to refuse out of caution. She wasn't quite as much of a crazy bitch as she seemed at times.


    I didn't have a problem with that. Or with her fucking limits, whatever they were. I liked to control sex, but I could negotiate. I'm not a complete dick.


    No, the problem I had was with the way she'd invaded by life. Ignored my limits. Pushed me to the brink of—I wasn't sure what. Twenty-four hours ago I hadn't even known her. She'd come upon me like a whirlwind, and my emotions had been tossed all over the damn place.


    It struck me that I could get rid of her. Stop this invasion of my privacy. Stop these constant questions. Stop her forcing me to relive the worst days of my life.


    I knew how to do it. How to send her screaming from my place. Oh yes, Hadley had taught me well.


    I put my hands around her throat. She began trembling beneath my fingers, but her eyes did not look away from mine. "What if I am into that breath play stuff?" I let her think about it for a couple seconds. "Hadley was. She loved it. Being deprived of oxygen, she used to say, brings on an amazing high." I tightened my grip, squeezing carefully. Not too hard. Just enough to make her worry that I might be serious about this. "She used to have mind-blowing orgasms."


    "Don't," she whispered. Her hands came up to grab my hands, but she could barely get her fingers around my stronger, thicker wrists. She certainly couldn't pull them away.


    "Hadley was a risk-taker. She liked living on the edge." I squeezed a bit harder. "How about you, Rory? Do you like to slip out on that edge, too?"


    The tip of her chin rose, and her intelligent eyes appraised, considered. There was a long silence, then she smiled at me. Her fingers stopped clawing at me. The girl had a habit of grinning or even laughing at the oddest moments. "You're trying to scare me off, aren't you?"


    I switched to one hand only on her throat and let the other drop to her ass. I jerked her against me, letting her feel my erection stabbing into her belly. As for her neck, it was so small, so slim. I could have throttled her with one hand, if I'd been the throttling type.


    I gave her my nastiest look. Hadley used to tell me I was good at looking cruel.


    "Okay, the scaring off thing is working," Rory said, no longer quite so cocky. "Please stop it, Griff."


    It was something about her voice—quick and breathy. A pleading quality to it that I wouldn't have imagined coming from this tough hacker chick. But even scared, as she now was, she didn't panic. She didn't struggle, and she didn't lose her pride. She didn't act as if some psycho monster had her in his grip. She was still addressing me as a human being, the way she had from the start. Even with my fingers closed around her throat, she didn't believe I was a killer.


    I loosened my grip but I didn't release her. I shook her a little. "I don't get you. I don't fucking understand you, Rory."


    She reached up and stroked my cheek with the tip of her fingers. It was lovely, but it just confused me more. Who was she? What was she doing in my life?


    Other things had begun to intrude—the feel of her skin, her scent, her breasts through the thin top she had on. Damn, but I wanted to be inside her. I hadn't felt this much sheer, crazy lust for a woman since I couldn't remember when.


    "I don't fucking understand me, either." Going up on her tiptoes, she tilted back her head and kissed my mouth.


    It was gentle and sweet—a tender gesture when I'd done nothing to earn such a thing.


    I had just threatened her in the crudest way, and she could still be tender with me?


    It made me feel ashamed.


    And I didn't know how to deal with that at all. Nor with all the sloppy emotions that were swamping and confusing me. So I did what I always do—I covered it all with anger. I pushed her away.


    "You know what? You don't know dick about me. So take your smartass questions and your kisses and your—your limits, and get the fuck out of my place."


    Grabbing my pants, I stalked into my bedroom and slammed the door.

  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    Well, of course, Rory didn't leave. I thought about heaving her out and nailing the door and windows shut, but it started pouring again, and I couldn't do it. How anybody in town could think me a murderer when I can't even throw a stray out into the rain, I cannot fathom.


    I didn't know how to handle my feelings for this girl. They were all over the place. She wasn't anything like I was used to, female-wise. I'd never covered myself with glory where women were concerned. Maybe because in high school I'd been tall and, according to one chick, "Black Irish handsome," and on winning football and soccer teams, I'd never had trouble getting hooked up. Or maybe because when Sean had left for his tours of duty, he'd given me his Harley.


    Girls came around, and I accepted what they offered. But I didn't make nice with any of them, and for some weird reason, this seemed to intrigue them.


    Hadley used to claim I was spoiled rotten because I could get what I wanted with women without having to earn it. She claimed I thought of nothing but getting my dick into some girl, and that once I was finished, I had no compunction about walking away. Never even glancing over my shoulder to see what kind of mess I'd left behind.


    She thought it was amusing, though, because she treated sex in much the same way. She didn't get all emotionally involved. "I get hungry, I eat. I get thirsty, I drink. I get horny, I fuck." That was Hadley's view of what she called her appetites. Ironically, it had been our laughter about how casual we both felt about sex that had brought us closer.


    According to Hadley, I was also a selfish insensitive clod, sex-wise. I was rough. I cared more about my own satisfaction than my partner's. I never had much to say when I was doing it, and what I did say was sexist and vulgar. I liked to control my partners, and I especially liked it when they were just a little awed and intimidated by me. Not that Hadley ever was.


    "If I'm such an asshole lover, why do you keep showing up in my bedroom?" I'd asked.


    "I like your anger. Your edge. I like that you know what you want and take it. I like the way you'll suddenly do something crude or unexpected. It freaking turns me on. Besides," she'd laughed, "with me you're getting better about the selfish asshole thing. You've learned what kind of shit I'll give you if you don't make me come."


    It was true that she'd taught me a lot about sex, including some stuff I didn't really want to know about, like her asphyxiation fetish. What I'd done out there—grabbing Rory by the throat and deliberately scaring her—was something I'd probably never have tried before Hadley. She'd brought out the dark in me, and I'd learned to like it. It wasn't that I wanted to hurt or frighten women. I didn't get the same intense kick from cruelty that Hadley did. But I did like the power, the control that comes with sex that's a little rough, a little kinky.


    With Rory, though, I didn't feel that rough was the way to go. I mean, I wouldn't mind putting her on her knees doggie style and ramming my dick up her probably-virgin ass. But ever since I'd met her, I'd been having these weird protective feelings. I wanted to ram her, all right, in every hole, but I also wanted her to love it. To squirm and cry out and weep with pussy juices until she came, screaming and clenching my cock with her vagina muscles until I found my own release.


    I think it was partly because Rory was the first girl I'd ever spent any time with who came from an even worse background than me. Hadley had been rich, and the high school girls I'd met at Meadows Regional High had mostly come from the upscale side of the tracks as well. In fact, it was freaky how often I attracted those types. They were slumming. At least, that's the way I tended to see it. Hadley used to laugh at me and say I was seeing inequalities that didn't exist. I could do anything, be anything. I just had to get over myself.


    And maybe she'd been right. As far as I could tell, Rory didn't feel sorry for herself. She didn't fret about where she'd come from, and she wasn't ashamed that her friend LaVerle was a sex worker. She'd proved that she could rise above her background. It gave me a ragged hope that maybe I could, too.


    


    * * *


    


    I'd been stewing in my bedroom for about twenty minutes when I heard a gentle knock on my door. It opened before I said anything. I guess I'd forgotten to lock it.


    She was standing on the threshold, wearing an oversized sweatshirt that came down almost to her knees. Her feet were bare, as usual. So were her legs from just above the knees down. I tried not to stare at her legs, or the rest of her, for that matter.


    "I just wanted to tell you I'm sorry. That wasn't a good moment to keep pestering you about your girlfriend."


    In truth, I knew her question had been reasonable. It had showed she cared about herself in a way that I'd often feared that Hadley hadn't. Hadley's risk-taking behavior had probably gotten her killed.


    Even so, I lounged on the bed and glared at Rory. I didn't say a word. I was still angry. I wasn't gonna kill her during sex, and I was tired of people assuming that I might.


    She was standing there fiddling with the sweatshirt, pulling at it on one side as if it was itching. But I think she was just nervous. When she wasn't actually handling a computer, she tended to get antsy.


    She looked cute as hell, though, and I wanted to fuck her so bad my balls hurt.


    I knew I should apologize, too. But I really didn't feel like it. Saying I was sorry wasn't something I was good at.


    Undaunted, she went on, "I was being thickheaded. I mean, if you're gonna strangle someone, you don't need to Google it first. Every idiot knows if you cut off someone's air long enough, they die. You must have researched it because you didn't want to kill her by accident."


    I sighed. Rory wasn't a puppy; she was a fierce mastiff who'd catch hold of something and tear it to shreds to get every last juicy bite. "She was into a lot of weird sexual shit."


    She hesitated a couple seconds before asking, "So you were just trying to get her off?"


    "Yeah, but that breath play stuff is too dangerous. I knew she was going to try it with somebody else, so I was trying to reassure myself that she wouldn't get herself killed."


    She looked surprised. "Hadley was cheating on you?"


    I wasn't eager to discuss this, but I needed to clear the air. I wasn't into all the twisted, edgy stuff Hadley had wanted to experiment with, but some of it I'd liked. Some of it had been super hot. Some of it I wouldn't mind doing again, if I ever had a partner again who trusted me enough.


    Rory seemed to trust me, God only knew why.


    My body had gone into erotic alert mode as soon as she'd crossed the threshold. Things had progressed to the point that I got erections every time I looked at her. The girl was sleeping in my apartment. She was hot and she was willing, if that panty-dropping remark had been accurate. Not to mention the kiss. If calming her worries about how much of a sexual freak I was was all it would take to get her under me, legs spread wide while I slid my aching cock into her pussy, then calm her I would.


    "She was seeing other people, yeah. We weren't exclusive. It's not like we were planning a life together."


    She considered this. "On the day she disappeared the two of you had a fight in a restaurant that several people witnessed. Was it about this other guy she was seeing? The breath play guy?"


    "It wasn't a guy. It was a woman."


    "Whoa."


    "Shocked?"


    She made a "Who, me?" noise, then said, "So you thought this chick might be doing something unsafe with Hadley?"


    I nodded. "The other woman was into the hard stuff. The risky stuff. Not just breath play but all sorts of other edge play."


    She frowned.


    "C'mon, you're tight with sex workers. You've never heard of edge play?"


    "Enlighten me."


    "The chick was a leather dominatrix who liked stuff like cutting, heavy whipping, suspension, electric shock and other sorts of sadomasochism. Torture scenarios. One of her things was to make Hadley bleed from a lot of small, shallow cuts while she strangled her slowly with a rope. Assuming you don't kill your partner in the process, this supposedly induces a wicked orgasm."


    Rory actually whitened, which had never happened before as far as I could remember. Usually she blushed. "That does sound pretty far out on the edge."


    "Hadley was fearless. She wanted to try everything, no matter how dangerous. A real adrenaline junky."


    "Is that where she was going on the night she disappeared? What if she died during this edge play and the woman got rid of her body?"


    "No. They had already done the scene earlier in the week. I'd seen cuts and bruises on her body. She insisted that the domme had been careful and that everything had been negotiated in advance. Safe, sane and consensual BDSM seal of approval."


    "Maybe she went back. Maybe something went wrong."


    "She claimed she wasn't going to. She said the climax hadn't lived up to expectations, and besides, she preferred men."


    Rory considered this for a while. "If she wasn't going to try it again, why were you arguing?"


    I shrugged. "That domme was a safe enough player, but that doesn't mean everyone she might meet in those circles would be. You get some weirdoes hanging on the outskirts of any non-traditional lifestyle. Hadley thought nothing could hurt her, and that she would live forever. She didn't see the world as a dangerous place."


    "I see from the reports that the cops interviewed some sadomasochist types. I was wondering about that."


    "They took every opportunity to throw their knowledge of her preferences in my face. I kept explaining that we weren't exclusive. They didn't like that. And of course they accused me of being kinky too."


    "Are you?"


    I shrugged. "Sure, but not as crazy-kinky as Hadley. Vanilla can get boring, but I like being able to breathe during sex."


    "Me too," she said with a shudder. "I totally get bondage. That could be hot. But cutting and strangling, no way."


    There was an odd little silence after this. She didn't act as if she was holding my earlier heavy-handedness against me, but as usual, I was having trouble reading her signals. "What do you want from me, Rory?"


    She twisted in the doorway, one arm pulling at the sweatshirt so it stretched down one leg and rode up the other. I don't think she knew she was doing it. She was so awkward. But I thought it was adorable.


    She moved several more steps into the bedroom. The girl might have a genius IQ, but there were some things she's not so smart about. Damned if she didn't come right up to the bed and put her arms around me. I turned stiff as a slab of sheetrock and tried to shove her away. She bounced right back, doing her puppy dog routine. I half expected her to give me her paw. "It's just a hug, Griff. No need to get weird."


    "I don't hug," I told her, grabbing her by the upper arms and jerking her down beside me. She sprawled on the mattress and started to laugh. "I've told you before—I'm not a nice guy."


    "Agreed. You're an asshole."


    Goddamn it, I wanted to wipe that smirk off her face. "Don't touch me unless you wanna fuck me."


    Her smirk died, but a spark of mischief gleamed in her eyes. She laid a hand on my chest and pressed down hard, moving her fingers to explore my pecs. My breath caught in my throat and my dick hardened instantly.


    "Who says I don't?"


    Well, damn, that was all it took. "Prove it."


    I thought she looked uncertain for a moment. But her hand continued its exploration of my chest. She was so close now that I could practically hear her heartbeat. She was warm and sultry with that pliant expression that girls get when they're slipping into hormone overload.


    I put my hands on her, gripping her head between my two palms. Her hair was so soft and fragrant. She must have showered recently because it was still damp. I think she flinched when my hands first closed on her, but when I didn't slide them down to her throat, she relaxed.


    "Are you sure, Rory? 'Cause I'm never winning any awards for being gentle in bed."


    She tilted her head back so she could look up at me. "I don't crave gentle," she said, making me wonder what she did crave. "Just...you have condoms, right? Because I'm not on the pill and I sure as hell don't wanna have your dumbass kid."


    This made me laugh. Have a kid with Rory? I wondered if it would be super-smart and funny like she was.


    I ripped open the drawer in my bedside table and scattered a few condom packages on the bed. Then I picked her up and laid her down in the middle of the mattress. I let her watch me as I stripped. T-shirt up and over my head. I had put my pants back on after I'd left her in the living room. I pulled my leather belt out of its loops and laid it over the headboard. Let her think about that a bit. She looked apprehensive. Good. I loved getting a reaction out of her. She tried to be so cool, so unflappable. But her blushes revealed her true state of mind.


    She didn't hesitate, though. She helped me slide the pants off, pulling impatiently as I struggled to free myself. Once I was naked, she dove between my legs, found my straining cock and took it gently between her hands. She explored, first with her fingers, and then with her lips. Her mouth opened and she took me in, slowly, tentatively. Her tongue flicked along my shaft. It felt fantastic. She sucked as I withdrew, and I think she flinched as I slammed back into her, hard. I'd probably made her gag, but she covered it well. I got the sense that she wasn't very experienced with this. I'm not sure why, but I liked that idea.


    As we continued, she seemed to get the hang of it. She lowered one hand to my balls and started to stroke. My cock throbbed, jerked forward and twitching. I caught my breath, thinking, shit, I'm gonna come, but the situation wasn't quite that desperate. The pleasure felt extreme, much more than usual, like a hit of cocaine. Shit. I could get addicted to this.


    “Does that feel okay?" she asked, the next time I withdrew.


    "It feels great. Don't stop."


    “'Cause, I'm not, like an expert or anything.”


    "Whoa...there's something you're not good at? I'm shocked. Shocked."


    She giggled. "I know. I'm insufferable. You should get a humanitarian award for putting up with me."


    I pulled out of her mouth and drew her up beside me. I'd had a scary thought. "This isn't gonna be your first time, is it?"


    "I auctioned off my virginity, remember?"


    "You don't seriously think I believed that?"


    She laughed. "I thought it was a pretty good story."


    I snorted. "It's about time I spanked you for your lies." I heaved her over my thighs, pushed the sweatshirt up over her ass, and gave her the swat I'd been wanting to give her all evening. She wriggled a little and moaned. I gave her a couple more.


    "Tell me the truth. You're not a virgin, right?"


    She rolled over so she could see my face and squinted up at me. "The truth is, no. Not a virgin. But I've only had sex a few times, most of which kinda sucked."


    Great. Did that mean I had to be considerate and sensitive? Really not my style.


    "First time was in high school, just to get rid of the virginity thing. The boy wasn't experienced, either. We both fumbled around. It was embarrassing. I didn't even want to see him again afterwards."


    "The first time for guys isn't too great, either. We don't know what we're doing, but we try to pretend we do."


    "Yeah. It's fucked up. People shouldn't have sex until they're older or they've watched a lot of porn."


    Again she had made me laugh. But it was sad if most of her knowledge of sex had come from watching porn. "And the other times?"


    "Better, but still not very good. College boy sex. A step up from high school boy sex, but nowhere near as good as vibrator sex."


    "So I have to compete with vibrators and porn flicks?" Inexplicably I found myself laughing, too. Damn, I hadn't laughed so much in months.


    But I was also stroking her, and I could feel her desire rising. She was already sopping wet between her legs.


    "I want to have Griff sex," she said, kissing my lips. "However you like it. Well. Except for the strangling thing."


    "No strangling thing, I promise." I gently lifted the sweatshirt over her head and helped her slide her arms out of the sleeves. She had nothing on underneath. It was the first time I'd seen her breasts, which were more generous than I had expected.


    She caressed me with more confidence, then she slid down to take me in her mouth again. Fuck, it felt good. I could feel my loins tighten, and I wanted to thrust in deep, right down her throat, if she could handle me. But I doubted her prostitute friends had taught her the fine points of deep throating.


    The sensations kept building, punching me in the vitals and sending waves of pleasure radiating along my nerves. Her mouth was warm and soft and her tongue hard and clever. She found the rim and the crazy sensitive spot just under it. I groaned. I'd be howling soon at this rate. I grabbed her hair and lifted her away from my cock, not as gently as I ought to have done. She let out a yelp of pain from having her hair pulled, and I murmured a gruff apology. I didn't let her go, though. "Slide up," I ordered, pulled her up and over onto her back. "Get those legs apart, babe. I want you open for me."


    She gave a little moan at my words. I kissed her, then found her breasts with my fingers and played. Her arousal made her flesh richer, softer, damper. She felt warm to me, hot. I stroked her face with one hand while pinching one of her nipples with the other. My cock was rubbing against her belly, hungry, twitchy, but I was determined to drag it out for as long as I could.


    She kept trying to grab my penis and guide me to her, but no fucking missionary position for me. I flipped her over and forced her up on her knees, pressing her head down into the pillows with the heel of one hand. Her ass was sticking up, and a luscious ass it was. "Legs apart," I said, giving her a slap on her butt cheeks for forgetting. "Wide apart and keep 'em that way."


    She obeyed. It was a tricky position to maintain, but she did her best. She was breathing frantically and churning her hips, so I knew she was into it. I reached between her legs and felt her wetness all over my fingers, hot and slippery. I explored her outer and inner lips, touching her lightly, moving ever so slowly forward toward her clit. I brushed it softly the first time. She gasped. Her hips thrust back toward my fingers as I skated them away. Oh yes. I intended to tease her thoroughly. She kept trying to angle her clit under my fingers, and I kept approaching and backing off. Without warning, I thrust two fingers inside her, and she cried out and writhed against me. Fuck. I knew she was ready, but I loved making her wait. I love seeing my lovers open and vulnerable. I love it when they want it so badly that they can't bear it if I stop.


    So I did stop. It was only to grab a condom package and rip it open, rolling it onto my throbbing dick, feeling it stretch to take me, but Rory moaned and whispered, "Please, Griff. I'm almost there."


    I slapped her ass again, harder than before. "You'll go there when I say so, and not before."


    "Oh my God," she moaned.


    "Come too soon and I'll punish you."


    The soft excited cry she gave when I said that pushed me over the edge. I couldn't wait any longer. I went up on my knees and covered her, spreading her even wider, guiding myself to her slick opening from behind. She pressed back against me, her hips weaving and churning, just as desperate to be filled as I was to pierce her. I slid in, slow and sure, and she mewed softly. Once I got a ragged rhythm going, I sought one of her breasts with my hand while leaning over her, my body enveloping hers. I grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her head back, then I nipped on the back of her shoulder. I tugged on her nipple, harder and harder as we both rode the thrusts. I tried to remember not to let it get too rough. With Hadley, who loved to be hurt during sex, the rougher I was, the better she liked it. But this wasn't Hadley. This was a much sweeter, gentler girl.


    I found her clit again and brushed my thumb against it. It was hard now, erect and flaring. I kept the stimulation rhythmic and steady as I drove in more deeply. She screamed and started to come around me, sobbing with the force of it. I loved the spasms that made her clamp down even harder on me. Squeezing my eyes shut, I focused on this moment, the heat, the need, the friction, the wanting, the pooling swelling pleasure. Then I felt myself shatter.


    She snuggled up to me afterwards. Hadley never used to do that. Usually, she would just get up and leave. But Rory fell asleep with her head on my shoulder, and I let her stay like that, even after my arm started to go numb.

  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    


    The next morning was Saturday, so I didn't have to go to work. I awakened to the delicious smell of coffee. I must have been having some sort of erotic dream because my cock was so hard it actually hurt. I could smell Rory's scent on the sheets and the pillows.


    I staggered naked into the bathroom to piss, then into the kitchen for coffee. Rory was at the computer, of course. She lived there.


    "Good morning," she said, sounding all chirpy.


    "Is there something you don't understand about the words 'get the fuck out of my place'?"


    Her face fell about ten stories. I gave her a good hard glare, then allowed my mouth to relax into a grin. "Gotcha."


    She leapt up from the comfy chair and rushed over to pummel me with her fists, laughing. She grabbed me, flung her arms around me and nestled close. "I thought you didn't want me," she whispered into the hollow of my throat. I put her hand on my cock so she could see how inaccurate that supposition was.


    I detached her with warnings of hot coffee spills, and ordered her back to bed. She raised no objections.


    We stayed there most of the day. At one point she slowly traced my entire body with her hands and eyes, seeming so concentrated on what she was doing that I finally asked her about it.


    "I'm memorizing you."


    "Why? I'm right here."


    "I know, but I want to keep you in my mind. You know, for later."


    For later when she was no longer with me. "I wish we could really do that," I said, thinking of Hadley. And Sean. "Memorize someone and keep them with us that way."


    She smiled. "I sorta can. I don't know if it'll last forever, though." She looked sad.


    I wasn't sure what she meant, so I asked, "Do you really have a photographic memory?"


    She nodded. "It's a freakish thing. People think it would be cool to remember everything, but believe me, it's not."


    I wasn't sure if she meant she could literally remember everything.


    "They still don't understand it, you know. Neurologists, psychologists. Some of them say it doesn't exist. But I did real well in most subjects because all I had to do was read a book and I could see the whole thing in my mind. The words, the pictures, everything. I can even flip the pages. It's like my brain indexes everything and I can pull up any page whenever I want. Sometimes it's creepy, actually. I mean, there's stuff you read that you might not want to remember."


    I tried to get my head around this. "You mean that anything you see, any experience you have is held permanently in your memory?"


    "Not exactly. I have to concentrate. Totally focus. But once it's in there, I can almost always recall it. If I don't concentrate, it's more like regular memory, I guess. Although I do remember a lot of shit. It's called eidetic memory. I'm not really all that brilliant, you see. I just have a remarkable memory."


    "You said you had an IQ of 204."


    "That was true, but who knows how accurate those tests really are. I test well. My brain works really fast and I can analyze stuff. See patterns. But it might be because I'm young. I don't know how long it'll last. In fact, I think I'm not as good at remembering things now as I was a few years ago." In one of her abrupt mood changes, she smiled at me, the teasing light coming into her eyes. "When I'm as ancient as you, I probably won't remember shit."


    "Hey! I'm only twenty-three."


    "Yeah, but aren't guys supposed to hit their sexual peak at nineteen?"


    "Let's see how long you remember this," I drawled, as I started tonguing her again.


    


    * * *


    


    I offered to take her out to dinner that night, since we'd eaten everything she'd cooked the night before. I was glad she accepted, since I hadn't forgotten the way she'd dismantled her cell phone. I still wasn't sure what she was running from, but it probably wasn't the cops if she was willing to go out in public.


    We went to a not-too-expensive steak house in Rolling Meadows, the neighboring town. It was Saturday night, so the place was crowded, but we got there late enough that we didn't have to wait for a table. After we'd ordered, she started in again on me about Hadley: "Do you think one of those edge play people killed her?"


    She asked the question as if the conversation we'd had last night had only happened five minutes ago. I wondered if that had something to do with her weird memory. I really didn't want to talk about it, but since she hadn't plagued me about Hadley for almost 24 hours, I decided to cut her some slack.


    "I don't know. The detectives interviewed the woman Hadley scened with. Probably other members of that crowd. They kept it quiet, though. Her family didn't want that particular line of investigation to catch the attention of the press. It was bad enough that she'd been dating a townie like me without word getting around that she was also into the rough stuff."


    "They didn't make an arrest."


    "No. As you've discovered yourself, Hadley vanished without leaving behind any evidence."


    Rory mused about this, and then followed up with what seemed like a non sequitur: "Is there a place around here called Reef Hill? Or a group—maybe a company—called the Reef Hill Consortium?"


    "Not that I know of."


    "There are hills here, but reefs, I don't think so. We're pretty far from the sea."


    "I've never heard of it. Why?"


    She made a vague gesture. "I ran across the phrase in an email I was reading." She seemed to be looking inward, and I wondered if she was visualizing the email in her memory. "It just struck me as odd, that's all."


    "You're hacking people's emails?"


    "Just the people she corresponded with at the college, and at the places where she volunteered."


    "It was over a year ago. That stuff is still available?"


    "Some is. You'd be amazed at the length of time some files stay on servers."


    There was a stir at our end of the restaurant as a large party came in. They were seated at a spot where several tables had been pushed together. I didn't pay much attention, but Rory straightened up like a hunting dog on point. "I know that guy," she said softly. "I was just looking at his picture earlier today."


    I glanced over my shoulder to see who she was talking about. Among the new party was a tall, classy-looking man with sandy blond hair. I recognized him, too. There weren't too many residents of Cranton who wouldn't know him on sight. "That's Alec Cranmore. He's the CEO of Cranmore International, which has its headquarters here."


    "And he eats in the local steakhouse?"


    "Sometimes. I've even seen him drinking in the local bars. He's a friendly guy. I think he likes to maintain good community relations."


    She studied Cranmore with considerable interest. "I figured he'd be older. And not so smoking hot."


    I rolled my eyes. "I think he's engaged."


    "That doesn't make him any less hot."


    I jerked a couple of fingers toward my own eyes. "Keep that eager gaze of yours right here, babe. Or you'll be in heaps of trouble when we get home."


    She grinned and obeyed. "I'm going to remind you of that threat later."


    I was liking the way she was responding to me. Liking it very much.


    Over our steaks she returned to the subject, asking me to tell her more about Alec Cranmore. She'd been checking him out whenever she thought I wasn't looking. "Hadley knew him, didn't she?"


    "Not well. She did some volunteer work for one of his charitable foundations. But yeah, as I'm sure you know, he's one of the local elite. His ancestors founded the town of Cranton and Cranmore Crossing, which used to be a separate town. That's along the river, where the railroad tracks are. There used to be mills in Cranmore Crossing, owned and run by the Cranmore family. That was back in the 19th century, early 20th."


    She nodded. "But today's Cranmore is some kind of software baron. Those old mill buildings got refurbished and turned into corporate headquarters for his global technology company, right?"


    "Right. That was a surprise, because Cranmore's father was a flake—he used the family riches to amuse himself. When Alec was young, the old man got himself killed climbing Mt. Everest. He wasn't a true mountaineer, but I guess he thought he could buy his way to the summit. Instead he ran out of oxygen and froze to death. There's a book about it—the jerk got two other people killed when they tried to rescue him.


    "But this Cranmore, Alec that is, worked to turn things around. He gets a certain respect in town for rebuilding the family fortunes with technical innovation and creativity. Plus, he's one of the area's largest employers."


    "You're saying nice things, but your tone is kinda nasty."


    I shrugged. Everybody liked Alec Cranmore. For some inexplicable reason, I didn't. Hadley used to say I was just jealous.


    "You know, there's something weird about this area," she went on. "I mean, Cranton and Rolling Meadows are both small towns. I know there are the two colleges and all that, but there are also several unusually big businesses hereabouts. Besides this billionaire guy, Cranmore, there's the Swan family. Elizabeth and her daddy Randolph. "


    She was right. The Swan Corporation was huge.


    "That's just in Cranton. Cross the town line to Rolling Meadows and you've got another rich-kid college and another software tycoon, that social media platform guy."


    "Adrian Locke?"


    "Yeah, him. That's three billionaires in a four-mile radius."


    "I'm not sure they're all billionaires," I objected.


    "Okay, multi-millionaires, whatever. It's like a mini Silicon Valley around here."


    "So? We're not far from Boston. People go to hotshot schools like Harvard and start computer companies. Not everybody leaves for Silicon Valley."


    "And Hadley knew these people, right?"


    I shrugged. "She came from a wealthy New York family. I'm not sure how well she knew the rich folks around here, but she'd probably met them. She was outgoing and social. Cranmore and Swan do a lot of charitable stuff. Foundations. Human rights work. Hadley admired what they were accomplishing. I think she was hoping she might get a job with one of them."


    "What about Locke?"


    "She didn't mention him as often. Why? Are you thinking that one of these dudes had something to do with her disappearance?"


    "I don't know. But she vanished so smoothly that you have to wonder if there was money behind it. Big money."


    "Let's not forget the random, traveling serial killer."


    She dropped the Hadley questions then, and we chatted about other stuff. I'm not even sure what, except that the conversation flowed, and I felt easy and comfortable with her. By the time we'd filled our bellies, we were both horny again, and things had started getting hot and heavy by the time the check finally arrived. We had no sooner lurched, locked in a passionate embrace, through the door at my place before clothes were flying everywhere.


    Rory didn't do any more murder investigating that night.

  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    The next morning, Sunday, Rory was up ahead of me again. I think she rises with the sun, no matter how late she goes to sleep. I was waking up around 10 am when I heard her mutter something from the living room. It sounded like, "Uh oh."


    I didn't like the sound of that. Now what? I was sure she'd tell me when she got around to it, and tell me at length.


    Sure enough, a few minutes later she entered the bedroom with a mug of coffee in either hand. I was lying on the floor doing some sit-ups. Passing one mug to me, she said, "Bad news. I think the feds are here."


    Mumbling a few fucks, I got up, jerked on pants and an old sweatshirt and went to look out the front window. Dark colored sedan in the driveway, empty. One dude at the door. I couldn't see him, though. No peephole. The other must be circling round the house. Cops always came in pairs. "Where's the other one?"


    "I just saw one. He looks shaggy for a cop. Longish hair, scruffy beard."


    "I thought you said you weren't doing anything illegal on my computer."


    "Well," she shrugged. "Not very illegal. No malicious shit. I didn't, like, take Bank of America's website offline or anything."


    The rapping came again, accompanied by a voice this time: "Open up, O'Malley."


    "Not without a search warrant."


    "I'm not a cop."


    "Who are you then?" I called through the door.


    "I knew your brother Sean."


    "I've heard that one before," I was beginning to get angry. "Must be a reporter," I told Rory. "Assholes."


    "I don't think so," She sounded apprehensive, which worried me. "He sent me a stop code."


    "What's a stop code?"


    "It's like, nyah nyah, we caught you snooping, asshole. It's often followed by visits like this one. They usually send it from right outside so you can't run."


    That must have been what the "uh oh" had signified. "So you're not as good as you thought you were." Why was I surprised?


    "I am that good. It's just—" she paused as if this were hard to admit "—he must be better." As she spoke, she was tucking her laptop back in her backpack. She then pushed the backpack under the sofa where it couldn't be seen. It didn't look like much of a hiding place to me, but I made no comment.


    "O'Malley," the guy said in a cold, hard voice, "It's Connor Finlay. I knew Sean and I also know a few things about you. No way you could have hacked into my databases yourself."


    Fuck. Connor Finlay had served in Afghanistan around the same time as my brother. He'd made it home, but not without scars. Nobody came back from that hell with no scars.


    He was older than me, and I didn't know him well, but I knew he was some kind of computer freak. He wasn't a cop, but he had a brother who was. Brandon Finlay, Connor's older brother, was one of Cranton's finest. Brandon was one of the few members of the local force who had treated me decently when I'd been under investigation. I'd heard rumors that Connor and Bran didn't get along too well, but I didn't know the details. Connor was a much shadier guy than his true blue bro.


    "You've got a hacker in there. I want to meet him, so open up."


    "Are you some kind of fed, Finlay?" I called through the door.


    "I'm a hacker, dude. Fuck the feds."


    "Let him in," Rory said. "I wanna meet this guy."


    I opened the door. If the two hacksters wanted to geek out together, have at it, dudes.


    Finlay was a big guy. A bit taller than me. Probably more lean body tissue, given that I'd been slacking off hitting the gym. He had that narrow eyed I'm-bad thing that I've always associated with SEALS and Rangers and such. I wasn't sure which he had been, but Sean had told me Finlay was some kind of Special Forces guy. Women found him attractive, especially if they were into the dangerous type.


    Rory stood staring at him with her arms folded across her skinny chest. Didn't look as if she found him attractive.


    "Where is he?" Finlay had that type of arrogant commanding voice I'd heard from former military types. Sean could be that kind of asshole when he tried, but Sean had usually been too nice to pull that shit.


    Rory stepped forward. Finlay looked right past her, staring at the closed door to my bedroom as if his X-ray vision could melt it. Rory glanced from him to the door and back. Then, grinning, she walked over and threw the door open, revealing the empty room beyond.


    "I'm not a 'him.' Newsflash: chicks can hack, too."


    He turned his cold stare on her. She didn't look like much, I admit. But she'd grown on me. I noticed for the first time that she was wearing clothes I hadn't seen before. Maybe she'd even combed her hair. How much stuff did she have in that mysterious backpack of hers? A week's worth? It's not like there was a mall within walking distance.


    "Who the fuck are you?" Finlay asked.


    "I don't have to answer your questions."


    "You admitting you broke in?" he countered.


    "Hell no."


    "I've got you cold."


    "No way. The only machine in the place is whistle-clean." She gestured to the table where my computer stood. "Check for yourself."


    He laughed. It was not a nice laugh. "I'm not here to threaten you with 20 years in federal prison, little girl. I need you to replicate how you did it. Nothing's ever impregnable, but I was confident we were close."


    Her turn to laugh. She batted her eyelashes at him and did a dead-on Scarlett O'Hara accent: "Ah'm sure Ah've no idea what you're going on about."


    Finlay moved fast to plant himself right up in her face. I moved almost as fast to get between them, but there was no room for that. We shouldered up against each other with Rory, half a head shorter than us both, jammed up against the wall.


    She snorted. "Hey guys, one at a time. I don't do threesomes."


    Finlay backed off about an inch, saying to me, "Please don't tell me you're fucking this schoolgirl."


    "I'm in college," said Rory.


    Finlay filled his fist with her hair and dragged her over to the nearest wooden chair where he slammed her down.


    "Hey!" we both said together. I was about to attack him, surprised by my own rush of protectiveness. Jeez, it really was a weakness of mine. Why did I always get so protective of the women in my life?


    Wait. Since when did Rory count as one of the women in my life?


    "Don't, Griff," she warned, reading my body language. "Let's see what Tough Guy here has to say."


    "If you're really the hacker," Tough Guy said, "You're good." He waited a moment before adding, "But not good enough."


    She bristled, but she didn't argue. "Obviously. You're here, aren't you?"


    From one hacker to another, I guess that counted as respect.


    "Who are you working for?" he asked her.


    "No one."


    Finlay swooped over her like a velociraptor about to take a bite. "I want an answer, bitch."


    Jeez. There were rumors that Finlay had been some sort of terrorist interrogator during his military days. I had no idea if they were true—there were always a lot of silly rumors going around—but he looked and sounded scary enough. Rory didn't seem impressed, though. She stared up at him with guileless eyes and said nothing.


    Finlay gave her head a sharp twist, using the grip he still had on her hair. "Let's not force Griff here to bury yet another body in his woods, okay? Talk."


    "That's enough, Finlay." I could feel my blood roaring in my ears. "Let her go or the next body will be yours."


    He released her hair and slanted me a look. "I figured as much. You are fucking her."


    "So, wait, clear this up for me, okay?" Rory said, looking curiously between us. "I don't get tortured if he's fucking me? Is that some kind of macho male code?"


    If it was a macho male code to ignore her and stare coldly at each other, we did it. "She's a friend," I said. "She's trying to prove I didn't kill Hadley. She's not working for anyone."


    "Sounds like she's working for you." He managed to make this sound nasty.


    "Not for pay," I snapped. "She's a college kid on spring break."


    Finlay actually laughed when he heard that. "You have got to be kidding me. She looks like jail bait."


    "I'm almost twenty," she sniffed. "I'm a senior. I don't work for anybody. Why? Were you thinking of offering me a job?"


    "What's your name, little girl?"


    She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. In silence.


    He pulled out a cell phone and snapped her picture. She threw her palm up in front of her face. "Not quick enough," he gloated. She looked upset, surprisingly so. Horrified, even. She snatched at his phone, but he held it over his head.


    "Fuck you! Delete that right now."


    Instead he thumbed some keys. "Sorry, but it's on the server now, babe. You're being checked out even as we speak."


    Rory was clearly not at all pleased about this. But she quickly adopted a "who the fuck cares" pose. "You'd better have great facial recog software because I don't leave my picture scattered around on the web."


    "I specialize in facial recognition software."


    "Yeah? Then why don't you use it to find Hadley?"


    "Hadley's dead."


    "Maybe so. Or maybe she's still alive." The stare she was giving him was almost as hard as the one he was giving her. "If your resources are as good as you say they are, and if you have the right contacts, you should be able to tap into the NSA's mountain of stolen information and find out if there are any surveillance photos of Hadley anywhere in the fucking world over the past 12 months. Airports, train stations, major cargo shipping ports. That's something I can't do. But I'll bet you can."


    "The girl's fucking nuts," Connor Finlay said to me.


    "Wouldn't the feds have already tried that?" I asked.


    "It would be resource-heavy," he answered, and Rory nodded in agreement.


    There was a short silence while we all considered this. Then Rory gave Finlay one of her dazzling smiles and said, "So who do you work for? The Reef Hill Consortium?"


    Finlay backhanded her across the face. She yelped. I saw red and jumped him from behind. Next thing I know we were both on the floor. Every fucking thing my brother ever taught me roared in me, and the fight was pretty even until Former Special Forces Guy managed some sort of twist-slam that put me under him with one arm so fucking numb I couldn't move it. Then Rory jumped on us both.


    "Stop it! Are you both insane? Stop it right now!"


    To my surprise, he did. Finlay let me up. He was rubbing his shoulder where I'd initially rammed him. Rory was rubbing the red side of her face and I was trying to get my right arm to work again. The numbness was slowly replaced by tingling.


    Finlay bounced to his feet like a dancer. Fuck him, he was in better shape than me. I needed to get back into the gym. Rory was stroking my face, which apparently got smashed, although I didn't even feel it. "Are you okay?" she asked. "Don't you know he just hit me to see what you'd do?"


    Finlay grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. He handed her a water bottle that had been sitting on the coffee table, twisting off the cap as he did so. She eyed him warily, but took a swallow, then handed the bottle to me. I pushed it away.


    "That's not the only reason I hit you," Finlay said. "You don't blurt out those words. Not if you expect to keep breathing."


    I was trying to convince my wired body that there was something more substantial to discuss here than who had just hit whom. "What the fuck is the Reef Hill Consortium?"


    "Something you're not supposed to have heard of. Either of you. If your girlfriend here hadn't been sticking her digital fingers into dirty holes where they never should go, you wouldn't know that term. Now that you do, you're fucked unless you can learn to keep your mouths shut."


    "It's a stupid name," said Rory. "I mean, seriously. Who calls themselves the Reef Hill Consortium?" As she spoke the words aloud, though, she looked thoughtful. She was good at pattern recognition, she'd told me, and it seems she was rearranging the letters in her head. "Fuck. Are you kidding me? Hellfire? Couldn't they come up with a more original name?"


    I had no clue what she was talking about. From the way Finlay's blue eyes went even colder, I figured he did.


    Rory looked at me. "Do you know what the Hellfire Club was?"


    "You mean the kink club in New York City?"


    "It goes back a lot farther than that," Rory said. "Eighteenth century England rich guys' Black Mass and sex club. It's been inspiring the whips-and-chains crowd for centuries."


    "Fais ce que tu voudras," Finlay said quietly. "Do what thou wilt."


    I gave him a look. "French, Finlay? You shittin' me, dude?"


    "Reef Hill is an anagram for hellfire," Rory said ignoring the testosterone raging around her. "As for the word consortium, well I guess that's just a kind of twisted joke."


    "You two are in deep merde," Finlay drawled.

  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    "I need to talk to you alone," Finlay said to me.


    "He doesn't have any secrets from me," Rory said.


    Given how long she'd spent with my computer, that was probably true.


    "Rory, go outside and investigate his car or something."


    Connor Finlay actually looked alarmed for a moment there.


    "This guy knew my brother. He and I have stuff to discuss."


    I'd never mentioned Sean to Rory, but I had no doubt she knew about his death. She knew everything else, and there were plenty of pictures of my brother on my computer. She gave me a long look, then nodded. Scowling at Finlay, she put on her jacket and boots and left by the front door.


    He looked at me. He was holding a plastic water bottle in his hands—the same one, I think, that Rory had drunk from—and juggling it back and forth. "Where did you find her?"


    "Long story."


    "Given that your girlfriends have a tendency to go missing—"


    "Fuck you, Finlay. Say what you came to say and get out."


    "Take it easy. I'll deny I ever said this, and the little I know will disappear forever if you ever say a word about what I'm about to tell you."


    "How the fuck do you know anything at all?"


    "Because, like your smartass friend out there, I've been poking around in your ex's case."


    My ex. Funny, but I'd never thought of Hadley that way. We'd never broken up, after all. She was just gone.


    "Why? What's it got to do with you?" A sudden suspicion assailed me. I'd been fairly sure that Hadley was being honest with me about her other hookups. She had never mentioned Finlay, but his rough treatment of Rory made me suspicious. Hadley would have been excited by that sort of thing. "Was she seeing you?" Unconsciously I stepped into his space, and we were nose to nose again. Finlay was anvil tough and he'd already proved that I probably couldn't take him, but I didn't care. He didn't back down, but he didn't up the ante any, either.


    "No. I never even met the girl. I was investigating something entirely different when I got a whiff of something rotten. I could be wrong. I need more time to figure this thing out."


    "Who do you work for, exactly?" I'd realized I had no notion where this guy's loyalties were likely to be. Like me, he came from the poor side of town, but I'd heard that he hung out a lot with Alec Cranmore.


    I hadn't admitted it to Rory last night, but to me, guys like Cranmore were the enemy. Spoiled rich dudes. It wasn't as if Cranmore had made every penny of his wealth on his own; he'd been born into it. I wasn't too impressed with someone who made his first billion in his twenties after he'd inherited hundreds of millions when his daddy had frozen to death on a windblown Himalayan cliff.


    "I have my own firm," Finley said. "I take care of computer security for a wide range of clients."


    "Including Cranmore, right?"


    "Including all Alec's enterprises, yeah. It was one of his foundations your girl broke into. We have high level security there because we operate in a bunch of countries that are rife with terrorism and other criminal activity. What the hell was she doing trying to get access there?"


    I sighed. "She's detail-oriented. She's looking at everything Hadley ever expressed the slightest interest in. I think she broke into Starbucks a couple nights ago."


    "Whatever your friend thinks she's doing, she needs to stop. I can't have amateurs fucking around with international corporations, foundations, and financial institutions."


    "She doesn't have much of a life and her school is on break. Prying her away from the computer is not easy."


    "I get that," he said, and I'm sure he did. Sean used to tell me that Connor lived in front of his computer back in high school. "Look, she's obviously talented, but I can't have her pulling shit like that. You need to get her to talk to me, show me exactly what she did. If it's as clever as I think it was, I'll give her a fucking job. She made at least one careless error, and she could use some training so she doesn't do that again."


    "She's still in college."


    "Fuck college. I want her working for the good guys. Otherwise there's a risk the bad guys will get her." He paused. "Like they may have gotten Hadley."


    I could hardly breathe. "What the fuck?"


    "Look, I'm not sure. At the moment, I have no real info to give you. But I don't think you had anything to do with her disappearance. I'm actually gonna follow your friend's suggestion and look for surveillance photos. Because it's possible, small chance, but it's just barely possible, that photos like that might exist."


    * * *


    


    After he left, I was pissed off and not even sure why.


    Rory had done as he requested and shown him how she'd broken his security. He'd looked impressed. But he'd told me nothing more about Hadley, and left me with a head teeming with questions.


    I was freaked out by the possibility that Rory's crazy investigation might lead to real information about what had happened to Hadley. Had Finlay meant that she might still be alive? I'd given up hope of that a long time ago. Hard though it was to imagine her dead, it had been even harder to imagine her living and not making herself known to her friends and family. She had been vocal, irrepressible. She would never have stayed radio-silent.


    Plus, weird though it was, I'd gotten used to Hadley being gone. I didn't like it. I hated it, in fact, but I've never been one of those people who hang on to things that are lost. Or to people, either.


    Rory, being female, wanted to talk about it. She demanded to know what Finlay had said in "your secret tète a tète." She wanted to discuss the situation in general, and bombard me with theories and questions and analysis. But I wasn't in the mood for that, blast her.


    "Look. I need to think." Or not think, which might be even better. "Leave me alone."


    "But we need to understand this."


    "Leave me the fuck alone." I stalked into the bedroom and shut the door behind me.


    I do that a lot around her.


    


    * * *


    


    I relented, as usual, and Rory joined me in bed later that night. We had sex, and it was just as sweet and hot as it had been from the beginning. But after a couple hours she woke up sobbing. Tears were all over her face, and I thought I must have done something until I realized she was dreaming. I gathered her close. "Ssh, it's okay. You're having a nightmare."


    Her eyes opened and there was fear in them for a moment there. Then they cleared. "Griff?" Her arms convulsively wrapped around my shoulders. "Thank God it's you."


    Wow, it had been a long time since any woman had said anything like that to me. These days, on the rare occasions when one was willing to fuck me, she got the hell away from me as fast as she could. I wasn't exactly considered a trustworthy guy.


    What kind of fucked up world had Rory come from that she would willingly seek shelter in my arms? She knew a lot about me, but I still didn't know much about her, other than that she was wicked smart and awesome with computers.


    I tried to soothe her by stroking her hair. Being with Hadley hadn't exactly taught me how to be gentle. So I didn't know how to be with Rory. I tended to worry a lot these days about how I was supposed to be. When I'd been younger, I hadn't even thought about it, but ever since Sean had died and Hadley had disappeared, I'd lost all my anchors. I was no longer sure exactly who the fuck I was.


    One thing I liked about Rory is she seemed to accept me as I was. She might be analyzing what had happened to Hadley, but so far she hadn't focused much on analyzing me. Or changing me. She was good at just letting me be myself.


    "Babe, that guy you were running from the other night? The one with the shotgun? Who the hell was that dude?"


    She shuddered. "He was just—"


    I put my hand over her mouth just long enough to shut her up for a moment. "Did he hurt you? Some kind of abuse? If so, we'll get him, Rory. I promise you."


    She shook her head. "Griff, no. That was just Ray. It was my own fault for dropping in on LaVerle without warning. I'm so stupid sometimes."


    "So why are you crying?"


    "It was just a dream, but so vivid. I was dreaming about my friend Anna. I don't know...maybe the thing with Ray set it off. Or maybe—" she stopped. Her voice was still thick with sleep, and I realized she probably didn't have complete control of her thoughts yet.


    "Maybe what?"


    "Maybe being with you."


    I must have stiffened, because she added, "Not being with you, but thinking so much about your case. The missing girl. The false accusations against you. How the cops always seem to go for the person they figure they can nail down the easiest, instead of looking a little harder for evil. Real evil."


    "Who's Anna?"


    She shivered a little. I pulled her closer, throwing a leg over her. She snuggled into me, her face against my chest. I liked the way she felt. She still reminded me of a ridiculously cute puppy, loyal and loving, with huge, sweet eyes and a perpetually wagging tail. I know I shouldn't keep comparing my girlfriend to a dog, but I mean it in a good way.


    "She was my best friend in seventh grade. My only friend. I was young for my grade because of being skipped ahead, and everyone treated me like a freak. It didn't help that my mother was gorgeous while I was all weird-looking. The other girls were all adolescent and hormonal in 7th grade, but I had no boobs and no height and a bunch of baby fat. They used to called me the hobbit."


    "Kids suck." I wondered how the other kids in her school had known what her mom looked like. Surely the woman hadn't done her exotic dancing for boys that young. Maybe there'd been videos online or something. I could well imagine Rory being tormented over something like that. No one at that age wanted to think of their mothers as sexual.


    "It's not just kids that suck," she said grimly. "Anna was stolen from her bedroom. She disappeared. She was just 13. Anna and her older sister Meredith were home alone. Their parents were at some big Oscar party. It was Merry who found Anna missing from her bed. The window leading to the backyard was open and the screen was broken."


    She grew silent.


    I wondered who big Oscar was. Some pimp in the 'hood? "Did they find her?"


    "Ten days later her body was found in a ditch on the side of the freeway. Fifty miles away or so. She had been sexually abused before being stabbed with a knife."


    "I'm sorry," I said awkwardly.


    "Yeah. Me too."


    I just held her for a while. I felt bad for her, but I also felt bad for me. Whenever I heard about someone dying young, I couldn't stop myself from remembering Sean.


    "They arrested the pool guy," she went on. "He was young, Mexican, and he used to run with a gang. The cops beat him up pretty bad for resisting arrest. Everybody was sure he'd done it because he knew the house and could have had access. But I knew Miguel and I liked him a lot. He was a sweet guy, and I couldn't see him hurting her. I was only eleven myself and not totally clear on what he was supposed to have done, but the killing part I understood."


    "Wait. The pool guy?" Given the neighborhood where I'd picked her up, I was picturing some punk hustler with a cue in his hand. But I got the feeling she meant the other kind of pool guy—the kind that cleaned swimming pools and balanced the chlorine.


    There was a taut little silence before Rory said, "Yeah. There was this pool where kids used to go and swim sometimes."


    I sensed she was lying, but I didn't want conflict, especially during this wrenching story, so I kept it to myself. "Go on."


    "I was sure he hadn't done it. Turned out I was right. The cops eventually got a confession from a psychopath neighbor. Anna used to walk by his place on her way to school. I did, too." She shuddered again. "He had a camera behind the curtains. The creep used to film all the kids walking to school. I found out later that there were shots of me too."


    I felt my blood pressure climb at the thought of that. I held her tighter, feeling glad they had caught the fucker.


    "No one had known he was a child molester. He wasn't in any sex crime databases. But a couple of months after Anna's death he tried to snatch another girl. He messed up and got nabbed. Miguel had been in jail all that time on some misdemeanor drug charge they'd dragged up from his past. Prime example of bigotry and unequal justice."


    "Is that why you were so willing to consider that I might be innocent? Because of Miguel?"


    She shook her unusual grim mood off. I saw the light of a smile radiate in her eyes. "Well," she said, running her fingers over my ass and squeezing, "I was only a kid at the time, but I was old enough to notice that Miguel was hot. He smoldered...like you do."


    "Smoldered?"


    "Yeah."


    Soon we were burning up the sheets with our mutual smoldering.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    It was on the sixth night Rory was with me, Tuesday, that I got home from work to find a black-and-white parked in front of my house. Shit. This time it really was the cops.


    I got that familiar icy feeling in my belly. Town cops. At least it wasn't the FBI. They sat there, not stirring, while I parked in my driveway and got out. I stood, glaring, and waited for them to emerge.


    Rory opened the door and stepped out on the porch. I hopped up to greet her. "I see we have company. Which one of us are they here for?" I asked, ruffling her hair, trying to act lighthearted. I was pretty sure they were here for me.


    "They came to the door about twenty minutes ago, asking for you. I told them to go away."


    "That always works," I teased her, and she laughed, which immediately made me feel better.


    The two men were climbing out. "Oh," she said. "It's him. That Connor Finlay guy. 'Cept he's got a cop with him."


    "His big brother." I'd recognized Brandon Finlay, who worked for the Cranton PD. He wasn't a bad guy, as cops went. He was a couple of years older than Connor, and heftier. Family guy, kids. One of the better members of Cranton's finest.


    They strolled across my small patch of winter-brown lawn to my front door. Rory might be on her spring break, but March had been cold so far, and no brave little sprouts had yet broken through the ground here at the O'Malley home. "Good evening gentlemen," I said, leaning up against my front door. "No warrant, no entry."


    "Fuck you, Griff," Brandon said cheerfully. "It's good news. Let us in."


    Good news wasn't a term I was too familiar with, so I'm not sure I would have opened the door. But Rory didn't hesitate. She invited the Finlay brothers in. "You found something?" She was speaking to Connor, not to Brandon.


    "We might have something," Brandon said. "We're not totally sure. We want you to take a look at a photo for us, Griff. Can you do that?"


    "Sure."


    Brandon opened the thing he had in his hand, which turned out to be a 7-inch tablet. A picture came up on the screen. He handed the device to me.


    At first, I couldn't make out exactly what I was looking at. There were a lot of people in the picture, milling around inside some large, high-ceilinged structure. From the backpacks and suitcases most of them were lugging, it appeared to be an airport or maybe a train station, but there was a foreign look to the place. I tried to nail the location down, but I wasn't exactly a world traveler. "Where is this?"


    "Middle East somewhere," Rory guessed. "Or maybe eastern Europe, former Russian republic?"


    "Close. It's Istanbul," Connor said. "Ataturk Airport." He was holding a stylus, and he pointed with it to a spot on the top right of the photograph. "Here. The next picture has this area enlarged." He flicked the screen to bring up the next shot. I leaned over the tablet. My heart had started hammering, and I felt a little dizzy as I saw her. Red hair. A wide mouth. A well-defined cleft in her chin. And a body much thinner than I had ever seen it.


    Brandon cleared his throat and asked, "What do you think? Could that be Hadley?"


    "There's another shot," Connor said, and flicked the screen again. Same place, different angle, taken maybe a few seconds later. The redhead's face was turned away from the camera, but her profile was clear. "And another." The following picture showed her face again, from closer. Had to be some sort of surveillance shot, since she was on the edge of the frame now, moving out of camera range. There were two men whom I'd never seen on either side of her. One had his arm around her, but there was something about her body language that told me she was shrinking from his touch. Her face was partly in shadow, but it looked haunted, frightened. I had never seen Hadley look like that. Never.


    "It's her," I said. "She's alive."


    "Are you sure?" One of the brothers asked. I'm not even sure which because I was fixated on the picture.


    "Yes. Her hair, her mouth, her chin. It's Hadley."


    "She looks scared," Rory said. There was something strange in her tone, although I was too shocked to make much sense of it. "She's not there willingly, is she?"


    "No," Connor Finlay said. "I doubt very much that there was anything consensual about her predicament at the time these pictures were taken."


    "When were they taken?" Rory again. My throat was too dry to ask anything.


    "Three months ago. She was alive at the end of the year. Whether she's still alive now, we just don't know."


    "Obviously, since she was alive three months ago in Turkey, you didn't kill her a year ago in Cranton," Brandon said. "Her face matches enough facial recognition criteria to confirm her identity. Which means you're technically off the hook."


    I should have been happy, right? The cops and the FBI would stop hassling me. People would have to admit I wasn't a killer. The shadow that had been hanging over me would be lifted.


    But Hadley was still missing. She was in trouble. And just like before, she might be dead.


    I looked at Connor Finlay, ex Special Forces or Whatever. Tough Guy. So leet a hacker that even Rory respected him. "Who took her?" I asked him. "And how the fuck do we get her back?"

  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Rory gave me a quick hug and told me she was going outside for a walk. "You've got a lot to think about," she said, "and I need some exercise. Be back in a bit."


    I nodded, paying little attention. I was trying to get my mind around the facts.


    "We figure it's some kind of sex slavery thing," Brandon Finlay said. "Trafficking. What they used to call white slavery. Most of the people trafficked today aren't white, of course, but some are. The shortage of Caucasian women on the market makes them valuable. Factor in young and gorgeous like Hadley was and you've got a valuable commodity."


    I choked up at the idea of Hadley as a commodity.


    "The market is international. If we'd found a picture of her in the U.S., it could have been any freak kidnapping her, but to get her out of this country without being caught and into a foreign airport suggests powerful people are involved. One of the big drug cartels, maybe, or some wealthy Middle Eastern businessman."


    I cleared my throat, trying to breathe freely again. "Do you think she's still in Turkey?"


    "Unlikely. The shots came from a transit area of the airport. She was being taken somewhere else. Probably somewhere in the Middle East."


    "How would these international creeps have even known about Hadley? You're not trying to tell me there are sex traffickers operating out of Cranton."


    "Probably not, although with two fancy colleges here in two adjoining towns, Cranton isn't exactly Nowheresville. It's not impossible that traffickers could be checking out the local talent at Penshurst and Whittacre. What's more likely, though, is that Hadley came into contact with someone through her family in New York City. Her dad's conglomerate owns hotels in countries all over the world. Hadley worked for her father during the summers, as you know. She was in Thailand one summer and in Dubai the next. She might have met someone who took an interest in her."


    They didn't say it, but I knew what they were thinking—she might have had sex with one of these trafficking freaks who "took an interest in her." Risk-taking Hadley. Why the fuck hadn't I been able to stop her doing that? Maybe if I'd been willing to try some of the edgy shit she'd wanted to do she wouldn't have needed to seek satisfaction from strangers?


    I knew it was a fucked-up way to think about this. She was alive. Or at least, she had been alive recently. I needed to stop blaming myself for what had happened to her.


    "I need to know how we're going to get her back."


    Brandon gave me a sympathetic look. He obviously didn't believe it was possible. I looked to Connor, whom I liked less but respected more. He shrugged. "The feds have already been notified. But you have to understand that no one has had much success so far freeing women who've vanished into the trafficking nets. Still, there are people working on stuff like this."


    "What people? I want to meet these people."


    Brandon gave his brother a wary look and turned away. "I'll wait outside," he said, making it clear that he wanted no part of whatever Connor might have to tell me. But all Connor said was, "If you're serious about that, I'll have someone contact you. But it will be dangerous. And there's no guarantee, none whatsoever, that anything can be done for her."


    "I want to know more." I could hear the raspy hardness of my own voice. It didn't even sound like me.


    "Then you'll have to shut the fuck up and wait. I mean it, O'Malley. Act like nothing has changed. Because nothing has. She's still gone and she's still probably dead. And as far as anybody around here knows, you still murdered her."


    "You're technically off the hook," Brandon had said.


    "If any of the bad guys find out that a picture of her has been ID'd, she'll be killed instantly. So this entire conversation we're having here today never happened."


    "Fine. I don't care about that. What I care about is finding her and bringing her home."


    "So where's your girlfriend?"


    It took me a moment to realize he was talking about Rory. "I think she went for a walk."


    "You'll have to silence her, too, if that's even possible. And keep her out of the loop from now on. This is dangerous shit. I'm sure you don't want to endanger the life of a second young woman, right?"


    I thought about hitting him. I fucking wanted to knock that sneer off his face. But I knew this wasn't about him. My emotions were roiling for other reasons altogether.


    He didn't let up, though. "I'm amazed she's still here when she could have jetted off to Hollywood for some serious partying. You must be showing her a real good time in there." He nodded toward the bedroom.


    "Right," I snorted. "I can just see Rory in Hollywood."


    He gave me an odd look. "You do know who she is, right? I mean the two of you sure seem cozy. And she knows jack-all about you."


    I was beginning to feel queasy. "She's a student at MIT."


    He laughed. A hard unpleasant laugh. "Yeah, when she bothers to go to class or study. Usually she's flitting around the country on a private jet."


    "Right, Finlay," I snorted, unable to imagine Rory on a private jet.


    "She's a damn fine hacker, I'll give her that. Who knew? She must have stood out like the freak she is at Beverly Hills High."


    "What the fuck are you talking about?"


    "Sorry, man." He gave me a quick, faintly superior look. "I thought you knew. She's searched out stuff about you in every public database on the planet, and God only knows how many private ones. You telling me you haven't even Googled her?"


    "She kinda took over my computer," I said, knowing how lame the answer was. Why hadn't I looked her up anywhere? I'd meant to. "What's this crap about a private jet? She comes from a disadvantaged background."


    It was his turn to snort. "Disadvantaged my ass. Her mother is Nina McKenna. You've heard of her—famous movie star? Do-gooder humanitarian? She even won an Academy Award. The mom's getting a bit old for the good roles now, though. That's why she wants to turn our Lorelei into the next major ingénue."


    I was gaping at him. "Lorelei?"


    "That's her real name. Lorelei McKenna. She calls herself Rory, and the McKay's obviously just a variation of McKenna, probably to give her a little distance from her mom."


    "You are fucking kidding me." But I knew from the look in his eyes—there was amusement there, and maybe a flash of pity—that he was being straight with me.


    Unlike Rory.


    I knew who Nina McKenna was. Everybody did. She was famous for her violet eyes and her incredibly wide and fetching smile. Hadn't she started her career back in the 80s playing the proverbial prostitute with the heart of gold? In addition to being an actress, she was into various causes, like poverty and save the whales and global warming and shit. She wasn't exactly a genius, though. No way Rory had gotten her super smarts from Nina McKenna. "Who's her father?" I could barely hear my own voice asking.


    "Don't know. Her mother's been married a couple times, but not when she was pregnant with our Lorelei. But her brother Jesse is a rock star and her sister Lily is a supermodel. What is it about you, dude, that you attract all these rich chicks? Do they go for the bad boy type? That must be it."


    "I found her on the outskirts of Boston, running from some guy with a shotgun." A rock star? A supermodel? I was getting dizzy. "Are you telling me that was all an act?"


    "I guess you don't read Variety."


    I glared at him.


    "Well, it's true that she's bright and that she goes to Geek-I-T. But she's also an actress, which is probably how she fooled you so completely. Last summer she made a small indie movie about a sex worker's daughter who uses her brains to get out of the life and go to college. Sort of a feminist Good Will Hunting. She wrote and directed the thing, using mommy's money. I think she sees herself as the next Lena Dunham."


    I was too dumbfounded to say a word.


    "I don't think the film did very well, but she got good reviews for her part in it. Supposedly your honey spent several weeks living on the mean streets of Roxbury, MA. That's where they shot the film. She made some friends there. Sounds like she may have gone back to visit some of those folks. But she got herself into trouble, and voila, you came along."


    Un-fucking-believable. I was getting a headache, which only happened when I was sick. I was remembering several things she'd told me that had struck me as off at the time. The expensive cell phone she'd disabled when she'd jumped into my car. LaVerle, the prostitute who was supposedly her mom, then not really her mom, then someone she'd met during a "project." Miguel the Mexican pool guy. The dead girl who had been found on the side of the freeway. We don't call them freeways in Massachusetts. The girl's parents had been out at an Oscar party. Holy shit. I'd sensed that Rory had been lying, but I hadn't put the pieces together.


    I could feel my stomach churning, my fingers clenching. I wasn't sure who I hated more—Finlay for telling me this, or Rory for lying to me. "So it was all a game? Right from the start, it was all just acting for her?"


    "Probably. Except the hacking. That was real. And the info she fed me really did lead to me finding those pictures of your ex. She's wasted as an actress, if you ask me. She's nowhere near as gorgeous as her mother, anyhow. She needs to quit this acting shit and do what she was born for. Hell, I might even offer her a job, if I thought I could tear her out of the arms of Hollywood."


    Finlay gave me a nasty grin. He was enjoying this. Bastard.


    "Take some time to think about what I've told you. But keep quiet about it. If there's any possibility of getting Hadley back, it will have to be done in total secrecy." He gripped my forearm, hard. "I mean it. Breathe a word of this to anyone and you risk killing her. Make sure your little starlet hookup knows it, too." He paused. "You'd better dump the girl if you want to keep her safe. The last thing either of you need is to call attention to yourselves. Just imagine if the tabloids got hold of the story: Nina's Daughter Dating Suspected Killer. They'll never leave you alone."


    With that parting shot, he left.

  


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    My head was a mess. Hadley was alive...well, maybe alive. Needing help. Needing rescue.


    Rory was a fucking liar.


    Last time someone in my family attempted to rescue the people he cared about, he'd ended up underground. I wasn't afraid of that. Down into the depths was where I'd been headed for quite a while. I'd thought once I could escape that fate. Work myself up and out of it, but that hadn't turned out so well, had it?


    Hadley had tried pulling me into her dangerous, edgy world before, and I'd resisted. But I got it now. I got how seductive the darkness could be.


    The front door slammed. She was back.


    I was waiting for her in my bedroom.


    "Rory? Come in here."


    She did her thing of hesitating on the threshold. I knew what she was thinking. She was wary about how I had received the news that Hadley was alive. She hadn't expected that. When she'd gone scouring the internet for what had happened to my old girlfriend, she hadn't fully thought it through. Not quite as smart as you thought you were, huh, Rory? She hadn't believed she would actually find Hadley.


    I had pulled a certain gym bag out of my closet and set it on the edge of the bed. I was rifling through it. Rory had never seen any of the stuff I had in that bag.


    "So," she said brightly. "I talked to my friend Izzy. She's back at her apartment, and she says I can come crash with her until my dorm opens up again."


    "Talked to her how? You deactivated your phone."


    She held up her cell. "I put it back together."


    "You're leaving?"


    She continued to smile at me, but it looked to me as if the rims of her eyes were a bit red. "Yup. My work here is done."


    She couldn't just leave, could she? I'd gotten used to having her around. But at the same time I wanted to shove her into my car and toss her in a ditch on the side of the fucking freeway. Lying bitch.


    "Izzy even said she'd come get me. Or I could take the train." She paused, blinking at me. "I'm sure you're anxious to get rid of me. I mean...now that Hadley's alive, and all."


    I said nothing. I was staring at her through eyes that saw everything differently. I could see the resemblance now. Finlay was right—Rory didn't have her mother's extraordinary beauty. Her features weren't quite as perfect or symmetrical. But she had Nina's smile. Was that why it had seemed familiar to me?


    I think she was crushed that I didn't deny wanting to get rid of her, because she sagged a little in the doorway. Then she squared her shoulders and did her usual thing when she was nervous—she kept right on talking: "Anyway. I've got to start thinking about my classes. Spring break's almost half over, and I haven't done shit. I've got books to read, papers to write, exams to prepare for. I was planning on getting a lot of this semester's crap finished this week, but I didn't, so now I'm behind. I hate that. I need to keep on schedule if I expect to keep my 4.0 average."


    "Come here."


    She did. I think she was relieved by the order. She wouldn't be relieved for long.


    "What's in the bag?"


    "Strip," I said.


    "What?"


    "You heard me."


    Slowly, looking uncertain, she pulled her top over her head. She wasn't wearing a bra. As I gazed admiringly at her breasts, she slid down her pants, getting jaunty about it as her confidence rose. When she got down to her panties, she was smiling. They were the plain cotton briefs I'd seen in her backpack on the first night, but she shimmied and twirled for me as she removed them. My eyes must have been devouring her sweet body, because she began to blush in that adorable way she had.


    I blew out a tight breath. "Good girl." I removed a couple pairs of leather cuffs from my bag. "Now put these on."


    She swayed, staring in shock as I laid out some of my toys. "I'm not sure this is the moment for—"


    "Do it."


    She bowed her head. I'd seen hints of it before with her—if aroused, she would submit. Clumsily, she slid her wrist into one of the cuffs. It fastened with Velcro, as she figured out quickly enough. 204 IQ. I put the other one on her other wrist and tightened them both. As always, touching her, smelling her, feeling her close to me got me hard. Watching her obey my orders got me even harder.


    I locked cuffs on her ankles too, and got out my already-cut lengths of bondage rope.


    "Now lie down in the middle of the bed."


    She did it. She was blushing all over now, a faint pinkish glow of combined embarrassment and sexual excitement. I carefully bound her arms and legs to the four bedposts. I probably seemed calmer and more controlled than I actually was. Being with her, seeing her lovely body, touching her, even hearing her voice excited me intensely. I wanted to fuck the daylights out of her.


    "This feels amazing." She favored me with her smile—the seductive one. "Why are you still wearing clothes?"


    I stripped off the T-shirt, but the jeans were staying on for a while. If I took them off, forget it, this thing would be over in about ten seconds.


    "Should I writhe around or something?"


    "You'll writhe around soon enough." Reaching over her body, I pulled open the top drawer in the bedside table and removed the blindfold that I sometimes wear to help me sleep. It was a good one, soft and thick and impossible to see through no matter which way you angled your eyes. I slid it over her head, covered her eyes, and tightened the Velcro binding. A few strands of her luxurious brown hair clung to my fingers as I worked.


    “Whoa. Not sure I like that.”


    “Tough. My game, my rules.”


    “I'd just prefer to see you.” She pulled a bit at her wrist restraints. The rope stretched to its limits and she stopped. "It's weird not being able to touch you. I love touching you, Griff."


    I slowly stroked my hand up one of her legs, from her ankle to her thigh. I stopped before reaching her sex and stroked down the other leg to the ankle cuff. I loved touching her, too, but I was damned if I was going to admit it. I caressed her ankle and then her foot. I slid my index finger along the sole of her foot until she shivered and gave a breathless laugh. I thought about snapping a rattan cane against the tender flesh of her foot. She wouldn't be laughing then.


    "Are you going to torture me?"


    "You read my mind. And since you can't see what I'm doing—" I moved my hand up until it was hovering over her breast. "You won't know where I'm going to strike next."


    I let my hand fall onto her flesh and caressed her. Just as I felt her starting to relax into the caress, I pinched her nipple between my thumb and index finger. Hard enough to surprise her. She let out a sexy little moan. I had nipple clamps in the bag, but I wouldn't use them yet. Not while she was wearing the blindfold. I wanted her to see what I was doing when I applied those.


    From my bag I took a long, pointed feather. It was wrapped in cellophane, which I stripped off. Brand new. Leaning over her, I touched the feather to the tip of her earlobe, pushing her hair out of the way first. Then I glided it along the side of her throat, turning it slightly back and forth so the feather could brush her different ways, producing different sensations.


    She shifted in her bondage. "What's that?"


    I slid it down to her collarbone and traced its ridge. "You tell me." I drew slow concentric circles with the tip of the feather around one of her breasts. Switching to the other, I grazed the nipple delicately.


    "A feather?" She was breathing hard—her chest was rising and falling rapidly. Both her nipples had stiffened into pointy nubs, suitable for teasing. I leaned over and kissed her breasts, enjoying her sweet-salty taste.


    "That MIT brain is good for something, after all." I moved the feather down over her belly, brushing, caressing, poking gently with the tip. I kept guiding it lower, inch by inch. "You know where it's going, don't you?"


    "Oh my God," she whispered.


    By the time I reached the mound of her sex, her body was well into the writhing I'd predicted. The feather skipped over and moved to the inside of her thighs. She moaned, and I knew she was torn between relief and disappointment. The feather was much more effective at arousing than at giving pleasure. It could be quite maddening, in fact, as I proceeded to demonstrate. I only allowed the lightest stimulation of her labia. When I touched it to her clit, her body arched and she strained to break free. I soothed her with my other hand, stroking her sex in a pleasanter way until she relaxed a little. Then I applied the feather again, tormenting her dripping slit for several seconds before closing in once again on her clitoris.


    She was twisting dramatically in her bonds. "You want me to beg, don't you?"


    "I sure do."


    She was breathing hard. "Not. Gonna. Happen."


    Bending over, I kissed her there and worked her clit with my tongue. She ground her hips, beautifully aroused, deliciously wild. When I sensed she was about to soar into an orgasm, I stopped. "Did I mention that you're not allowed to come?"


    Her groan was considerably louder this time. "If you think that's going to make me beg..."


    "Sooner or later, yeah." I bent to my task again, sliding my tongue inside her, fucking her with it. Then I replaced my tongue with my finger and went back to sucking her clit. When her whole body tightened, I stopped again, holding her there, right on the edge.


    I stripped off her blindfold and let her see that my head was just a couple inches above her, my mouth maddeningly close. She gasped, straining to reach me, desperate for my tongue, but the bindings prevented her from closing the gap.


    I smiled. Yeah, I was cruel.


    I pushed up from the bed and dropped my pants. She was watching me now, panting with frustration, so I stroked my cock, which was thick and heavy. I felt a bit drunk, partly with my power over her and partly because all the blood must have rushed from my head to gather in my genitals. From my stash I selected a riding crop, black and long.


    Rory's eyes went dark with alarm. "I might need a safeword for that."


    "Does that mean you're using a safeword? Or that you want me to give you one?"


    "Um..."she hesitated, looking between my face, which can't have been too comforting, and the crop. "It's just...no, I'm not using one. Not yet, anyway. I knew you were into this stuff, but I didn't know you were so intense about it."


    "Too intense for you?"


    She shook her head, but she was definitely wary now. I loved that she wasn't trying to stop me. That she was willing to go where I wanted to take her, even if it scared the shit out of her. Silly, brave girl.


    I got back on the bed, straddling her hips. Her flesh beneath mine was almost too much for me to bear. She was trembling a little and I think I was, too. Why did she still feel so good to me? I reached for a condom and rolled it on. My cock jerked when I touched myself, and I was literally aching to shove myself inside her. I wasn't sure if it was Rory turning me on so much or the rush of the scene itself. She looked amazing lying there spread out for me, and I didn't want to think about anything beyond how beautiful she was and how much I wanted to join my flesh to hers.


    But the mind is a treacherous place, and something very dark had its claws in me. So I pushed just a tiny bit into her, leaning forward so she would feel the pressure of me on her clit. I was going to fuck her all right. I was going to mind-fuck her.


    I pressed in a little more deeply, and as I did, I flicked the end of the riding crop against her breast. It wasn't a hard strike, but it startled her. She arched off the bed, restricted by the tension in the ropes holding her arms. "Griff!"


    I wasn't sure, and I don't think she was either, if the sound was protest or encouragement.


    "If you need a safeword, how about this one: Lorelei. That has a nice ring to it, no?"


    She froze. Her face turned ashen.


    I kept my voice hard and drove myself fully inside her. "You lied to me."


    She moved her mouth, but no words came out. She was more rattled than I'd ever seen her. Not even when I'd put my hands around her throat had she looked so dismayed.


    "Nothing to say?" I withdrew slowly, hardly able to keep from groaning, then rammed her again. I raised the crop, poising the leather tab above her right nipple. "Say your name. Your real name."


    "Rory," she said.


    I struck. I won't lie and say it was hard to do. Hadley had loved having her breasts whipped. Maybe I hadn't realized how much I enjoy playing the sadist.


    But Rory didn't crack. "My name is Rory. That's the name I claimed for my own instead of the lame-ass name my mother gave me."


    "Use your safeword," I growled, raising the crop for another blow. "Say it, damn you."


    "I won't."


    God, she was stubborn. I cropped her more lightly this time. I guess I didn't really want to hurt her. Much. Or make her hate me. Fuck, I wasn't sure what the hell I wanted. The feel of her hot pussy around me was making my head spin, and that only increased when she rotated her hips, grinding up against me in an unmistakably willing way.


    "I won't say it. Safewords are for stopping. I don't want you to stop, Griff. Please don't stop."


    Jeez. Score one for Rory. She couldn't use her limbs or even her mouth, but she used the muscles of her vagina to draw me deeper and squeeze me hard and hold me. And damn, that's all it took. I dropped the crop and let myself down so I could kiss her. Our tongues danced the tango while I caressed her face, her hair, her earlobes. She said my name again, and fuck me if I didn't love hearing it.


    She moaned and moved faster, finding her own rhythm, taking me with her. Every time I pulled back, she arched off the mattress as if unwilling to let me retreat even a millimeter. Every time I pumped in deep she seemed to suck me in even farther until I could no longer imagine being separate. She was all spread out for me, submissive, vulnerable, unable even to stroke me with her fingers, yet she was all around me, hot and sweet and sticky as honey. I was the one on top, the one in control, taking what was mine and enjoying the hell out of her. But I was lost in her all the same.


    Her mouth, which had been furiously kissing mine, opened in a gasp, and I felt her tense around my cock and then ripple with a series of powerful contractions. From somewhere deep in her throat came a piercing cry. It was all I needed to roll over the edge myself, and we were both arching and throbbing in shards of pleasure so exquisite that I felt as if a bolt of lightning had driven divine fire through me, searing me body and soul.


    Coming down was rockier than usual. I'd been the one whipping her, but I felt battered and torn.


    As the pleasure ebbed, anger flowed back into me. I disentangled our limbs and reached overhead to release her wrists from the leather cuffs. I undid her ankles, too, then got up from the bed and coldly put on my clothes.


    Rory sat up, massaging her wrists. They weren't scored; my cuffs were well-designed and I knew my BDSM safety rules.


    She sat up, hugging her knees with one arm. "He told you, didn't he? Connor Finlay. He used that picture he took of me to track me down."


    "You lied to me from the start."


    "Most of what I told you was true. I just didn't fill you in on the details."


    "You said your mother was a whore."


    "I said my friend LaVerle, whom everyone calls Mom, was a sex worker. Which is true."


    "Yeah, and your real mom's an exotic dancer."


    "I didn't actually say that. You drew that inference."


    "Not good enough, Rory," I was getting angrier. "You told me she'd tried to auction you off when you were a teenager."


    "She did! She got a bunch of studio heads together and tried to convince them to put me in this dick movie. I didn't want to do it, and she was pissed as hell when I refused. I never wanted to be like her. I wanted to go to college and live my own life. It's all I've ever wanted."


    "Yeah, well if acting is not your thing, why did you make a fucking Good Will Hunting rip-off? You even directed it."


    "Did Finlay tell you that, too?" Her tone was scathing. "That was different. That was a low-budget documentary, not a Hollywood extravaganza."


    "Shall we look you up on IMDB? You're an actress. Maybe even a better actress than your mother. You sure fooled me with the act you've been laying down here all week."


    "That wasn't an act."


    "Yeah, well it sure looked like one to me."


    She drew herself up, stark naked, and knelt in the middle of the bed. Then she cupped her bare breasts in her palms. She arched her back, thrusting her chest forward, as if offering herself to me. "The way I feel when I'm with you is no act, Griff. I've never known anything like this before. If you don't believe me, pick up that crop and hit me again. I liked it. And I like you. I'm glad you didn't murder Hadley, but I was sure you hadn't, right from the start. That kind of evil just isn't in you. When I'm with you I feel excited and buoyant and filled with joy. I wish you weren't so down on yourself all the time because I think you're amazing."


    This was so unexpected that I didn't know how to respond. I just stood there staring at her breasts, which weren't marked because I hadn't struck that hard, and her tangled brown hair, and her big blue eyes, and the pinch of her waist and swell of her hips. My cock stirred again. This was the same girl who had only had sex a few times before she'd met me, and now she'd turned into Aphrodite.


    "You'd better get dressed," was all I said. Then I added, "I'm a dick and an asshole. Remember?" And left her alone in my bedroom.


    When she came out a little while later, she kept her face averted as she found her backpack and began stuffing her small pile of possessions into it. But I could tell that she had been crying. Dammit.


    "Lorelei," I said.


    "Don't call me that."


    "I like the sound of it." I wasn't lying. It was a strange and beautiful name.


    She made an anguished noise and sat down heavily on the sofa. I could hear her pain, even though I didn't totally understand it. We'd only known each other for a few days. What had she expected from me?


    Making her miserable wasn't what I wanted. But whatever I did want was unclear. She was such a strange being in my world. So brittle, so smart, so funny and so generous. She was like a bright butterfly flitting around my apartment, going in and out of her cocoon at the computer desk. Right from the start I hadn't known how to treat her. I'd never known anyone like her.


    She had trusted me. She had made me feel human again. She had given me hope, made me laugh. But I'd hidden all that from her because it made me feel so fucking vulnerable. I was hiding it still.


    But she'd lied to me.


    I stalked around the room, feeling as if steam were blowing out of my ears. Rory just sat there, her shoulders hunched, her beautiful smile gone.


    "I thought you were poor. I thought you'd had to overcome all sorts of disadvantages. I really admired you for that. It made me think that if you could do it, maybe I could do it, too. But it was all a lie. An act. You're even richer than Hadley was."


    "That's bullshit. I'm on an allowance and I work part-time. I don't want my mother's money, anyhow. I'll earn my own."


    "Look, you're fucking famous. Your brother's a rock star. Your sister's a supermodel."


    "Lily's not a supermodel. She's just a regular model."


    "Whatever—you come from a family full of celebrities. I have enough trouble with the press hounding me as it is."


    "I'm not famous. The rest of my family isn't me. I'm just some movie star's weird-ass daughter. The press stays far away from me."


    "I can't risk it," I said, remembering what Finlay had said. "If I'm going to find Hadley, I have to be smart about it. The fact that she might still be alive has to be kept secret. Finlay warned me that if the traffickers get any hint that we know what airport she passed through three months ago, they'll kill her immediately."


    "It's always been Hadley, hasn't it?" She sounded bitter as she said this. Then she shook her head violently, as if to drive out such thoughts. "You found out that she might still be alive, and suddenly I'm superfluous. Well fine. I understand that. But please don't rant at me because I didn't confess that I grew up in Beverly Hills or that my mother's been Hollywood's sweetheart for the last two decades. Or that my brother's the lead singer for Lashed. Usually people want to know me because of those things. But I'm tired of only being wanted because I'm Nina's daughter or Jesse's sister. For once, I thought, wow, this guy actually seems to like me for myself."


    I admit I hadn't thought about it from that angle. But I was still too angry and confused. Not just about Rory's identity, but about Hadley's picture, too.


    "Anyway, no harm no foul," she said, packing up her laptop. "I'm going to walk to the train. I really appreciate your letting me stay for a few days. And rescuing me from Crazy Ray on the night we met."


    Could I let her go? I heard Finlay's words buzzing in my brain: You'd better dump the girl if you want to keep her safe. This is dangerous shit. I'm sure you don't want to endanger the life of a second young woman, right?


    I hadn't protected Hadley, but I could make damn sure Rory didn't suffer because of her brief association with me.


    "I'll drive you to the station," I said.


    "No. I want to walk. I want to say goodbye to you here. Ok90


    ay? Let's not drag this out."


    But I didn't want her to leave. Fuck. I crossed to her and tried to kiss her. She slipped away, turning her face from mine. I caught her chin in my fingers and turned it back. She grimaced and fought me. Her large blue eyes were swimming with tears.


    "Rory, don't." She kept struggling to get out of my arms. But I held her fast. Silly little girl. I was bigger and stronger and she wasn't getting away from me that easily. I lowered my mouth to hers, and her resistance died. Her arms came around me, and we clung.


    "Look," she said, when we finally stopped kissing. "I understand. You were in love with Hadley and you lost her. You believed for over a year that she was dead, but now she turns up alive. Of course you want to find her. Save her, rescue her. And you should try. Maybe it's impossible, and maybe you won't be able to do it, but you have to try. I totally get it."


    Was that it? Was that really what I wanted to do? Rescue her? Hadley was in Istanbul. Had been. By now she could be anywhere. What did I know about rescuing people? That had been Sean's thing, and look where it had gotten him.


    "I'm glad you get it," I said in a harsher tone than I probably should have used. "Because I sure as hell don't. I'm just trying to deal with this shit. That she's alive. That she needs help. But I have no fucking clue what's going to happen next. Or even what I want to happen."


    She pulled away from me. "You'll figure it out, Griff. I know you will."


    She pulled on her fleece jacket and found her ugly boots, thrusting her feet into them. Then she grabbed her backpack and headed for the door.


    I should let her go.


    I should tie her to my bed.


    I reached for her, unable to resist, but she held up her palm. Her shoulders were squared in that tough, determined way I'd seen a few times before. "Lorelei," she said.


    Damn.


    She gave me her brilliant, shining smile and walked out my door.
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    Invaluable


    Late Summer, San Diego


    The blonde Barbie doll swayed her body to the music. She was dancing on a platform, fluorescent lights highlighting her sweaty skin. Man, she was fine. Her hips swirled around and I couldn’t help but imagine them swiveling on top of me. Summertime in San Diego brought out all of the honeys. Short pink skirt, tight white tank top, with a turquoise bikini top peeking through—I wouldn’t be satisfied until I saw her clothes strewn all over my floor.


    My wingman for the night, Vic Gonzales, was nursing his beer. He normally wasn’t my first choice, but my best buddy Pat was all wrapped up in this major drama with this chick Annie who we’d saved. Poor girl had been kidnapped off a cruise ship and forced into sex slavery. My boy Pat hired her to give him head in a brothel in Curaçao, and then she told him her name. His call to action. We were motherfucking United States Navy SEALs. There was never a question—we had to save her. Now she was safe back home in San Diego, madly in love with her savior Pat, who was acting like a love struck puppy despite swearing to us that he wasn’t interested in her. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for the dude, but I missed my bro.


    At least Vic could dance. So that was a plus. Pat normally would just hang out at the bar all night, drinking himself into oblivion.


    I took a swig of my own beer. My eyes stared intently at Barbie. Would she smile when she caught them undressing her? I wasn’t a conceited prick, but I usually didn’t have any problem with the ladies. At six foot five inches tall, I towered over the other men at this club. The bars in Pacific Beach, San Diego, were packed with frat boys, surfers, Marines, and sailors. But I stood out. I wasn’t just your average sailor—I was a Navy SEAL and a former NFL linebacker. I’d left behind money and fame to make a difference in the world, do something I believed in. Something I’d die for.


    Barbie made strong eye contact right at me. Just what I thought—she wanted me. You never knew with these white chicks, if they wanted to date a brother. Sure everyone tried to pretend we were race blind, especially since we had a black president, but as one of only a handful of African-American Navy SEALs, I was reminded every day that I stood out.


    I whispered to Vic. “I’m going in. You want her friend?” Barbie’s girlfriend had long, straight, dark hair touching her ass. Tall, skinny, seemed shy. Just his type.


    Vic nodded. I’m straight, but I knew Vic was a good-looking man. All of the women we met dug him—tall, dark skin, fully tatted, annoying dimples. But no matter how much they wanted him, he always found a way to screw it up. He was too respectful, too sensitive. He’d end up buying a girl a drink and then spend all night showing her pictures of his daughter, Carina. He could never close the deal.


    We set our beers down and headed up to the platform. No words. I started grooving behind Barbie. She shrugged her shoulders and gave me a coy smile. I was in. I wrapped my arms around her and felt her tight little ass grind up against my cock. Life was good.


    Vic also started dancing with her friend, though he kept a respectful distance from her ass. Good man, that Vic.


    Barbie smelled salty and sandy, like she’d just spent the day at the beach. And the way she moved made me certain that she was a dancer. I was just hoping she wasn’t the type who made her living on the pole. “What’s your name, sugar?”


    “I’m Sara. And this is Maya.”


    “Nice to meet you, Sara. I’m Kyle. This is my buddy Vic. Can we buy you ladies drinks?”


    Her head bobbed with the music, not committing to a yes, but she followed me off the floor. I took her hand and we found a table outside. I signaled to the cocktail waitress to take our order—she’d be over in a second. We were regulars and she knew we were huge tippers.


    I glanced at Maya, who clearly wanted to be anywhere but here. She wasn’t even making eye contact with Vic or me.


    The waitress came over; Vic and I ordered two beers, Sara wanted a Malibu and Coke, and Maya just asked for a glass of water. Yup. Vic definitely wasn’t getting any tonight.


    I turned my attention to Sara. Her blonde hair was cut in one of those crisp bobs, revealing her neck. Her tits looked real, a rarity in Southern California. “What do you do?”


    “I go to state, getting my teaching degree. Right now, I work in a preschool. How about you?”


    Hot for teacher. Sounded good to me. “I was a linebacker for the Oakland Raiders. On a break now. Not sure what’s next.” Rule #1 about being a SEAL. Never tell anyone your job. Even if it was guaranteed to get you pussy.


    “That’s cool. As long as you’re happy.” Most girls started asking a ton of questions once you mentioned pro football, but not Sara. Maybe she didn’t care about my money and actually wanted to get to know me. That would be nice for a change.


    The waitress brought us our drinks. The music boomed and I could barely hear a word of what Sara was saying. Vic was talking to Maya but both of them weren’t into it. I’d had enough. Time to bounce.


    I brushed Sara’s hair off her face. “It’s too loud in here. Say what, I live down the street. You want to go back to my place?”


    Her face brightened. “I’d love that.”


    Sara hugged her friend and whispered something in her ear. Maya squinted her face at Sara.


    I signaled to Vic to help a brother out.


    Vic turned to Maya, “I’ll give you a ride home.”


    Maya gave a reluctant nod.


    We said our goodbyes, and I put my arm around Sara and led her out of the bar. The neon lights of the other bars glowed in the distance as we walked toward the beach. It always boggled my mind that a girl would honestly go home with a man whom she’d just met in a club, especially knowing what had happened to Annie. But I wasn’t complaining. And let’s face it—Sara was safer with me than she would be with any other man. Though there was absolutely no way she could be certain that I wasn’t a serial killer or a rapist.


    I didn’t know a thing about this chick but it didn’t matter. I was only in town for the next month before I deployed again. But she didn’t have to know that. All she needed to know was that I thought she was the sexiest girl in the club and I planned to ravage every inch of her body tonight.

  


  


  
    Springtime Iraq – Nine Months Later


    When I was in college, spring break had always been my favorite time of the year. Winter leave always sucked because I was cramming for finals and practicing football trying to get into a bowl game, summer vacation I’d spend preparing for the upcoming season. But spring break was the one time each year that I could escape, party in the sun and hook up without a care in the world.


    Not anymore. I barely could tell what time of year it was. In Iraq, the long, hot days blended together. Now, I was now checking out terrorists instead of sexy coeds.


    But today I’d get a reprieve from my fellow smelly men. Our SEAL team was the first stop on the USO tour.


    Pat, Vic, and I were on our way to greet the plane. No idea who was on the tour—usually it was a mix of NFL players, cheerleaders and some movie stars. I’d done a USO tour myself when I played ball. Hanging out with the SEALs during Christmastime was what convinced me to leave my career behind and join the Teams. My father was a retired Marine and I’d always wanted to serve my country. It was the best decision I’d ever made.


    I handed Vic the big “Welcome to Kuwait” sign and the three of us walked on the runaway to welcome the USO company. Yup, I was right—a few huge guys walked down the jetway. I immediately recognized one of them, a top quarterback. I was about to shake his hand, when Pat whispered in my ear, “Hey, isn’t that ‘omelet girl?’ ”


    I looked up. Fuck my life. Sara, the girl I’d met in PB that night last summer with Vic was walking down the jetway in a skin tight sweat suit emblazoned with a flame on the back of the jacket. Pat had nicknamed her ‘omelet girl’ because he’d stopped by my place the morning after I’d met her and she’d cooked us omelets. She never told me she was a professional cheerleader. A fucking San Diego Wildfire Girl—part of the hottest dance team in the NFL. Then again, I’d never told her I was a Navy SEAL. I guess we were even.


    “Welcome to Iraq, beautiful.”


    Her pale skin turned blush and I doubted it was from the hundred-degree heat. “Kyle, what are you doing here? You’re on the USO tour too? You weren’t on the plane—I looked you up but all I could find out was you’d quit football. Which team are you with?”


    I laughed and pulled her to the side. “SEAL Team Seven sweetheart—I don’t play ball anymore. You just flew thirty-six hours to entertain me. I’m ready. Come here, baby. Give me a kiss.” I hugged her and kissed her cheek. Her tight little body pressed up against me.


    We hadn’t ended on bad terms—she’d told me that she had to go away for a family vacation and by the time she’d returned, I’d been long gone.


    An older lady with bleached blonde hair nudged Sara. Probably the chaperone. These cheerleaders usually traveled with their directors, like a modern day chastity belt. Fuck that, to get some alone time with her I’d throw a flash bang grenade if I had to. Despite her all-American good girl cheerleader image, Sara was a freak—our night together was one for the books. And I needed a repeat performance.


    Her body flinched at the sound of a mortar going off in the distance. The pink sky hung above us, thick with smoke. “I can’t believe you’re here. I couldn’t figure out why you’d vanished. I thought we’d connected.” She paused and her eyes focused on my gun. “A Navy SEAL? You gave up the NFL?”


    “Absolutely. I love football, but now my life has meaning. Out here, football is important to the men and women who serve. That’s how we tell time. Each game means the passing of another week. Another week closer to going home.” Vic and Pat stepped over to me. “You remember Vic and Pat, don’t you?”


    Her girlfriends now gathered to her side. There were seven other cheerleaders: a redhead, two brunettes, another blonde, a Latina girl, an Asian girl and a sister. It was like an ice-cream shop of hot women—one flavor for any taste.


    “Yeah, Pat was your trainer, right?”


    Pat smirked and gave her a hug. His eyes made a respectful dance around her friends, but he kept his distance. Ever since he’d married Annie, Pat kept himself in check. He didn’t want any temptation. All he cared about these days was getting home to her in one piece, especially now that she was pregnant.


    The rest of the plane had embarked now. I grabbed Sara’s luggage and escorted her and her fellow cheerleaders to the barracks. They were to stay in the Distinguished Visitor quarters—small, single rooms each with their own bed and dresser. Much better than the shithole barracks that I bunked in. With any luck, I’d be crashing with her tonight.


    I placed her suitcase in the room, dust flying everywhere. “So you’re a cheerleader? I knew you were a dancer.”


    She sat on the edge of the bed. The chin length bob she’d rocked in that nightclub had magically grown into waist length curls. My mom was a hairdresser; I knew a weave when I saw one. “I’m still a preschool teacher. Why didn’t you tell me you were a SEAL? It’s awesome.”


    Her legs were crossed and I could see the outline of her panties through her sweats. I loved my job but I missed being around women. Their voices, their hair, their soft bodies were intoxicating.


    “Don’t take it personally. I don’t tell anyone what I do. It’s safer that way. If a guy goes around boasting he’s a SEAL, he’s a liar.”


    She was fighting a yawn but it overtook her. I knew she must’ve been tired, after her long travel day. I had a week to be around her, take care of her every need, and maybe she’d take care of mine. Plus I couldn’t wait to see her dance in those tight white boy shorts her cheer team wore.


    “I’m going to let you get some rest, but I’ll be back later. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was deploying. I figured if it was meant to be, I’d see you again. You’re like an angel sent to me now. I’ll take care of you while you’re here and make sure you’re safe.” I leaned into her and gave her a kiss. Her soft lips scraped against my beard and it took every bit of control I had to pull away from her.


    “I’m glad you’re here, Kyle. But, just so you know, I’m seeing someone.”


    Of course she was. “Is he a SEAL?” I’d never sleep with another Team guy’s woman, under any circumstances. Even if I hadn’t met him.


    “No. He plays Lacrosse at state.”


    I winked at her. “Then he’s not my problem now, is he? What happens in Iraq, stays in Iraq.”


    She winced. “No, Kyle. It’s great to see you again, but I’m taken.” The sweat from the heat made beads on her forehead. Her plump pink lips parted, begging me to kiss them.


    “We’ll see about that, Sara. Anyway, get a good night’s rest. I’m your personal security guard for the week. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I walked out of the room and went back to our barracks. I didn’t believe in fate—Pat and Annie were always talking about how they were destined to meet and be together. Could that be true? What were the chances of Sara and me meeting in San Diego, both omitting parts of our lives, and reuniting across the world? The cheerleader and the ex-football player—had a nice ring to it.


    I woke the next day at zero six hundred and for a second I thought that seeing Sara had been a dream. Once I came to, I hurriedly got dressed. Pat and Vic were already waiting for me.


    Pat slapped me on the back. “So you want me to distract, maybe kick up a sand storm so you can get some alone time together?”


    “Sounds like a plan. How’s Annie?”


    “Good. No longer having morning sickness. Just got off Skype. We find out the baby’s sex on Friday. But I’m sure it’s a boy.”


    Vic cackled. “In your dreams, Walsh. It’s a girl and you know it.”


    Had it hand it to Vic—he was right. All Team guys ended up with girls. Something about our balls being frozen in the cold water made our sperm only shoot out Xs. One of our buddies had six daughters, six! But I’d show these fools how it was done. When I decided to have children, I’d take a month leave and head to Hawaii. Warm that shit up.


    I glanced at the schedule: transfer to next base, meet and greet with NFL players, show from cheerleaders, autographs. They’d come back here after lunch and then repeat the schedule here.


    I ditched Pat and Vic and went to Sara’s room. I needed to see her before she left on the convoy. With any luck, she’d still be asleep.


    I knocked on the door, careful to keep my rap silent and not wake her fellow cheerleaders or the virgin patrol.


    She opened the door, her hair wild, her eyes sleepy. She was wearing a tank top with no bra and white panties. Her nipples were erect and I wanted to suck them until she screamed my name.


    “Kyle, what are you doing here? Is everything okay?” she whispered.


    I shut the steel door. “Sure, babe. I just wanted to see you, alone.” The walls were barren, white, thin.


    She sat on her bed. “What’s up? I told you I was seeing someone—”


    “I know. Don’t worry. I get that. I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I’m a SEAL and that I’d be gone when you came back from your vacation. I thought we had something, for real, but since I was leaving I didn’t see the point.”


    She nodded. “It’s cool. I get it. I do. I figured you’d thought I was a slut for going home with you the night we met. I don’t normally do that, I swear.”


    All girls want you to believe you are the only man they’d hop into bed with. I didn’t doubt her, but I wasn’t one of those men who actually cared if she was easy since I was a player. “I believe you. But you’re here now.” I touched her shoulder, and watched her body shiver. I wasn’t going to push myself on her, she had a boyfriend and if she wasn’t into me, I’d back off. But I hadn’t gotten laid since we left for this deployment, and I was damned if I wasn’t going to try.


    Her body responded to me, her chest heaved, her mouth moistened. My hands cupped her face and I kissed her, my beard scratching her soft skin. If I was going to take this any further, I had to get her out of this room, away from this creaky bed, and the adjacent ears of her chaperon. She had a week here, so I could take my time.


    “Kyle, I’ve thought about our night so many times. I stalked you on Facebook and wiki. But I can’t. I don’t want to get kicked off the team. And my boyfriend—”


    I placed my finger over her lips. “It’s okay, baby. If you want to spend some time alone with me while you’re here, I can arrange that. I just need you to be sure. I want you. But the ball’s in your court.”


    She didn’t hesitate. “I’m game.” So much for her deep commitment to her boyfriend. She rubbed her fingers over my chest and traced down to cock. My length grew inside my cammies and I wanted to take her then and there, but I needed to wait.


    “You’ve got a big day. I’ll work something out for later tonight. I’m going to sneak out.” I kissed her and cupped her ass in my hand. I walked back to my barracks. I’d plan a date with her later. Shit, Pat owed me one. He’d find a way to hook a brother up.


    Two hours later, Pat, Vic, and I helped the entire tour leave to go to the next base. There were three seven-ton vehicles in the convoy to transport the USO performers.


    The girls were lined up two by two like they were going on an ark with the chaperone in back. Sara pushed to the front of the line and gave me a playful look. I hadn’t been imagining it—we had a spark.


    Vic loaded the girls into the body of vehicle where a Marine would sit with them and another Marine would take position as the gunner on the top.


    Everyone safely inside, a third Marine turned on the ignition and the vehicle rambled around the dirt roads. Sand flew through the sky, sprinkling on the window and we waved them goodbye.


    Pat, Vic, and I headed back to our barracks. We hit the gym, and later checked in with our command.


    An hour later, a Marine wire dog ran into our barracks.


    “What can I do for you, devil dawg?” I asked.


    “It’s the convoy for the USO. There was a roadside bomb and it’s been hit! Not sure if there are any causalities but we think some of the girls may have been taken hostage.”


    What the fuck? Pat, Vic, and I exchanged looks. No words, we loaded our weapons and headed back to our command.


    I promised Sara I would keep her safe. Whoever took her, took the wrong girl. Because I would tear this country apart to find her. This is exactly why I left the NFL. I’d never win MVP, never win the Super bowl, but some heroes don’t play games.
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    Chapter ONE


    


    “I don't want to spend the night in a Mexican jail cell," I whispered to my best friend Claire. I gave some sort of a giggle crossed with a hiccup. "I don't speak Spanish, you know."


    "Orange isn't my best color either." Giggling, Claire pointed to her pixie-cut auburn hair.


    "So what are we doing here?" My buzz was morphing into a buzzkill as we cowered in the poor concealment of a few spiky palms in a quiet residential neighborhood near the beach in Quintana Roo. A breeze ruffled the low-growth palms, and I could smell the sea on the wind.


    "Look," Claire said with the exaggerated patience of a drunk, "we're jus' checking out her digs. See some fab clothes, take some pics. What could be more fun?"


    "A mammogram could be more fun," I snapped. Not that I'd experienced either event, a mammo nor an uninvited visit to someone's home, but I knew when something sounded sketchy.


    Claire laughed. "Don't be such a poop. Tiffany explained all that. No breakin' and—and whatever." She waved a hand. "If we can't find an open door, we don't do it."


    There was a flaw in her logic, but my head was spinning, and I couldn't quite verbalize it.


    "Way I see it," Claire added, "if Juanita leaves a door open, she's practically inviting us in."


    "I thought you said she was in LA filming her reality TV show?" Juanita Fernandez was the newest 'it' girl, a feature in all the tabloids and weeklies. I did feel a thrill of excitement at the thought of actually being in her home.


    "'Zactly." Claire beamed at me as if she'd made a valid point."We're the bling ring in Mexico, Susanna. An adventure. Don't you wanna see Juanita's house?"


    Sure, I'd love to see the home of the Mexican singing sensation who'd successfully crossed over to American pop. But—"Bling ring?" I said. "Weren't they thieves?"


    "Shut the fuck up, dipshits." Donte glared down on us from his superior height. "If we get caught, you won't be spending a night in jail. More like ten to twenty years."


    I sucked in a sharp breath. I'd been joking about the night in jail.


    "Claire?" I started to rise from from my cramped position. I couldn't imagine the palm trees on this tiny island in the middle of a circular driveway were actually hiding us.


    "Tiffany's checkin' for cameras," Claire hissed. "Don't worry. She's done this before."


    I bit down on my tongue to keep from saying anything else. My head spun as if I were upside down on a merry-go-round, and my brain seemed to have mostly stopped functioning. I couldn't even remember how we'd gotten here. Last thing I remembered was dancing crazily in some loud, strobe-lit nightclub, my drink safely held in one hand, and my head feeling like it needed to be held in the other.


    The square white stucco house in front of us was large and imposing. I remembered walking down the narrow alley alongside the house, after being dropped off by a cab in the street out front. I remembered laughing uproariously during the crowded cab ride, and thinking this was exactly the sort of fun I wanted to have on spring break. As long as we were laughing, it was all good.


    "Come on." Tiffany materialized in front of our group.


    Her long, poorly dyed blonde hair hung in her face, not that it occurred to me that she wanted to be sure no one could identify her if she were spotted. It did occur to me that I didn't seem to like her as much as I once thought I did.


    "There's no camera," she added, "and I found an open window in the back. It's like she wanted us to come in."


    Donte snorted. "You go through the window then, and open the front door and welcome us in like we fucking deserve. I'm too big to go through a window."


    "Fine. Whatever." Tiffany motioned impatiently to Claire. "You're the smallest. You come with me. Hurry. We don't fucking have all night."


    I winced a bit at all the f-bombs. Someone should tell those two they lost their effectiveness when they were lobbed continuously. But I didn't know Donte very well and Tiffany had disappeared.


    Two minutes later the front door opened. We ran across the white pebbled driveway and into the house. I was swept up in the mini-stampede.


    "Partay!" Tiffany hollered, waving her arms wildly. "Wait til you see this fucking house." Tiffany had a loud voice that made her sound like a gym school teacher. In fact, she had other attributes of my least favorite boarding school coaches, including her thick, straw-like hair, her stocky build and her superior attitude. But she was popular at college, and a lot of fun most of the time.


    "Gotta find the drugs first," Donte snapped out. "Couldn't bring a fucking thing through airport security."


    "That's your job, dude. The ladies and I are going shopping!" Tiffany headed up the stairs. We all trooped after her like she was a flipping Pied Piper.


    "Is this really Juanita's house?" I asked Claire. "How do you know?" Why I expected sense out of her, I don't know.


    "I told you." Claire heaved a big sigh at my cluelessness. "Tiffany checked it all out. I guess this is Juanita's vacation house, 'cuz she lives in LA now."


    "Okay, that's kind of cool, I have to admit." I looked around with new appreciation. Had the star of Sing a Song chosen the abstract art I'd seen on the main floor? Were these her Havaianas littering the upstairs hall?


    The second floor made a square around a balcony which overlooked the main room on the first floor. Tiffany started down one hallway, opening each door she came to. We passed a bathroom, a linen closet, and a couple of empty rooms before she hollered, "Ta da!" We swarmed into a large bedroom with fiesta red walls, an enormous king bed, and crap everywhere.


    Clothes, shoes, purses littered every surface.


    Tiffany screamed with joy. "Pay dirt! Look at this shit! Dig in, ladies!"


    I glanced at Claire, my brows raised in question. Were we planning to play dress-up, to pretend that we might be a reality TV star? That was a strange idea, but no stranger than actually finding myself standing in the bedroom of a person I didn't know.


    "We talked about this at the bar," Claire said.


    "Talked about what?" For some reason, okay I knew the reason, but whatever. For some reason, due to the excessive number of Tequila Sunrises I'd consumed recently, I still didn't know what the hell we were doing here.


    "We're going shopping." Claire grabbed a gorgeous leather jacket off the floor, only to be halted by another shriek from Tiffany.


    "The closet! I'm in fucking heaven!" Tiffany flung open a set of double doors leading into another room which was barely smaller than the bedroom.


    I saw shelves stuffed with sweaters, rods of hanging dresses and pants, and an entire wall of cubbies displaying shoes and purses.


    "Size 7," Tiffany shrieked, waving a gold shoe. "What the fuck? Who wears a fucking size 7?"


    At a guess, I muttered to myself, the owner of this house. Who is going to hear you all the way in LA if you don't stop this shrieking.


    "I do," Claire sang out. "But forget about the shoes. Check out this jewelry." She waved at an annex in the back of the closet which we hadn't noticed until she turned on the light switch. A small chandelier lit up a mirrored wall which reflected necklaces and bracelets in a dizzying array of shapes and colors.


    Tiffany bounded over in her girl-guide way. "Is that shit real?"


    "Who cares?" Claire grabbed some necklaces. "It's gorgeous."


    Stephanie, the fifth member of our bling ring crew, had been quiet, but now I saw she'd been collecting luggage.


    Luggage? What did she need that for? She dragged two roll-ons behind her and heaved one of them onto the upholstered bench in the center of the closet.


    "Let's start collecting," Tiffany said merrily. She began to toss garments into the suitcase, almost randomly. "Look at this dress! Versace! Oooh!" she gasped. "This sweater is from The Row!" In it went.


    I looked from her to the other girls. "What is she doing?"


    Stephanie shrugged. "She has a thing for clothes, you know?" Stephanie always spoke with a question at the end of her sentences, even when stating a fact.


    "I like purses," Stephanie added, marching over to the cubbies where at least fifty bags were displayed. She picked up a large leather tote and actually held it up to her cheek, like a baby might cuddle a blanket. "Dior," she crooned.


    "Claire," I called. "I am out of here." I marched out of the room, only to encounter Donte coming up the stairs.


    "No dope here," he announced morosely. "Fuckin' waste of time."


    "There are five dopes here," I snapped. "Once I've left, there will be only four."


    I fled out the front door, heedless of the security camera filming from the island of palm trees.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    The next day, my mouth fell open in shock as Claire and I flip-flopped our hungover selves onto the wooden pier at the Quintana Roo Water Park. The dreamboat from my Calc 2 class was standing, in living, breathing, stud-muffin flesh, under the long tiki hut. I know some people think 'dreamboat' and 'calculus' shouldn't be in the same sentence, but math was my favorite subject, so I was okay with it.


    I was more than okay with Joaquin de Cardenas. I only knew his full name because the math professor passed our assignments back through the class, so I'd seen his papers.


    "Susanna!" Claire clutched my arm as if she might fall off the dock and into the Gulf of Mexico without my presence to stabilize her. "That gorgeous creature is smiling at you!"


    "I know him," I answered a bit absently, since I was busy returning his smile. My insides were fluttering like a whirligig in a stiff breeze. Even though I saw him in class three times a week, we'd only spoken that one time.


    "I knew it!" Claire squealed. "I've seen him around campus, haven't I?"


    "Yes, he's in my calculus class."


    "And you've never mentioned him?"


    "He's very quiet. I couldn't imagine anything happening with him." But now that I'd spotted him, and he'd given me that delicious smile, I knew immediately that he would be my spring fling.


    "I'd make it happen if I had any chance," Claire said firmly. "Look, he's walking our way."


    The black wet suit outlined his body like a lover's caress. I felt my cheeks begin to flush at the thought, but I figured even though my pale blonde coloring showed everything, here in Mexico, everyone would assume I was beginning a sunburn.


    "Hello, Susanna." His deep voice stroked over my nerves.


    "Joaquin." My voice was breathless. "What are you doing here?"


    Damn, that was a stupid question. Obviously, he was working...and we were vacationing. Awkward.


    But he fielded it easily with another smile. "I work here," he said. "You here for the dolphin swim?"


    "Maybe. Please let me introduce my friend, Claire Conley. Claire, this is Joaquin de Cardenas."


    They shook hands and he gave her his bright-as-the-sun white grin. Jealousy reared its ugly head inside me. Claire had that Selena Gomez look going, with her shiny black hair and short, curvy body. Joaquin, clearly, was Mexican, which I'd known from class since he had a slight accent. His straight black hair fell over his forehead and his permanently tan face was the color we all were trying to achieve during our one week spring break.


    I'd been looking at him too long. I had to say something. "What do you do here, Joaquin? Do you handle the dolphin swims?" I pretended to look at his bare feet, but looking down was only an excuse to give him a once-over and see if I could notice anything interesting below his waist. Oh, yeah. The wet suit hid nothing.


    He shook his head. "I'm barely a trainer. Mostly, I do a bit of everything during vacation week, especially organizing the tourists."


    "But the wetsuit—" I gestured.


    "We're all prepared to go in the water if necessary." He grinned. "You know, in case one of the dolphins develops a taste for tourists."


    "Eeek," Claire backed up in pretend horror, almost tripping over a little girl sitting cross-legged on the dock. "That's not funny."


    "Don't worry." Joaquin winked at her. "It almost never happens."


    Jealousy stabbed me again. What the heck? Why was he flirting with Claire? I had to find a distraction before I made a fool of myself.


    "We're not worried," I said airily, in my best imitation of bimbo Barbie. "It's spring break! We're here for fun!"


    On that inglorious note, I sank down on my heels to look at the little girl who was sobbing her heart out.


    "What's wrong?" I asked. "Are you lost?"


    She shook her head fiercely.


    "Where are your parents?"


    She pointed to a couple standing with a boy who looked about two years older than the girl.


    "Is that your brother?" He was putting on a life jacket.


    She nodded.


    "It looks like he's going for a swim with the dolphins."


    Fresh tears spilled from her blue eyes. From the corner of my eye, I could see Claire and Joaquin talking together. I wanted to be with them.


    "It's his birthday," the little girl said on a hiccup. "So he gets to go and I don't."


    Well, at least that was some kind of reason. The dolphin swims were expensive.


    "Hey." I leaned closer. "Maybe you can help me out."


    The girl's tears stopped as she looked up. "Me?"


    "I have a ticket to go dolphin swimming. I don't want to waste it, but I just ran into a guy I know, and I don't want to get my hair wet now. That would be a disaster, right?"


    The girl nodded, her eyes wide. "I—I guess so." Clearly, she wasn't old enough to be noticing boys.


    "So," I went on, warming to my story as I invented it, "can you ask your mom and dad if you can use my ticket?"


    "Me?" the girl repeated.


    "Please. Just ask them. You'd be doing me a big favor."


    The girl scrambled to her feet. "Are you sure, miss?"


    "Yup. You'd better hurry. There's a group going out right now."


    "My brother's in that group." She stuck out her bottom lip. "I want to go with him."


    "Hurry then." I watched as she ran over and tugged on her mother's hand. Then I turned to Joaquin. "I want to pay for that little girl. But don't tell them."


    He frowned. "What are you doing?"


    "She wants to go and her brother got to go and she didn't."


    "That's up to her parents."


    "Never mind that. Just get her out with that group that her brother's in. I'll pay."


    "Why would you do that?"


    "Random act of kindness." I smiled at the look on his face. He definitely thought I was one fish short of a school. But I wasn't going to let him spoil my fun.


    "Do a random act of kindness for me," Claire said. "I want to go for one of those swims and I want you to come with me."


    "I already told you I don't approve of the use of captive dolphins for entertainment." I frowned at Claire. She and I had argued all the way over, which didn't improve my hangover. I hadn't even wanted to come to the water park, but it was on our agenda for today, so we'd decided to make the effort. But I wasn't going to do a dolphin swim. I did not approve of capturing wild animals and using them for profit.


    "You just paid for that little girl to swim with a captive dolphin," Claire pointed out.


    "I don't need to follow logic on vacation," I said, tossing my head in my best blonde twit fashion. Joaquin knew I was smart from math class, but that hadn't gotten me anywhere on campus. I didn't mind showing another side of myself here.


    "Fine," Claire huffed. "I'll go alone."


    Joaquin broke into the conversation. "If you girls prefer, I could give you a private swim with a dolphin who doesn't do tricks and isn't used for 'entertainment'." Giving me a look I couldn't interpret, he made air quotes around the last word.


    "Of course," he added, "you wouldn't be able to have the ride that the trained dolphins give."


    I was ready to jump in the water with him, and not just because he'd said the word 'ride'. Here in Mexico, Joaquin seemed more approachable, more talkative. At school he was a silent presence in class, hot as sin, but, unfortunately, not interested in sinning with anyone as far as I could tell.


    Claire toed a line on the wooden dock as if she were entering a drawing contest. "I was hoping to get one of those rides. I hear they're lots of fun."


    "You should stick with the group, then," Joaquin said. "I'll speak to the trainer and make sure you're chosen for a ride."


    "Thanks." She gave me a look that said, You owe me.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    I paid for the little girl's ticket, while Joaquin showed Claire to a waiting group. He also spoke to an older man with a badge, a clipboard and no wetsuit. Some sort of employee.


    I did owe Claire, I reflected as I walked alongside Joaquin under the long, thatch-roofed wall-less hut, which provided shade for groups waiting to go in the water. She'd given me a perfect opportunity to get to know this guy better, and I wasn't going to waste it. My determination to have a hot fling during spring break had just taken shape in front of me.


    "Rosa is in a pen in the back, away from the crowds of people," Joaquin said. "She's shy."


    "Pen?" I didn't like to think of a dolphin being confined.


    "It's large. You won't see walls," he said. "We treat our dolphins well, but they aren't wild."


    "You think of them as people?"


    "Not at all." He slanted me a questioning look.


    "You gave her a name, and a personality trait, just like she was a person."


    He nodded. "We do name them because each one is an individual. And they do have definite personality traits. But, despite popular lore, they are a long way from human."


    We'd reached the far end of the dock. I couldn't see any dolphins, but Joaquin leaned over and slapped the water.


    "What are you doing?" I asked.


    "Calling Rosa."


    "You aren't going to get in trouble for missing work, are you?" I couldn't believe I said such a dorky thing, but I didn't want him to jeopardize his job just to give me some attention.


    He flashed a quick grin. "I cleared it with the boss."


    "Nice boss."


    "Yeah, he's my uncle. I told him one of my college classmates is here."


    "That matters to him?"


    The grin disappeared. "It's very important to my family that I complete college."


    "Ah." I didn't know what to say. It would sound prejudiced if I asked if he was the first in his family to attend college. Besides, I didn't care. It was enough that I was about to go in the water with him.


    "Put this on," he said, handing me one of the yellow life vests and donning one himself. I kind of hated to see his chest disappear, but he didn't clip the sides together so I still had a view. I also noticed that when I clipped my vest, my boobs were pushed up to give me an obvious cleavage.


    A dolphin swam up, rippling through the green water and lifting her head in a big dolphin "smile" she directed right at Joaquin. He slid into the water and rubbed his shoulder against the dolphin's head. Then he held up a hand to me and I wondered if he'd rub up against me if I did what he wanted.


    "Come on in," he called up to me. "But don't approach the dolphin. I presume you can swim?"


    "Yeah, I'm a good swimmer." I treaded water. The life vest made it easy.


    "Rosa doesn't work with the public," he explained. "She has to know that I accept you before she can be comfortable around you."


    "Is she like your pet?" I pushed my long hair out of my eyes.


    "No. She was born a few years ago and when it became clear she wouldn't be successful working with people, my uncle let me keep her. It was very generous of him. But she's not a domesticated animal." He stroked her as she swam by again.


    "What would happen to her otherwise? Would you release her into the wild?"


    He looked uncomfortable. "It's not easy to successfully introduce a dolphin into the wild. They're social animals. They need a group to which they belong."


    "If you capture them, aren't you stealing them away from their social group?"


    "We don't capture wild dolphins," he said firmly. "Ours are born here."


    "You're still enslaving something which deserves to be free." Why couldn't I shut up? Joaquin was supposed to be my spring fling, not a debate opponent.


    He shrugged. "There are those who say dolphin parks and research facilities are ultimately good for the species because people who grow to love them will be more likely to support helping them and maintaining their habitats. Research is necessary to know what they need to survive in a marine world which is increasingly dominated by humans."


    I snorted indelicately. "Self-justification."


    "Hey," he said, his voice carefully neutral, "we need to make a living. Not everyone is born in your circumstances."


    That shut me up. Not because he knew anything about my circumstances, but I didn't know his either. What would I do to survive if I'd been born somewhere without a lot of options?


    He seemed to be tired of the argument as well. "You need to come over here," he said, beckoning me. "I'm going to show Rosa you're my friend."


    "Am I your friend?" I looked into his deep brown eyes as I grabbed onto the dock to anchor myself.


    He seemed surprised by the direct question. "Of course," he said. "At least insofar as Rosa understands friendship."


    "Oh, that's quite a daunting qualification."


    "Aw, come on," he said, ducking his head. "You know what I mean. I want you to be able to play with Rosa."


    I didn't really know what he meant, but I didn't want to argue and I did want to get closer to him. I swam the few strokes out to where he was treading water.


    A small smile curled up his chiseled lips. "Closer."


    He didn't have to ask me twice. I moved so close that the rippling water butted me up against him. I smelled him, hot and male, even above the sharp tang of the sea.


    "That's good." He turned away and slapped the water again. I saw the sleek gray body of the dolphin gliding our way. With one arm, Joaquin gently pulled me a little behind him and held me there casually. "Let her see you here," he said, "so she gets used to you."


    I scarcely cared about the dolphin. I could feel the muscles in Joaquin's arm as he kept me anchored to his side, and my body was buzzing from the contact. His hand on my shoulder was warm and strong and I enjoyed the feeling of being held within his embrace, even if it was not truly a lover-like embrace. I didn't mind pretending.


    The dolphin swam up alongside him, brushing her long body against him. "Good girl," he crooned, letting his free hand drift over the animal's body.


    All I could think about was how I wanted to hear that voice crooning to me, and feel that hand gliding over my body. Why was he wasting all that tender charm on a dolphin?


    Joaquin turned his head to look at me. "Dolphins follow a human's gaze naturally," he said. "She'll look at you."


    She did.


    "Dolphins are also very good at mimicking behavior," he said. "I want her to see me playing with you." He ruffled the hair on top of my head.


    My nipples stiffened at the delicious sensation.


    "Ummm." I tried to speak lightly. "That feels good."


    His fingers slowed a bit, so that the movement was more of a massage. I bit my lip to stifle a moan. The dolphin swam lazily in front of us, rolling a bit, and the movement of the water spread my legs apart. In the buoyant sea, one of them twined lazily around one of Joaquin's legs. If only he hadn't been wearing the wetsuit! I could still feel him stiffen however, and I thought he'd move away. But he didn't and Rosa chose that moment to brush up against him again, making high squeaks. Joaquin laughed. "I think she's jealous."


    "Do dolphins have emotions?"


    "Probably." He looked down at me. "Of course, we can't say for sure but they seem to feel happiness and sorrow. So why not jealousy?"


    "They certainly look happy."


    "They don't have facial expressions like humans do. The smile is fake."


    "It works for them, though."


    "True enough." He looked at my mouth, and I felt it curve up. "It's hard to resist a smile," he added, and I couldn't be sure who he was talking about, me or the dolphin. I hoped it was me.


    Rosa swam by us in the opposite direction, and my leg untangled itself from Joaquin's. He gave no indication that he noticed.


    "Now," he said, "move away from me. See if Rosa will approach. Dolphins are generally curious." He spoke as calmly as if he were reciting the times table.


    I hated to leave his side, but I was becoming interested in the dolphin. I swam a few feet away. Rosa circled around and around. Finally, she brushed up against me. I laughed, even as I got knocked back a bit by her mass.


    "She won't hurt you," Joaquin said.


    "She's gentle for her size, but her size is pretty big."


    "Dolphins can be aggressive," he said. "But rarely with humans."


    "Do they hurt each other?"


    "They can, especially the males."


    "Like humans."


    "Yeah, but dolphins almost never kill each other."


    "So why do they fight?"


    "Same reason men do." He draped one arm over the dock to anchor himself. "They fight to defend themselves from predators. They fight to show dominance. They fight over females."


    His gaze met my mine accidentally, and I shivered, even though I was warm in the hot sun. For some reason, Joaquin seemed very male right then, with his serious demeanor and his broad shoulders. Although he didn't give off vibes of danger, I could see him fighting for something he wanted.


    "Have you ever fought over a woman?" I heard my own words with surprise. I wasn't looking for some he-man to throw me over his shoulder and drag me into a cave.


    He didn't speak for a moment and his eyes gazed off into the distance. "In these days," he said, "a woman worth having wouldn't require the use of force." His tone was very hard. "Nor do I play games."


    "Sorry." For some reason, I apparently had pushed a hot button. "I guess modern man sublimates his violent tendencies in football games and climbing the corporate ladder."


    He shrugged. "Modern men can be terrible to each other, but they don't necessarily use overt violence."


    "You mean like putting them in jail and stuff like that?"


    He met my gaze. "Yeah. Like that. It can be just as harmful and destructive. But no one's hands get dirty. The law takes care of it." The bitterness in his tone was strong enough to cut me.


    Rosa bumped me again and I decided to change the subject. "Can I touch her?"


    "Sure. She can't stay still so it's not like petting a cat."


    I reached out and had a quick brush over the dolphin's skin. It was rougher than I expected, and Rosa moved more quickly. It was exciting to feel her power and her grace. Mostly, though, I was thrilled at her friendliness. I don't know why, but it made me feel happy to have this beautiful animal nudging me with apparent affection.


    Joaquin watched us, his dark eyes steady and alert. I didn't know if he was paying more attention to me or to Rosa.


    I smiled at him. "This is a lot of fun. Thanks for bringing me out here."


    Rosa swam by and pushed me back so that I hit Joaquin again. I couldn't believe she did it on purpose, but it seemed deliberate. Joaquin's arms wrapped around me automatically, and we both laughed. "Steady there," he said. "It's rare for a dolphin to hit a human with that kind of force. I think she's excited by the extra attention."


    "She didn't hurt me. It was just a surprise." And that was my lame excuse for not trying to move away from him.


    Until he dropped his arms.


    And moved away from me.


    My eyes flew to his face.


    He gave a slight shake of his head. "We can't get involved."


    Why did he look so interested then? His dark eyes were hot on me, and I didn't think it was because of the sun. His arms had enclosed me more tightly than necessary when the dolphin knocked us together.


    I hesitated for a long moment, while the water gently cradled us. And I decided I wasn't going to go down without a fight. I was here on spring break, and I wanted Joaquin. Everything about him excited me, from his dark eyes and white grin to his hard body and gentle manner. His sensitivity with the dolphin was an intriguing contrast to the sharp mind I'd seen him demonstrate in math class. I met his gaze, with a challenge in mine. "Why not?" I asked.


    His gaze drifted to my mouth. "We just can't."


    "That's not an answer!"


    "It's the only one you're going to get." He hoisted himself onto the dock. "And I need to get back to work."


    He didn't know I had nothing to lose. If he didn't occupy my time and my thoughts, I'd be bound to hook up with someone much less interesting.


    I followed him out of the water and picked up my hat and beach bag. "When do you get off work?"


    "I'm done tonight at five." He said the words casually, and didn't seem inclined to follow up with any kind of an invitation.


    But I was feeling bold. "Claire and I are going out to Club Yanqui tonight," I said. "Why don't you join us?"


    He looked at me silently, his hands hanging down at his sides, his earlier friendliness gone.


    I began to feel embarrassed. It was one thing to ask a guy out, even in a casual way. But it was another thing altogether when he didn't even answer. What was his hang-up?


    "Geez." I blew out a laugh. "It wasn't a marriage proposal. Join us, or don't. We'll go either way."


    "I don't get involved with American girls." The finality in his voice made me shiver.


    I managed a laugh, even over my anger. "Involved? Getting hammered at a bar is the opposite of getting 'involved'. See you around, Joaquin." With a flip of my hand, I stalked down the dock.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    The Club Yanqui was loud and crowded and stifling. Perfect when fun was your goal. Claire and I pushed up to the door just after 9 pm. The bouncer gave us a cursory glance, but we weren't worried about being admitted. We wore mini skirts and tiny tank tops. I'd chosen flip-flops because I was tall enough and I liked being comfortable. Claire, of course, had on high heels to give herself some added height.


    We pulled up chairs to a table where Tiffany and Stephanie and some other friends were already sitting.


    "Hey, Susanna," Tiffany shouted. "Want to go shopping?" She guffawed at her own stupid joke.


    I waved my arm to get the attention of a waiter.


    Claire stuck her foot up on the table. "Love my Louboutins," she sang out and the red sole flashed like a scarlet letter. Claire wasn't poor, but she hadn't owned designer shoes in that price range before last night. Then I noticed the Prada bag that was stuck so closely to Stephanie's side it looked like a folded wing. It disturbed me that they were so blatant about their thefts.


    "I don't need anything," I said, trying to be quiet. I wasn't interested in talking about last night's escapade in front of other people.


    "Well la-di-da," Tiffany sneered. "We're not all made of money."


    "Cool it, Tiffany." I jerked my head in the direction of the other girls. "No need to advertise what we did."


    Tiffany tossed her head. "Stop being such a wuss. We borrowed a few things. No big deal. You should have stuck around last night. We had a lot of fun playing with Juanita's stuff. We like living that lifestyle, right Steph?" She elbowed her friend.


    The waitress finally made it to our table. "I don't care how much of a cliché it is," I announced. "I'm ordering a margarita." I'd come all this way. I might as well enjoy what the country was known for.


    Before the drinks even arrived, guys were asking us to dance. Some of them were cute. Most of them looked like they'd started drinking well before us. All of them had hungry eyes.


    Well, I was here for fun. No time like the present. I grabbed my drink and headed for the dance floor.


    "Bottoms up," the guy closest to me shouted in my ear. "Can't leave it on the table. Don't want to waste it." He laughed at his own joke and dragged me onto the floor. I brought the drink with me, gulping some of it so it wouldn't slosh all over me. Certainly, the floor had been sloshed on by enough people.


    My new friend was cute enough, and a good dancer. But we couldn't talk over the pounding music so we exchanged smiles and enjoyed the music.


    When he came up behind me and began grinding, I pulled away.


    An image of my parents popped into my head, unbidden. My dad loved to come up behind my mom when she was busy at the sink. He'd lean in and kiss the back of her neck and she'd giggle. "Why do you always attack me when my hands are occupied?"


    "I know you can't resist me then," he'd say. He'd put his hands on her hips.


    "When can I ever resist you?" she'd say with a smile.


    "Call me cave man," he'd say. "I like the image of the helpless woman."


    But he never humped her in public, like guys were doing all over the dance floor here.


    I banished the image of my parents. I didn't want to think about respect or love or any of those corny emotions that had no place in my life. My parents were gone and I had to move on.


    On the thought, I turned around and grabbed the guy's hands. I liked his wavy blonde hair, his blue and white checked shirt, even his drunken smile. Maybe if he tried again—


    Since I was now facing the door, I spotted Joaquin's dark head moving through the crowd from the entryway. He was tall enough to be seen over the crowd. Shock halted me for a moment. Then he stopped moving. I was almost positive he'd seen me. Why wasn't he approaching?


    Granted, I was dancing with someone. But that didn't mean anything in a club like this. The music pounded into me as I continued to fret about Joaquin. He had to do something to show interest. I had invited him to join us at the club. It wasn't like I'd been a shrinking violet, expecting him to do all the work.


    But I needed some indication of interest from him. He couldn't just show up and stand there and wait for me to approach.


    Annoyed, I turned my back to the door. The guy I was with wasted no time, moving up behind me again and grabbing my hips. "Let's go back to my hotel, baby," he hollered in my ear.


    "I'm having too much fun here," I shouted back. I didn't even know his name. Did he really think there was any chance I'd just walk off into the night with him?


    I twisted around, needing to see what Joaquin was doing. To my complete frustration, I saw him turn around and head for the door. Damn it. Why did I care what he was doing, when he didn't have either the guts or the interest to approach me?


    Without a word to the guy who was eyeing me like I was his next meal, I darted off the dance floor and pushed my way through the crush of bodies, not knowing what I was doing, only that I couldn't let Joaquin leave without at least speaking to him.


    I pushed open the flimsy door and bounded into the narrow street. People milled about and at first I didn't see him. "Joaquin," I called.


    When he turned to look back, I saw his face under the weak light of a street lamp. I hurried over.


    "Susanna." He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans.


    "Why are you leaving? Why didn't you come over and say hello?"


    "You looked like you were having plenty of fun without me." He sounded surly.


    "It's my spring break. Shouldn't I be allowed to have fun?"


    "Sure." His dark eyes sparked for a moment. "If that's your idea of fun. Do you even know that guy who was pawing you? I didn't think you were like that, Susanna." He raised his chin as if challenging me.


    "Like what?" I felt defensive. I hadn't judged him. Who was he to judge me?


    "Rubbing up against guys you don't know, drinking too much."


    "I like guys' bodies," I said defensively. "Besides, who are you to say I'm drinking too much?"


    I don't know why I seized on that one topic. Because I had been drinking too much. I was kind of wobbly on my feet, and anger roiled around inside me, along with maybe a little guilt. Had I been trying to make Joaquin jealous?


    Joaquin stiffened, his shoulders seeming to grow broader. "You're right. I'm nobody. Go back into the club and have your fun, Susanna. You're only young once."


    "At least I'm young once," I called after him as he started to walk off. "Have you ever been young?"


    "Probably not." He turned back for a moment. "At least not since I lost my father."


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    The next day I woke up with the expected hangover, but also with a feeling of gratitude that I was alone in my bed. Well, not alone, because Claire and I were sharing a bed, but at least I wasn't with some random guy. Not that it was my usual practice to hook up with random guys, but I had given myself permission to have some fun out of the ordinary since I was on my first spring break. But when it had been time to leave the club, none of the guys who'd propositioned me, and there had been more than one, had looked appealing once the music died and the booze started to wear off.


    But what was bothering me more than the hangover was the memory of my cruel words to Joaquin last night.


    That had been a cheap parting shot. I didn't know what his family circumstances were, why he seemed older than the other college guys. Maybe he was older. What did I know?


    ***


    I walked into the main tiki hut at the water park and spotted Joaquin immediately. He was sorting lifejackets. As if he sensed my presence, he looked up when I was still out of speaking distance. Our gazes caught and held as I continued toward him. The shade was blessedly cool after the tropical sun had seared me as I walked through the park.


    "Hi," I said when I got close enough, the word inane under the circumstances. I tried not to think about what he'd said about his father, because I knew I couldn't ask for more details without being ghoulish. At least now I know why he worked so hard.


    He nodded, his strong face guarded.


    "I came to apologize."


    A wary look entered his eyes. "It's not necessary. I can take a brush off."


    My hands felt useless, hanging by my sides, when I was dying to touch him, rubber suit and all. "Can we go somewhere more private?" The tiki hut was crowded with tourists.


    He jerked his head to the back and I followed him to the long dock behind the commercial operation. He stopped about halfway down and looked at me. I knew I'd have to explain my actions or I'd be stuck dealing with the calm, unsociable Joaquin I'd seen at school.


    "I wasn't trying to brush you off," I said.


    Did his eyebrows arch with an expression of skepticism? "You don't owe me an explanation," he finally said. "As you pointed out, you were having fun. Maybe I am a little uptight. But I have a lot of responsibilities that you don't have."


    "Those guys didn't mean anything to me."


    He shrugged. "Typical Americans."


    "What is that supposed to mean? Are you prejudiced?"


    He picked up a rope and began coiling it, his movements precise, methodical. "Maybe I'm jealous."


    I clapped a hand to my mouth. Did that mean he was interested in me?


    "How do you think we Mexicans feel," he continued, "seeing you guys come down here, spending all day hanging out on the beach and all night partying, while we spend our vacations working to help support our families?" He knotted off the rope and slapped it down on the deck.


    I stared at him. He wasn't jealous of me dancing with another guy. He was jealous of the fact that we could have fun while he had to work.


    A part of me felt a lick of shame. Even while I was standing here plotting how I could revive my spring fling, he was tidying up the dock. But part of me wanted, more than anything, to kiss him. I wanted to feel his tongue, strong and sure, in my mouth. I wanted to feel his hand on the back of my head, pressing me to him. I wanted everything.


    Without thinking, I flipped my beach cover-up off and jumped in the sea. When I thrust up out of the cool water, my hair streaming down my back, Joaquin was squatting at the edge of the dock, looking down at me.


    "What are you doing?" he asked.


    "I want to play." I deliberately left my meaning ambiguous but I knew what I meant. "Come on in. That wetsuit must be hot."


    "Something is hot," he muttered. He dove over my head, slicing into the water ten feet from me.


    As she'd done yesterday, Rosa swam up and butted me. I hit Joaquin, his arms automatically wrapped around me, and our gazes caught. We didn't have life vests on today and I could feel the entire length of his body against mine. His lips parted slightly and I thought he would speak, saying another cutting sentence to distance me.


    Instead, his head dipped down, slowly, as if his own reluctance was a force field he had to fight.


    But when our lips finally touched, it was incredibly sweet. The sea, the sun, the delicious man. I was swept away. I fell totally into the kiss, wrapping my legs around him and allowing him to keep us afloat with slow movements of his legs. My head fell back as he delved deeper, sucking my tongue into his mouth, scraping it with his teeth. His hand slid inside my bikini bottom and clutched me like he was a drowning man. I pressed closer, my hips gyrating to find the sweet spot for that enticing bulge—


    "No!" He lifted his head so suddenly, the word was out before I'd known he moved. He was panting, and his face was flushed.


    I stared in shock.


    "No," he repeated as he lifted my arms from around his neck. He grabbed my ankles and unwound my legs.


    I splashed a bit as I lost his support and my brain was too slow to process what was happening.


    "Joaquin–"


    "Is that all you want from me? A quick semi-public fuck in the water to add to your trove of spring break stories?" He grabbed the dock as if he needed to anchor himself to something solid.


    He didn't want that?


    "Nothing wrong with a quickie," I said, trying to lighten the mood.


    Something bumped me and I realized Rosa had approached. She nudged me again, and I ran one hand over her rough skin. I wondered if she'd somehow sensed the agitation in the atmosphere.


    "A quickie." He shook his head. "You college girls don't even know what sex is, despite all your cool attitudes. You think it's some drunken fumbling in a narrow bed with a guy who doesn't know anything about women."


    My mouth dropped open. What kind of sex did he know?


    "What are you looking for?" I said. "Roses and vows?" Maybe that wasn't nice, but I was tired of his jabs.


    His dark eyes flashed over me. "You have no idea the kind of sex I want to have with you."


    "Then why don't you show me?"


    He guffawed. "What are you, eighteen? Barely?"


    "Nineteen," I said defensively. "I took a gap year."


    He smiled bitterly. "Yeah, I took two 'gap years'." He made air quotes around the words. "But I didn't go to Peru or Nepal to find myself. I worked my butt off to get my share of the money I'd need for college."


    "Hey, it's not my fault if—if—" I stopped. There was nowhere to go with this line of thought. My education was paid for out of my parents' estate. He, apparently, was paying for his own. That did make things different for the two of us. But neither one of us controlled the circumstances in which we'd been born.


    "I'm twenty," he said.


    "Not so much older."


    He narrowed his gaze. "Women have been coming on to me since I was fourteen. How long have you been sleeping with guys?"


    I flushed, but more from anger than embarrassment. Why was he trying to push me away when I knew he was interested? I moved a shade closer, pretending the sea had nudged me. "What are you afraid of, Joaquin?" I reached out and touched his neck, the strip of warm, tan skin above the wet suit. "Are you really so experienced? Or afraid I'll find out that you're just like any other college guy who doesn't know much about women?" He was very quiet at school and definitely did not give out playboy vibes. In fact, I couldn't remember ever seeing him with a woman. And that was strange, given his movie star looks.


    But he laughed, and the mirth was genuine. "You're cute, Susanna. But, no."


    I knew he was interested. He hadn't been able to hide it in the water. Not that an erection was such a big deal with a guy, but it gave me the little push I needed.


    I trailed my hand down the front of his wetsuit, until I reached his waist. The suit was not sexy. But I heard him inhale a sharp breath and my imagination jumped into overdrive. I knew what was just below his waist, or at least what had been. Was he still aroused, even as he warned me off? He held still for a timeless moment, and we both wondered how far I'd go.


    I had to know.


    My hand drifted lower, trapped between the sleek rubber of his wetsuit and the buoyant embrace of the green sea. I reached nirvana, right below his waistline. The bulge was unmistakable.


    I touched it for one second as he sucked in another breath. Then my hand was jerked away, and crushed in his grip for another moment until he dropped it and moved away.


    "I said no, Susanna." His voice was deep and husky.


    "Don't you want me?"


    "Of course I want you. I've spent the last half hour looking down into your cleavage and I'm harder than those poles holding up the tiki." He nodded at the dock. "But in my world, you don't just take what you want."


    There it was again—his defensiveness about 'his world'. Did he mean being Mexican? Did he think I was prejudiced against him?


    I laid down my last card. "I thought we could have fun together."


    "Yeah," he said bitterly. "I understand. You're having your spring break and a hook-up is on the menu. But I don't want to be fucking used like that, no pun intended."


    He pulled himself onto the dock. "I need to get to work."


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    Two more days passed. I worked on my tan, gorged myself at the restaurants at our all-inclusive hotel, and drank probably more than I should have. What I didn't do was hook up with any of the horny guys who swarmed around us like seaweed in the shallows.


    Even though Joaquin had thoroughly rejected me, I still couldn't stop thinking about him. I liked his steadiness, even if it had worked against me in the end. When I was around him, I felt that my life could end up with a purpose in it, that it might be more than endless parties and stupid antics.


    When Claire caught up with me in our room after dinner on our last night, and bounced on the bed, shrieking with drunken laughter, I knew I'd changed a bit this week. I didn't want to go out drinking tonight. I didn't want to wake up hung over and vaguely worried about what I might have done the night before.


    She sat up straight. "Grab a suitcase or something. We're going shopping tonight."


    "Shopping?" I picked up my hairbrush and began brushing.


    "Yeah, like the other night. Tiffany says she missed some shit that she needs to get."


    "You're going back to Juanita's? That doesn't sound smart."


    "This isn't college, Susanna." Claire giggled. "We don't need to be smart."


    "I think I'll pass." The moon would be full. I thought I might enjoy a walk on the beach for my last night in Mexico.


    "Come on," Claire wheedled. "It won't be any fun without you. It's our last night. Don't be a party pooper tonight."


    I finally let her talk me into it. I rationalized that they hadn't been caught before so it wasn't dangerous. Plus, I didn't have to take anything myself.


    Since the other girls each had a suitcase, we took the resort bus to the sister hotel of the hotel we were staying at. We pretended we were moving from one hotel to the other, thus explaining the luggage that a cabby might be curious about. We had to walk a couple blocks from the hotel to Juanita's white mansion.


    The suitcases rattled behind us, and I was glad I didn't have one to lug around. The night was quiet and I felt a horrible pang of loneliness when we passed homes with warm lights shining into the darkness. All of those people had homes and families and people who cared what happened to them. I had no one but these drunken girls who wouldn't even remember in the morning what we'd done together.


    There were cars parked randomly on the street, but as we approached Juanita's, I jerked to a stop in horror.


    "That's a cop car," I hissed. "Right in front of her house."


    "Girl, you're a wuss," Tiffany said. "We're turning off into that alley before we get to the cop. You think he's paying attention? Probably jerking off and hoping no one calls him out to a beheading."


    I grabbed Claire's arm. "Don't be stupid. I don't believe in that much coincidence."


    "You're no fun tonight," Claire answered. "Come on. It'll be a great story."


    Yeah. In the police blotter.


    I told her I'd see her back at the hotel, and then turned around and walked quickly back the way we'd come, alone and lonely. The sound of my feet scuffing the macadam was loud in the quiet night. The breeze carried the scent of the ocean to me, reminding me of the water park. Perhaps, on my last night in Mexico, I was already too nostalgic for my spring break. But I told myself that, in all of this uncaring world, there was one being who might offer a simple appreciation of my existence.


    The dolphin would be just the kind of company I needed tonight — affectionate and non-demanding. Maybe I didn't like the idea of her captivity, but I could see why dolphins were used for therapy with humans. It would be nice to hang out on this beautiful night with someone – or something – non-judgmental.


    I stopped once, stiffening in alarm when I thought I heard a car door slam, and a deep voice barking out something. I couldn't be sure it was the cop. At that point, I was too far away.


    So I continued walking until I came to the hotel strip. A taxi sat there, as if waiting for me. I walked up, got inside, and gave the driver my destination.


    "They'll be closed," he said.


    "I know."


    Without another word, he put the car in gear and began driving.


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    I had no choice but to slip into the water naked. I hadn't planned this outing and had no bathing suit. Of course, I wouldn't see anyone. The water park was closed.


    I slapped the water the way I'd seen Joaquin do it. I wasn't sure if anything would happen, but Rosa swam up right away. Her head came out of the water as she "smiled" at me and then she butted me affectionately. I wished I could climb on board and ride her like a maiden in an ancient myth. Maybe I could be carried off to an enchanted world and leave all my problems behind.


    The dolphin seemed to sense my loneliness. She swam in tight circles in front of me while I stroked her as well as I could. The water splashed quietly due to my movements, not hers, and the moon shone overhead like a benevolent god. I inhaled the strong briny scent of the sea and felt a form of peace settle deep inside me.


    I didn't hear footsteps on the dock. But Rosa turned her head, signaling the presence of an intruder. I recognized him instantly in the moonlight.


    "What are you doing here?" I had to crane my neck to look up at him as he towered over me.


    "I'm the night guard tonight." Joaquin kicked off his flip flops and sat down, swinging his legs into the water. He wore a pair of board shorts and nothing else.


    "You work day and night?" I tried not to stare at his bronze chest, but the moon insisted on highlighting his sculpted torso.


    He shrugged. "My uncle needs the help."


    Ouch. No wonder he resented us vacationing Americans.


    I knew he couldn't tell that I was naked underwater, but desire whispered its siren song in my ear. I could smell his heated male essence. He sat on the dock like a typical guy, with his legs spread. I tried to imagine what he'd look like without the shorts.


    "What are you doing here?" he asked, repeating my question.


    "I wanted to see Rosa one more time." Despite the fact that I knew he couldn't see beneath the black water, I was a little self-conscious about my nudity. Joaquin had made it clear he wasn't going to hook up with me, so I didn't really want to expose myself. I began babbling.


    "I've been thinking I might focus my studies on marine biology, or something where I could work with dolphins," I said.


    "You'd work with captives?" His voice held no judgment, and I appreciated that.


    "Surely there are research sites with wild dolphins? But even if I couldn't do that, I kind of see your point about making them accessible to humans. It's hard to resist them once you know how wonderful they are. People might be more willing to safeguard them and their habitats once they know more about them."


    He swung his legs in the water. "You like Rosa, don't you?"


    "Yeah. She's—comforting." I petted her as she swam by. "See, Rosa might save me. So I should return the favor, right?"


    He raised his brows. "Save you?"


    "Yeah. From a life of frivolity, emptiness—" I shrugged, although no one could see it. "I've been out here thinking that I need to decide what I'm going to do with my future."


    He nodded. "I wouldn't have guessed you'd choose the company of a dolphin over a party on the last night of spring break."


    I shrugged again. "The real me isn't as shallow as party girl me."


    "Where are your friends?"


    "You want the truth?" I don't know what prompted my sudden burst of honesty. I guess I felt guilty about our actions.


    "Yeah. I guess so."


    I told him about the stupid bling ring. I saw his eyes widen with dismay, but I continued. Once I'd started, I had an overwhelming urge to unburden myself.


    "So that's why I'm alone tonight," I finished up. "I don't like what they're doing."


    "But you did it once." A squiggle of bewilderment creased his brow. "Why do you have such a careless attitude about the future? You, of all people."


    "What do you mean?"


    "You have so much going for you." He propped his hands on the dock and leaned over. "You're a smart girl. You're beautiful. Why would you ever risk throwing away your life over something as stupid as a burglary?"


    "I didn't take anything." A ripple of water slapped my face as Rosa swished by.


    Joaquin shook his head. "Pay attention, Susanna. You think the cops would care who was holding the loot if you were on the scene? Fuck, this is your life you're messing up. What would your parents say if they knew what you were doing?"


    I stared at him, motionless, as if I might freeze his words if only I didn't move. If I didn't acknowledge them, maybe they would disappear, be unsaid, be forgotten.


    The silence stretched out between us until Joaquin reached out suddenly and squeezed my shoulder. His hand was warm, hot even, on my ice-cold skin.


    "I just touched a sore spot," he said, his voice low. "What's wrong, Susanna."


    A tear leaked out. Another. I bit my lip to stop them. I feared the tears would gleam like little stars in the moonlight and he would notice them. I wanted to turn my face so he couldn't see them, but that would break the motionless spell in which I was hiding.


    But no matter what I did, the memories rushed in, the horrible facts that had blown up my life when I was only twelve years old. I tried to push them back, but the words spilled out.


    "My mother caught on fire first," I whispered. "Why did they tell me that?"


    He stared at me in shock for one long moment. "Oh, my God," he said, as he slid into the water and crushed me to his strong, young body. One hand clasped the back of my head, and pressed me into his chest. "What happened?"


    "They were taking a day trip to Nantucket. Just the two of them. I stayed home with a friend."


    Joaquin's arms tightened.


    "My father had a pilot's license. He borrowed a friend's plane. The plane had just been through its annual maintenance check." I paused, swallowing the terrible knowledge that my parents had died because a maintenance person had been careless.


    "Shit, you don't have to tell me all this," Joaquin said. "I get the picture."


    No, I had to finish. The next part was important.


    "My father turned the plane around," I said. "He tried to get back to the airport." I paused, my entire body and mind in agony. But it was important that he know my father had tried to save them.


    "The plane crashed while everything around them burned and they—they—."


    "Stop. That's enough, Susanna." He dropped his head onto mine and held me so tightly I couldn't breathe. But there was nothing that could have comforted me more than his warm, hard embrace. He didn't speak again for long moments while I clung to him and he did nothing more than brush his hand over my hair.


    I breathed in his clean male scent, the sea-tinged muskiness that was all his. I pressed my cheek against his naked chest, needing that skin to skin contact more than I'd ever needed anything in my life.


    "I'm so sorry," he murmured. "No one should have to experience something like that."


    "Don't you see why I can't bear to stop and think about anything?"


    "Yeah. You don't want to remember."


    Tears erupted suddenly, bursting out of me as if an overburdened spigot had exploded. I cried for the horror that could never be undone, the loss to me that had been so immense that I still didn't know if I could carry on with my life.


    Joaquin held me quietly. There was nothing he could say so he was smart enough not to say anything.


    When my wracking sobs finally quieted to sniffles, I became suddenly aware of the fact that I was as naked as Rosa, who was still swimming back and forth in front of us. And my nakedness was pressed up against a man who wasn't wearing anything but a pair of shorts himself.


    A man who didn't want me sexually, but who was kind enough to try to comfort me in my need. I had to figure out how to gracefully disentangle myself. Rosa came to my rescue. She swooshed up out of the depths and butted her head between us. Startled, I dropped my arms. The water stirred up by the dolphin pushed me a few feet away from Joaquin.


    Rosa shook her head, as if to say, I told you not to do that. I gave a watery giggle.


    Joaquin grinned, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight. "I told you she was jealous. She likes you."


    "How do you know?" Yeah, I was fishing for compliments, but I was a girl with no family. I'd take what I could get.


    He smiled. "I know because I feel the same way."


    "Whoa." I stopped treading water and went under. When I came back up, sputtering, he was laughing.


    "Come hold onto the dock," he said. "I'm guessing you don't want to get out of the water." He glanced pointedly at my pile of clothes sitting on the pier.


    Whoops. Of course he'd known as soon as he hugged me. I could only hope he didn't know how I was being pummeled by desire. I had no clothes to buffer the sensation of the water sliding silkily over every part of me. And here was Joaquin, practically in reach, the imprint of his hard body still impressed on my senses. It was all I could do not to grab him.


    "Don't you have to check the grounds, or something?" I said.


    He grinned. "There's nothing more interesting to check out than what's right in front of me."


    Whoa. I contemplated going under again to cool off my burning face. He probably thought I was getting ready to come on to him once more. I had to backtrack. I wasn't in the mood for any more rejection.


    "I don't really like indiscriminate sex," I said.


    His eyes widened in surprise. He opened his mouth, and then appeared to think better of whatever he'd been about to say.


    I ducked my head, embarrassed. "It's stupid, I know."


    Joaquin frowned. "It's nothing to be embarrassed about."


    "You looked surprised."


    "I thought you said you like guys' bodies. That made you seem kind of—"


    "Slutty?"


    "Not at all," he said sharply. "That's not what I meant. If you want to enjoy guys, that would be your right, wouldn't it?"


    "I guess so," I grumbled. "So what did you mean?"


    "You were so open about liking guys' bodies, and then you said you don't like random sex. Those two things don't go together."


    "I guess I was showing off before, acting cooler than I am. I do like sex, but it doesn't take long before you realize that when there's only a physical component present, you can be left feeling kind of hollow."


    He swam toward me. "It's easy for guys to want sex and nothing more."


    "Yeah. I've learned that lesson. But not all guys." I watched him reach a muscled arm to latch onto the dock. "You, for example, seem to be more than a bunch of raging hormones."


    He shifted to face me. "Uh, I think the raging hormones are getting the upper hand here."


    I giggled. I knew he wanted to lighten the atmosphere, and I didn't want to reproach him for the fact that he didn't want to hook up with me.


    "It's alright, Joaquin. You don't have to be interested in me."


    "Look," he said, "I don't want you to misunderstand. There's a good reason why I haven't pursued you."


    I held up a hand. "You don't have to make excuses. I can take a rejection."


    He sighed. "You are so wrong."


    "It doesn't matter," I repeated. His dark eyes gleamed in the moonlight, and I thought I saw anguish there. I wasn't sure I wanted to know what had put that expression there.


    "You deserve to know the truth," he said stubbornly. "You've extended a level of trust to me, and I want to do the same. I don't want you to feel—unwanted—because I'm afraid to tell the truth."


    We'd drifted closer, and I had to tilt my head back a little to look into his face.


    He shoved a hand through his hair and swallowed, as if the words he wanted to say were stuck in his throat.


    "My father," he said abruptly, "is in jail in America."


    I gasped. Nothing had prepared me for that confession.


    "He was convicted of—rape." Only the briefest hesitation told me how much he hated to say that word.


    My jaw dropped. Suddenly, everything fell into place."Of an American woman," I said.


    "How in the world did you know that?"


    "It explains so much."


    "He was falsely convicted," Joaquin said, looking down at the water, as if he didn't want me to see his shame.


    "How?"


    "Justice." He made a scoffing noise. "They gave the victim a line-up with only one Mexican in it. Since she knew the guy had been Mexican, they were done."


    "I'm pretty sure that's not allowed. They have rules about line-ups."


    "White woman. Mexican rapist." He shook his head angrily. "You figure it out. They wanted a conviction. All of them, including the woman."


    "So now you hate American women."


    "I don't hate them. I'm not that stupid. But I sure as hell don't want to get mixed up with one."


    "You don't trust them." I hesitated. "With good reason, I'll admit."


    "My father is innocent," Joaquin said fiercely.


    I placed my hand over his where it was clenched on the dock. "I believe you, Joaquin."


    He closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them again, he seemed calmer. "Thank you. That means a lot to me."


    "I'm glad that you told me, though. I couldn't understand why I was so attracted to you, and you were so cool to me."


    "You knew I wanted you." His dark eyes were very direct.


    "Sometimes."


    "I could have dealt with wanting you," he said. "But you killed me when you bought the dolphin swim ticket for that little girl."


    My mouth opened on a gasp of surprise. I hadn't expected that.


    "You weren't just the hot blonde from math class any more," he continued, "but a real person with a kind soul."


    "I'm not Mother Theresa." I moved closer to him, almost closing the gap between us.


    He glanced down. "I know that. And I'm trying not to remember that you're naked here."


    "I wish you'd remember."


    "Before we leave the subject of my father," he said slowly, "I just want to say that I appreciate your trust."


    "I just needed to use my common sense."


    He raised his brows.


    "How would a rapist raise a son like you?"


    "Shit." He shook his head. "You keep surprising me."


    "I'm not an idiot."


    "I know that." He edged a little closer to me so he could stroke his forefinger down my cheek. "I like the fact that you're so smart."


    I giggled. "I never joined the math club." After our first test in calculus, the teacher had passed back the results. An invitation to join the math club had fallen from between the pages of my test. I looked around the room and saw Joaquin was the only other student to get the same slip of paper. After class I'd asked him about it. It turns out, we'd had the highest scores on the test.


    "I know you never joined the math club." He smiled.


    "How do you know?"


    "Because I did."


    "You're a math nerd?"


    "I like math. But I'm planning to major in biology."


    "So why'd you join the math club?"


    "I was hoping I'd see you there."


    My mouth dropped open. "I don't believe it."


    "Believe." His finger traveled down my neck.


    "You weren't even friendly when I asked you about it." I was indignant when I remembered how he'd brushed me off.


    "I had no intention of dating you. Now you know why. I was just going to admire you...and fantasize about you."


    "You had fantasies about me?" I giggled again.


    "Heated fantasies. Numerous fantasies."


    "Share!"


    

  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    Joaquin looked down at me, a faint smile on his mouth. "Well, of course, there's the classic college guy fantasy."


    "What's that?"


    His hand slipped down to my shoulder. "Right as class is ending, I ask you to explain something the teacher went over that day. Everyone else leaves the classroom¸ and it's just you and me. You're wearing a short, swirly skirt and a tight top." His hand edged down to the top of my breast.


    He continued with his story, as his fingers lightly stroked me. "You go up to the whiteboard and reach to point to an equation. Your skirt rises until I see just a hint of the bottom curve of your butt."


    "Am I wearing panties?"


    He grinned. "Of course not. This is my fantasy."


    I blew out a breath, even though I scarcely had any breath in me as his other hand began stroking my left breast. "Good," I said. "I gotta be sexy."


    "Oh, you're sexy." His fingers slid toward my nipples. "Then you pick up one of those whiteboard markers and drop it. I can't help thinking that it didn't exactly look accidental. You lean over to pick it up from the floor. I see more of your butt, and now I know you're not wearing panties."


    His hands slipped slowly down my back and below my waist.


    "I could be wearing a thong." My voice was breathless.


    "No. In my fantasy, I see, uh—" He stopped speaking and slanted me a look. "I see the part that lets me know there is no thong thing going on." His fingers moved across my butt, as if to assure himself that once again, I wasn't wearing a thong.


    My face heated as he caressed me intimately. "Ooookay. Do I want to hear the rest?"


    "At this point, I've forgotten all about math or college or even my name." His voice was very deep, darker even than the night.


    "I walk up behind you," he said. "You turn. I point to the front row and say, 'Lean over the desk.' Your eyes go wide. In my fantasy, you're surprised, even though I know you've been teasing me."


    I let my hand drift down his chest. When I get close to his belly button, I say, "Like this?"


    He sucks in a breath. "Yeah. Don't stop."


    "Don't you stop." I couldn't help wriggling a bit. "What happens next?"


    "You bend over the desk." He grinned at me. "You're very agreeable in my fantasy."


    "I'm always agreeable." I pinched the flesh of his abdomen.


    "I flip up your skirt. I see your perfect ass." His hands tightened on that same ass. "Now I can't wait. The time for teasing is over. I touch you, and you're hot and wet and I know you're ready." His finger slid between my legs. "Fantasy, y'know."


    Oh, but I was ready right now. As ready as I'd ever been or ever would be. I wanted to tear open his shorts and spread my legs and impale myself on him.


    Right now.


    "Go on," I managed.


    "I begin to fuck you."


    One finger probed lightly at my opening and I gasped with pleasure.


    "You come instantly of course," he said. "But I go on and on because I'm enjoying this fuck so much." His hands tightened on me. "I don't want it ever to end."


    "Joaquin," I moaned.


    "But of course it does." His voice is another assault on my senses, the sound almost as tactile against my skin as his hands. "You jump up," he murmured, "and your skirt covers you. You say you have to get to class and hurry out of the room."


    I sighed. "Guy fantasy, all right. Get your rocks off and have the girl disappear."


    He was silent for a long moment. "Actually, I lied. In my fantasy, you turn around and wrap your arms around my neck. You whisper to me: Let's go back to my room. I'm free for the rest of the day."


    "Sex all day, huh?" It sounded wonderful to me.


    "Yeah." He hesitated, and then continued. "But it was more than that."


    "More?"


    "I wanted more than sex. Don't get me wrong, I wanted more sex. But I also wanted to get to know you better. That's why I wanted to go back to your room."


    "Oh." My brain a bit hazy with pleasure, I pondered his words. "But when I tried to talk to you in math class, you blew me off."


    "In fantasy world, I wanted to get to know you better." He removed his hand from between my legs. "In real life, not so much."


    "Ouch." There went my fantasy.


    "That didn't come out right. I meant that I'm in college to get an education. Not to hook-up with girls."


    "That's why you're so quiet in school and so different here?"


    He nodded. "It was easier to keep to myself."


    "But then I came down here and pursued you." I wanted to sink down into the cool water and float away.


    "Not exactly." He sighed. "I was doomed from the minute you walked into that calculus class."


    "Doomed? How, exactly?" I wasn't sure if I should be offended or gratified.


    He slid an arm around my back. "Fishing for compliments?"


    "You'd better dredge up a compliment now that you've said I doomed you."


    "Come here. I'd rather show you." He pulled me toward him, and we flowed together as smoothly as Rosa slid through the sea. Our mouths fused together and his hot tongue pushed inside me.


    I threw my arms around him. For the first time, I felt free to caress his broad shoulders, to stroke his muscular back, and to simply explore. He kissed me hard. He kissed me tenderly. But he kissed me for long, moonlit minutes, as if he had a lot of pent-up kissing to do.


    I needed to breathe, but he was the one who finally tore his mouth away, sucking in air. He stared at me in the moonlight. "You know," he said, "dolphins need to breathe consciously. They can't breathe automatically. That's how I feel when I'm with you. Breathless. If I didn't tell myself to breathe, I might not do it."


    "I know what you mean." I clung to him, waiting until we could kiss again.


    "We need to get out of the water."


    I couldn't bear to let go of him and clutched him harder. Maybe the magic would disappear like the flash of a shooting star once we were on solid land.


    He laughed, and pulled us both onto the dock, with me clinging like a barnacle. I was almost embarrassed.


    "I always wanted to find a mermaid," he said. His gaze slid over me.


    "One of us is overdressed," I whispered.


    "Come on," he said, tugging me back toward the main tiki hut. "There are padded benches."


    I giggled. "I'm not crazy."


    "You are, a little bit." He squeezed my hand. "But I like it."


    We stepped under the thatch-roof, and darkness assailed us as the moon and the stars were blocked out.


    I was glad for Joaquin's warm comfort beside me.


    "I need to get some condoms," he said.


    "You have them here?"


    "In my backpack." He gently pushed me onto a bench. "Wait here."


    He was back in an instant, and my eyes had started to adjust to the darkness so I could see he'd removed his shorts and was ready to go. I reached for him.


    He remained just out of my grasp.


    "Lie down on the bench," he said. "I want to see you."


    He knelt beside me while I stretched out. First he spread my legs apart, so I was open for his viewing pleasure. Then he moved my arms over my head, which caused my back to arch a little so that my breasts were pushed up like a pagan offering. He touched them with his work-roughened hands. "You look like a dream, Susanna," he said in a low voice.


    He looked like a god to me, dark and strong and broad, leaning over me and making me quake with pleasure.


    "Kiss me," I said, my voice faint.


    I don't know why I was so passive. I guess after all the times he'd rejected my advances, I wanted to feel his desire.


    His lips latched onto mine and I could feel his assurance as he slid in and out of my mouth, teasing me, making me breathless again. He touched my breasts, increasing the pressure until I writhed on the bench.


    When his sucked one nipple into his hot mouth, I almost came right then.


    I heard his low laugh. He lifted his head. "You taste like the sea, spicy and mysterious. I want more."


    He kissed his way down my body until he reached the spot where he could taste me most intimately and his tongue explored. His hands stroked my inner thighs, moving ever closer to my opening until I could have died with anticipation and delight.


    But I wanted to participate. "Joaquin." I pulled on his head. "Let me have your body."


    He didn't seem to hear me but I was already stiffening with an orgasm I didn't want to unleash yet.


    "Joaquin," I moaned.


    He raised his head and looked up at me. "Already?" he asked.


    "Hurry." I held out my arms.


    Finally, he moved over me, fitted himself between my legs and stroked into me. I made his fantasy a reality by coming almost instantly.


    "Fuck, Susanna," he gasped into my ear. "Did that just happen?"


    "Yes," I moaned. "But don't stop."


    He didn't.


    He never stopped until we'd used both of the condoms he had with him. Then he lay on top of me on the narrow bench.


    "Am I killing you," he asked.


    "No." I wrapped my arms around him, but he was heavy.


    He levered himself upright. "I can't believe I wasted the whole week."


    My heart stopped. Did that mean this was over now that vacation had ended? I was afraid to ask. Already, I wanted him again.


    Especially when he turned sideways, straddling the bench to face me. He pulled me up so I sat cross-legged, my knees touching his. I looked down, and wanted to touch him again.


    He touched his forehead to mine and stayed still for a long moment before pulling back and looking at me. "I didn't want you to be special, Susanna." He sighed. "But you are."


    A glow spread through me. "Does that mean we'll see each other at college?"


    He wrapped his arms around me. "Try to stop me."


    

  


  
    

    Epilogue


    Claire and the bling ring gang had a narrow escape at Juanita's house on the night I left them. Apparently, the cop had toyed with them. As they approached the alley, he got out of his car and hollered at a cat slinking around a neighbor's house. Foolishly, the gang hadn't taken fright, but had continued into the house.


    When they emerged with their stuffed suitcases, the cop got out of his car again, strutting, one hand resting on his gun. They'd tried to brazen it out and walk off, but he'd ordered them to halt.


    "We've got video of someone robbing this house a couple nights ago," he said, except his English wasn't that good. "Looks like you all are the same people on the video."


    Apparently, Tiffany's bravado had deserted her.


    They'd argued a bit, but the evidence was right there in the suitcases they were hauling. The cop had waved Donte off. "Make yourself scarce unless you're dying to see our jail tonight."


    Donte had scuttled off like the rat he was.


    Then the cop had faced the three terrified women.


    "I thought he might shoot us right there in the street," Claire reported to me. "I've never been so scared in my life."


    Instead, he played a cruel game.


    "One of you chicks is gonna give me a blow job," he said with an evil grin. "I wonder which one."


    Claire gathered up all her courage. "That's rape," she said.


    He stared her down before he said, "You're thieves. You gonna go down to the police station and file a report?"


    Claire bit her tongue.


    "I should choose you," the cop said, "just for being mouthy. But I like my game."


    He proceeded to count out a rhyme, pointing at each girl in turn as she quaked and wondered if she'd be his victim. Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, Catch a tiger by the toe, If he hollers let him go, Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.


    Ultimately, he chose Tiffany.


    Although I was horrified by the story, I felt that if it had to be one of them, she was probably the best choice. She'd been the ringleader. Maybe she'd learn that a person who chose to live on the wrong side of the law could easily be taken advantage of.


    As for Joaquin and me, we returned to campus and our math class.


    And one crazy day, I acted out his fantasy for him.


    We had a blast.


    ###
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    Excerpt from Eclipse of the Heart


    


    "I’m not attracted to you!" Amanda's breath strangled in her throat as she fought a moan. She'd known it was a mistake to allow her new boss, Logan Winter, to book them into the same hotel room, even if it was a two-bedroom suite.


    "Are you sure about that?" Logan asked.


    His tongue licked her lips and her mouth fell open, without any decision on her part. He swept in, and this time he kissed her hard. So hard she had to kiss him back. So hard that their tongues couldn't avoid tangling. So hard that it was only natural for his arms to sweep around her and crush her to him.


    She tasted whiskey on his tongue, smelled heat on his skin, and heard murmurs of approval in his throat.


    No, she wasn’t sure about anything. Except the fact that she couldn’t do this. She couldn’t be thinking about twining her legs around his waist, or falling back on the plush sofa and turning it into a bed.


    His mouth moved down her neck as he pressed kisses both hard and tender to her. He bit her where her neck met her shoulder, just as his roaming hands feathered over her breasts. Her purse fell to the floor, and the thump registered a wake-up call.


    "Logan," she said, struggling to repeat the words. Lie or not, she had to say them to stop this dangerous madness. "I’m not attracted to you."


    He released her just enough to look down at her. "So why are your nipples hard?"


    "Because you’ve been manhandling them!"


    His half smile showed, though his face looked a little strained. "Yeah, technically I suppose they have been handled by a man. With great pleasure."


    "I've had a long day." If she didn't get out of this room, she might grab him. "I'd like to retire to my room. Will you need me tonight for work?"


    He raised his brows. "Yes, I will need you," he said firmly. "Perhaps you’d like to change into something more comfortable?" He glanced at his watch. "Shall we say half-an-hour?"


    "Fine." She suppressed a sigh. He had told her this would be her first night on the job. "Though I don’t need to change," she added. "What will you want me to do?"


    His gaze, which had been lingering on her breasts, snapped to her face.


    "Amanda, you’re a sharp woman. Right from the beginning I liked that about you."


    She took a step back. "Your point is?"


    "Look, unless you’re wearing a plaid skirt and knee socks, the ingénue approach isn’t my thing."


    "The ingénue approach?" He’d reduced her to a parrot.


    "The dumb, innocent act. Even in the right outfit, it wouldn’t be my first choice."


    "I …" She opened and closed her mouth. Words failed her. Had she taken a job with a pervert? Damn! It had seemed so perfect! "What are you talking about?"


    "Are you new at this?" he demanded, his eyes narrowing as he looked down at her. "Because I’ve told the agency I want only experienced women. And no games."


    "You know exactly what my experience is. And if you don’t like to play games, then stop speaking in riddles. Just tell me plainly what you want."


    "Fine." He jerked his hand toward her. "Get undressed."
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    Contacts


    Liam rubs that impossible spot between my shoulder blades. His warm hands are rough against my skin, impatient. “That better?”


    I mumble an affirmative and bend over to pick up my tablet that fell to the floor when he started massaging my shoulders. As I reach for my tablet, he pulls my sweater up farther, then over my head. My glasses almost slip off my nose.


    “Liam,” I protest softly, hardly at all, really. “You’ve got to get this paper in before five tomorrow.”


    “I can’t focus around you,” he murmurs as his fingers stroke my breasts. I feel that electric shock of pleasure that bolts from my nipples to my crotch, making me all hot and excited. “All I can think of is surviving a week without you.”


    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” I remind him in a whisper.


    “I want you.” Liam’s arms are suddenly around me, pulling me closer as his lips kiss down my spine.


    I can refuse him nothing. It’s always been that way. He was my first. My only. A late bloomer, an utter wallflower, I couldn’t believe my luck that he--an all varsity athlete and golden god-- had actually noticed me in high school, let alone insisted I go to the same college. I still can’t believe it sometimes.


    His fingers move down my ribs, pass my hips, and seek me. Forcefully, they slide into my flesh. With a moan I spread wide, accepting him. He finger-screws me for nearly a minute before I hear his zipper.


    “Come on,” he nudges me as he stands. “Turn around.”


    Knowing this routine a little too well, I take off my glasses and slide off the couch to my knees. With a frustrated sigh, I pull my hair back. Liam barely gives me the chance to get any loose hair strands out of the way before he’s pulling my head down on him. His hard cock slides into my mouth.


    “Ah yeah,” he encourages. He thrusts as he grasps the back of my head, forcing my mouth wider. He smells musky, having just come from the gym. He hasn’t bothered to shower, either. “Take it. Take it all in.”


    I do. Every inch of him. Just tasting him makes me so crazy. Every time. Liam grinds against me, pushing my jaw back against my neck, barging his way into me, as deep as he can go. I’m so horny, feeling him slide against my tongue.


    “Suck it harder,” he orders. His fingers twist into my hair and tug painfully as his thrusts speed up. “Do it, bitch.”


    I’ll do it for you, Liam. I’ll suck you so hard. Desperate, I reach my hand between my legs, seeking out my own pleasure and release. I touch my clit, stroke it, and then rub it vigorously, intent on catching up to Liam’s climax.


    A shudder ripples over his legs, warning me he is closer than I am. I pull my head back, but Liam grips the nape of my neck and holds me still to receive his cum. As a groan rumbles out of him, he ejaculates, spurting hot liquid against the back of my throat.


    “Swallow,” he orders. Then, “Open your mouth.”


    Obediently I open for his inspection. Satisfied, he zips up and steps away. I lift to my feet, as he grabs his backpack and hauls it over his shoulder. “You going to be around tonight?” he asks me.


    I shrug, reach for my glasses and put them on. I shove my hands into my back pockets. My sex is throbbing in frustration but I still the strong urge to rub between my legs right there where I stand. “Probably.”


    “Good.” He leans down and kisses my lips. He fogs my glasses and laughs as I swear at him. “If I have to spend a whole week with Carrie, I’m gonna need another dose of my nerdy girl before I go.”


    A sharp twinge shoots through my heart. I look down to hide my reaction as I clean my fogged lenses. “Like I said, it doesn’t have to be that way.” I lift my glasses up, my lips turning downward. “I should get contacts.”


    “Why?” Liam counters, his voice suddenly harsh. I look up to meet his narrowing eyes filled with suspicion. “I like you with glasses. You know that.”


    I know why. He likes me bookish and plain, floating under the radar of most men. I am his secret discovery. He wants to keep it that way. And believe it or not, I’m okay with it. I’ve survived three years and five trophy girlfriends.


    “Okay, okay,” I lift my hands palm up in a show of acquiescing. “Forget I said anything.”


    He’s still suspicious. “You sure you’re not going anywhere for break?”


    “I pinky swear,” I answer, mocking him with a bent pinky finger. I have no money, few friends, and too much homework. He knows that, too.


    “I’ll stop by after my last class.” He pauses at the door. “You think you’ll have my paper done by then?”


    I roll my eyes. “Want me to send it in, too?”


    “Of course not,” he admonishes. “They check IP addresses.”


    He closes the door before I can throw something at him.


    *****


    Eleven o’clock is my absolute deadline for hitting the pillow. Well, most of the time. Well, for all those nights when I’m not waiting up for Liam, that is. Like tonight.


    It’s midnight when my roommate Rickie trudges in dragging her overfilled backpack behind her. I’ve told her at least half a dozen times that the rip in the bottom of it is getting bigger. I’m glad to see she’s sewn a pink patch over the gaping hole.


    Rickie flounces down on the couch and gives me one of her knowing side-glances. “No show again?” She doesn’t need to ask that. Maybe she likes to rub my nose in it.


    “Guess he got busy,” I switch the channel to science fiction because I know she hates it. It’s my TV. She pilfers through her backpack and yanks out her ear buds. Plugs them into her tablet. Midway to putting them in, she hesitates. “You didn’t send in his paper though, right?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Good.” She twists her lips into a smirk. “Delete it.”


    I gasp. “I’m not going to do that.”


    “Why not? Fucker totally stood you up.”


    “I’m not like that,” I explain carefully. I glance down at the tablet and scan Liam’s paper for repetition.


    Rickie sticks in only one ear bud. “And what exactly are you like?”


    I shrug. “I’m not jealous.”


    She snorted. “No. You’re grateful.” She glances at the TV and winces in distaste at what she sees. She shifts to face me on the couch.


    I put up my hand to ward her away. “I don’t want to have this conversation again.”


    “Brooke, I saw him outside the Lantern tonight.”


    “What were you doing at a bar?”


    “I wasn’t there. I was over at Riccardo’s having a burrito. Anyway, I walked past and Liam was outside, making out with some sophomore.”


    I swallow as my stomach tightens. I don’t say anything. Everyone knows Liam is sick of Carrie already.


    “You deserve better than him,” Rickie finally sneers out her declaration and flounces back against the cushions for extra emphasis. I smile. I know she’s had a girl crush on me for at least a year.


    “What the heck is this anyway?” She nods toward the tube.


    “The Human Worm.”


    “Yuck.” She wrinkles her nose. “Why do you watch this crap?”


    “I don’t usually.” Usually I’m in bed.


    “Are you going to be stuck here, watching garbage like this through spring break?”


    I shrug.


    “Come with me and Dex to Port Aransas.”


    I adore Rickie’s brother Dex but…


    “I would but I can’t.”


    “Why not?” she demands. She knows why. I give her a look.


    A growl strangles out of her. “Girl! You are driving me nuts. Why do you care what Liam thinks?” She throws a couch cushion at me. “He doesn’t care about you. You know what you are to him? Not a girlfriend. Not even a back-burner friend. Worse--You’re… You’re his off night backstreet.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I know what she means. The fact she quoted Joni Mitchell means she’s almost boiling over. The words sting. They hurt, but I know she is saying them out of love. And frustration.


    “His last resort?” she snaps, getting angrier. “His Anne Frank?”


    “Fuck, Rickie, that’s nasty!” I shout in warning. “Shut it.”


    I’m trembling. Something pulls free, something I’ve buried for three years, since the day after Liam and I first made out, and I walked into Senior Graduation, all smiles, and Liam didn’t even meet my eyes. When I was smart enough to know right away with his reaction that it had been a fling…


    That’s all it should have been. But then it hadn’t turned out to be a one-time thing at all. He sought me out the next night. He nearly screwed my brains out. I returned home so sore but so stupidly happy.


    “You know,” I whisper to Rickie. “You’re right.


    “I’m sorry, Brooke.”


    “It’s okay.”


    “If you say ‘yes,’ I’ll take you on a real spring break. We’re driving to Port A, and there’s plenty of room. My brother and I will dress you up like a frick’n celebrity. Everyone will notice you.” She laces her fingers with mine. “They’ll see what I see in you.”


    Her brother is studying fashion design. Rickie is studying costume design and just aced her History of Makeup midterm. I’m still undecided, in more ways than one.


    I poke Rickie in the side with my finger. Ticklish, she buckles. “Cut it out.”


    I do it again, and again, until she breaks into a giggling fit. She pins me down on the couch. “Promise you’ll go,” she demands breathlessly.


    “I--”


    A sharp knock sounds on the door. A second later, Liam saunters in. He throws his backpack on a nearby chair. “Can I join in?”


    Rickie pulls away from me and gets off the couch. She flips Liam off before she leaves for her room.


    “Aw thanks, Cockblock. What’s her problem?” Liam leans down to kiss me. He smells of perfume. Not mine. Or Carrie’s. Suddenly I realize how pathetic this is--that I know which perfume is new today. I know which brands usually linger on him, including one that isn’t even mine. And I just accept it. Rickie’s right. I’m grateful for his attention, however I get it. When did I lose my self-respect?


    I pull away from him. “I’m really tired.” I turn off my tablet. “I just sent your paper to you.”


    “Thanks.” He leans down to kiss my neck.


    “Seriously,” I push him away. “I’m not in the mood. Go home. Double check the paper.”


    “I’ll get you in the mood.” He tugs me back into his arms. “Come on. Don’t be mad.”


    I brace my arms against his chest, keep him at arm’s length. “What happened? You strike out?”


    Liam pulls his chin back. His arms relax as he ends his pursuit. “Huh. That’s not like you, Brooke.


    “What’s like me?” Pushover? Idiot?


    He tilts his head. “I thought you knew you’re the girl I will always come home to.”


    I look away. He grabs my chin and makes me look at him. “You know what we have is permanent. You’re mine.”


    But you are not mine. Not yet.


    Will he ever be? Really?


    “Yeah,” I whisper. “But let’s give it a rest tonight.”


    He kisses my forehead and smiles a touch too smugly as he nods, like it was his idea all along to cool it for the night. Suddenly I am glad he is heading out to his folks’ condo for spring break. Going to spend time with a mom and dad that I have never been introduced to, though I heard through the rumor mill they were rather smitten by Carrie. She made quite an impression over Christmas. And yet, not enough for Liam to stick with her. Maybe what he said is true. He is waiting for the right time to present me to the world. But what is he afraid of? If anything?


    Why I am doing this? What am I getting out of it? He makes my heart flip. Makes my toes curl, but maybe that’s just all in my head. He frustrates me too…


    I punch the couch cushion, then crush my nose into its course fullness. The tough fabric pulls me away from any thought of tears.


    He hasn’t gone down on me in almost half a year.


    I have to face it: He doesn’t give a fuck about me.


    ******


    “Pucker up.” Dex hovers an inch away from my mouth, lipstick unsheathed and poised for application. I tilt my head up obediently and he applies a frosty plum touchup to my lips. “There you go!”


    We wait outside a tent-slash-rave, set up for spring breakers. Two of the top ten DJs are already playing inside. I hear the whistles and screams mixing in with the staccato music. It energizes my body so that for a minute--well maybe a half-second--I forget that I disobeyed Liam. I’m right in the heart of the partying crowd. We’re moving back and forth through the line, as the ushers wave us through. This is because of Dex. He seems to make friends instantaneously. Everyone loves him. I look at his long pink rattail extension and can’t help but think of my mom’s college pictures, but I’d never say anything. He’d probably laugh anyway.


    Another barrier is lifted as Dex, Rickie and I scoot through. We’re almost at the entrance. I take off my blue, open-toed high heels to shake out the white sand. Now we are standing on concrete. Laser lights escape the white tent’s opening and cast beams upon the palm trees and crashing white tide. The air is a touch brisk--cold enough to make me uncomfortably aware I’m braless. Rickie lent me a gorgeous strapless mini-dress with cobalt blue and hot pink rhinestones.


    I watch the lights playing over the translucent canvas as Dex snuggles up to the last usher. I catch him giving the guy deep tongue. Nothing down low about that. When Dex steps back, the man has wood that no jacket can cover up completely. Dex’s smile is broad. “Going to meet up with that club later,” he promises as we finally pass into the tent.


    The place is afire with orange and yellow lights and LED fire torches. The music is nearly overwhelming. Within three minutes Dex has gotten us comp drinks from the bar. I down mine and wrestle away any last misgivings.


    I feel hot eyes on me. That’s a first. Finally. Maybe contacts really do make a difference. Small wonder Liam insisted I never wear them. But I am wearing them. Errr…I mean one. One contact actually. Mono-vision it’s called. One unaltered eye for (very) near focus, the other equipped with a contact for distance. Combined, mono-vision works but makes me a teensy bit dizzy.


    Well, I don’t give a fuck about a little vertigo.


    I look better than ever. Dex has transformed me into a goddess. I look gorgeous.


    And I am ready to party.


    Dex hands me a shot, followed by another, this one florescent yellow. What it is, I can only guess, but I don’t care. I’ve spent twenty-four painful hours in a cramped car, trying to psych myself up for this week. I’ve talked myself into defying Liam--something that was much harder than I realized it would be at first.


    Rickie pulls me onto the dance floor. I feel more eyes following us. She comes up close to me and rubs her body against mine. I feel her breasts pass over my ribs and my stomach tightens with uninhibited excitement. Before I know it, her breasts are rubbing mine and her tongue is in my mouth.


    Evil Angel pours from her mouth into mine. Taken by surprise, I almost dribble it out. Like that was some sort of invitation, six guys crowd us. Rickie winks at me and raises her hands and turns from me to dance with the guys next to her. I shrug and do the same until one grabs my crotch. Too fast for me, thanks. Already stroking another girl’s ass, he doesn’t seem to mind my shocked stare.


    I burn a straight path to the bathroom, grabbing a Lemon Drop from Dex as I pass him. Once in the bathroom, I fan my face. I barely recognize the girl staring back at me. I never knew my eyes were so large. My irises look like gold instead of plain hazel.


    Two girls in matching black crop tops that show off the colorful phat tattoo lines on their chests and arms are sharing a mod. “Want a hit?” one asks me. She flicks her long braid over her shoulder.


    I hesitate. The vapor smells pretty sweet.


    “Relax. It’s fruity,” the other assures me.


    I smile then grab the mod, hit the button and inhale. It bubbles as an explosion of thick fruity liquid bursts on the roof of my mouth.


    “Plus a little something extra,” the first girl adds with a snort.


    I feel my mouth stretch into a ridiculously large grin. “Nice juice.”


    “Fucking yeah,” the girl with the braid puts her arm over my shoulder. “This kick’s only found on Port A. Arnold’s mix. Sixty a bottle.”


    I nod, act impressed, play along with the Lara Croft twins, not understanding too much, but my head feels pretty good. Just that one kick has brought me up a level and makes me more alert. Ready to party hard. Very hard.


    Each girl grabs one of my elbows. “Come meet Arnold.”


    “The Arnold?” I ask, giddy, encouraging them. “Wait.” I break away to drink half my Lemon Drop then offer the rest to them. They drain it, then proceed to usher me from the bathroom.


    The world is bright. The laser lights are amazing. Wonderful. I feel free and happy. Thoughts of Liam are almost forgotten. Almost.


    “Arnold!” Braid girl waves to a skinny, grizzly man in a denim jacket too hot for this weather. There is a whole group of vaping enthusiasts in the far corner of the makeshift bar. I saunter over with the girls, feeling like my movements are as graceful as a ballerina’s. What was that extra “kick” braid girl mentioned…?


    I pass into the thick fog of vapor that quickly dissipates but not before a guy welding the Great Hookah of a mod blows water-smoke directly into my path.


    “Crap.” I stagger backward, my contact filming over. There is no heat, no pain. But I reflexively rub my eye, forgetting my new glitter nails, and feel the contact tear. Damn it.


    Blinking painfully I beg my eyes not to spring wet tears that will run my mascara. With my nail tips I peel the pitiful rubbery sheath off my iris. Destroyed. Beyond, the world is one big blurry blob.


    I move my head. I might as well be blind. There is no way I can find my friends like this. Everything is dark and white, orange and yellow. “Dex? Rickie?” I call out.


    A hand slides down my arm and grasps my palm. Fingers intertwine with mine. “You okay?”


    The voice is pleasant and deep--in sharp contrast with the suddenly jarring music. The hand is large, gentle and warm. His fingers aren’t digging into the back of my hand, aren’t forcing me to do anything. I feel strangely safe. This freaks me out.


    I snatch my hand from his. “I’m fine.”


    His fingers gently caress upward against my forearm until they grasp the crook of my elbow. I shiver, a faint tingle awaking my body. “Let’s get you some air. Can you see at all?”


    I swallow. Finally, I shake my head. “Hardly.”


    This stranger guides me through the throng of dancing, bumping and grinding spring breakers until we are outside in the night air, the music muffled behind us, the sound of revving car engines crackling the air.


    “Do you have a contact case?”


    “How did you know--?”


    “Back up glasses?” Amusement lifts his smooth delivery.


    “In my hotel room,” I admit. I nod in what I think is the general direction. “Across the street.” Damn. He might get the wrong idea. Inwardly I shrug, giving up my worries. Isn’t this what I wanted? A taste of something--someone different?


    We cross the street. He is as noble as a boy scout guiding an old lady. I give him my room number. He gets me safely to my room and uses my keycard to enter. I think, if he does anything to me, how will I recognize him?


    He pulls me into the room. We stop just inside the entrance.


    Now what? I wait for lips to bite into mine or a harsh hand to grab my breast. Let’s get this over with.


    “Do you remember where you placed your glasses?” he asks patiently.


    “Huh?” Oh, glasses. Right. “I think they are in the top drawer.” I squint trying to see what exactly he is doing as he opens the drawer and searches through it. I see a tiny triangle of red cloth ripple over his hands, probably even between his fingers. The red triangle travels upward to his face. I realize that I’ve placed my thongs in the top drawer, too.


    “Don’t be a pervert,” I say.


    A deep chuckle comes from his direction. “Sorry. Too tempting.” He comes to my side and places the glass case in my hand.


    Ready to deride him for his weird fetish and to check his pockets for stolen underwear, I shove my glasses on my nose and glance up at him. I catch my breath.


    His body is muscular but broad across the chest. His neck is thick, his chin cleft. Where Liam worships the sun, this guy’s face shows no hint of sunburn. His face is pale but not in an unhealthy way.


    He is the opposite of Liam in almost every way.


    Everything about him emanates power and intellect--especially his dark eyes. I might have mistaken his intense look for irritation if not for the amused quirk of his lips. “I knew I recognized you.”


    “Me?” I practically squeak.


    “Yeah.” His smile grows as his eyes travel over my body. “You’re always in a hurry. Head bent down, sprinting from one side of campus to the other.”


    My eyes widen. “You go to NXU.”


    “Trevor Rankin. Pre-med track.”


    “Brooke McMillan. Undecided.”


    “You look good tonight, Brooke. Really nice.”


    The sincerity in his eyes is unnerving. I blush. “Thanks.”


    He leans against the wall, in no hurry to leave. I’m not in a hurry, either. In fact, I’m beginning to like the way he looks at me. As if satisfied with his assessment of me, he pushes away from the wall and grabs the keycard he tossed on the table. He approaches me. My heart begins to race. He raises his hand up to the side of my face and tucks a stray hair behind my ear. “There. Perfect.”


    His fingertips follow the curve of my jaw and stop at my chin, leaving a tingly trail. He lowers his lip onto mine.


    What is this? His lips are soft, warm. No tongue barging into my mouth. No wait…his tongue is in my mouth, entwining seductively with mine. How did he do that? How did I let him?


    It feels really good.


    His fingers are playing with my hair, smoothing it back. Before I know it, I’m leaning comfortably against the wall, my legs humming with anticipation, my body warm. His hand cups the side of my face, his thumb stroking my earlobe, his longer fingers caressing the back of my neck and behind my ear. I want to curl up into him somehow. Like he is my favorite cashmere sweater. I grasp the sides of his body and pull him closer. He sighs against my lips.


    “That was amazing,” I tell him honestly.


    “You are amazing,” he says like he is correcting me. “I wish I could keep you all to myself.”


    No. I’m done granting that type of wish. I bit my lip and step to the side.


    Undaunted, he grasps my hand. “But you look too pretty to stay locked in a room with just me. Let’s get back.”


    I nod, covering my smile by turning toward the door.


    *****


    “There you are!” Rickie hollers over the music. She gives me a sweaty hug, then turns to the gorgeous guy holding my hand. “Hey, Trevor.”


    I dart a look at Trevor and catch an exchange between them. “Hi, Rickie.”


    “You know each other?” I practically squeak.


    “Yeah,” Rickie shrugs, but there is something mischievous lurking behind her suddenly hooded eyes.


    I feel Trevor’s warm lips kiss my forehead. “I’ll get us drinks.”


    “Thanks,” I mumble. I doubt he heard me. “How do you know him?” I press Rickie.


    “He plays piano in the pit sometimes.” Her smile is dazzling as she looks at me, very pleased. A future doctor and musician for the theater? Oh no, I know that look. Rickie’s had him during one of her bisexual-weekends. I brace for the disappointment. Then I think, what’s to be disappointed about? Maybe she can give me some pointers…


    “You know,” she giggles into my ear. “Liam can’t keep you from everyone, no matter how hard he tries.”


    “You set this up,” I say, unable to be angry. Trevor’s made me feel things, nice sensations that I want to continue to explore. I feel a sudden tenderness for my cranky housemate. “For me?”


    “And for him,” she admits. “He’s been asking about you for a while.”


    “So that’s why you were so pushy. You knew Trevor would be here.”


    “Yeah,” Rickie says, but her smile slips as she looks past me. “Oh shit. But--But I swear I had no idea he would be here.”


    I follow the direction of her eyes and feel the blood drain from my face. Just a few yards away, Liam is staring at us. His expression is ugly. His eyes are burning lasers into mine and his lips are pulled back into a sneer of rage. Terrifying. My first impulse is to run. I do.


    Straight for the door and fresh air. Three hops out into the air, I feel Liam’s fingers gouge into my upper arm and snap me backward. I fall, my shoulder hitting his chest. He spins me around.


    “What are you doing here?’ he demands.


    “Rickie invited me,” I stammer, buying time, knowing what he will accuse me of next.


    “You lied to me,” he says.


    “I didn’t mean to,” I explain. He looks so angry, I lose my nerve. I pull my arm away from him and cross my arms over my chest. I rub the sore spot his harsh grip has left behind.


    “Why are you here?” I counter weakly. “I thought you would be at your condo, with Carrie.”


    “I broke up with her,” he says like an accusation at me. The ridiculousness of his position--no, my position--squeezes a bitter laugh from my lips.


    “I’m here with Heather.”


    “Oh,” My heart sags. Heather. He’s back with his second girlfriend. His second legit girlfriend at college. I was with him longer than all of them put together. But I don’t count.


    “Just get away from me, Liam,” I whisper, looking down at my glittery toenails. I feel like I’m going to be sick. “Let me have my space.”


    Liam grasps me by the shoulders and gives me a harsh shake. My head snaps back and I focus on his burning irises. “This enough space for you?”


    His kiss is harsh, dominating. A punishment. I don’t like it. Yeah. Suddenly, comparing it to Trevor’s gentle strokes, I realize…


    I really do not like it.


    I push him away from me and wipe my lips with the back of my hand.


    “Liam, what is going on?” a feminine voice says behind us.


    I turn around. Heather is standing just beyond the waiting line. I take in her pensive expression. She has no idea who I am. I should introduce myself. Hi, I am the moron sucking and fucking so you don’t have to.


    I take a step toward her. From the entrance, where fog and laser light is spewing, Rickie emerges. She seems about to collapse with relief.


    “Thank God,” she cries and rushes past Heather.


    I take another step but Liam brushes me aside.


    “Liam?” Heather says again, her eyes growing larger.


    He reaches Heather and hangs an arm over her shoulders, draws her close. “Nothing for you to worry about.” He lowers his voice. “Drunk slut’s been clinging to the group all night. Getting her a taxi.”


    “You asshole,” Rickie grinds out, but Liam is already ushering Heather through the door.


    “You’re such a good guy,” Heather tells him.


    Trevor appears in the doorway, his broad shoulders nearly filling the canvas opening.


    “No, Heather,” Rickie hollers to the sky in frustration. “He is not a nice guy. He is such a big asshole!!”


    With a wary expression on his face, Trevor saunters over and hands me my drink. “What was that about?” he asks, searching my face.


    “Nothing.” I take a big gulp.


    “Nothing?” Rickie fumes. “He just called Brooke a slut.”


    Trevor visibly tenses. A tick appears on his cheek as he clenches and unclenches his jaw. “You okay?” he asks hoarsely.


    I shake my head. Laugh uneasily. “Yeah. I guess I am.”


    In the next moment, I am pressed against Trevor’s chest, and I almost spill my drink. His arms pull me in tightly, hold me close. I feel safe again; this indescribable relief pours over me like my life has changed for the better.


    I should feel lost. I should feel afraid that Liam will never speak to me again. Or that he will destroy my life. But I don’t.


    “Fucker,” Rickie hisses a second before Trevor steps away from me.


    The brisk air fills the space between us. Liam is right behind us, his hand on Trevor’s shoulder. He looks like he wants to kill someone. I should have known he wasn’t done with punishing me.


    Trevor slowly turns around. Visibly surprised, Liam immediately lifts his hand off Trevor and takes a step back.


    “Rankin?” Liam blanches.


    “Hi, Liam,” Trevor’s voice is low, controlled, but not chummy. Not in the least.


    “I--I…” Liam stammers. For once the jerk is at a loss for words.


    I swallow hard. They know each other. And Liam is intimidated by him. I didn’t think Liam could be intimidated by anyone.


    Trevor grasps my hip and draws me to his side. “Did you need something?” he pointedly asks my would-be tormentor.


    Liam takes another step back. He shakes his head vigorously. “No. Not at all.”


    Trevor looks down at me. “I think Brooke needs something, though.”


    “What?’ the sharpness returns to Liam’s voice.


    “An apology.”


    Liam winces. He darts a look at me. His teeth press the color from his lips.


    “Let’s hear it,” Rickie pipes up.


    “Rickie,” Trevor softly admonishes, but his eyes remain on Liam and narrow to slits. “She’s waiting.”


    When Liam stiffly turns his body toward me, all expression has left his face and his eyes look through me. “I am sorry, Brooke.”


    “Liar,” I whisper and hide my face in Trevor’s chest.


    *****


    “His father works for yours?” I ask, vaguely surprised by the sadness in my voice. Seeing Liam afraid, somehow smaller, has affected me in a way I don’t understand. I’ve lost my energy, my excitement over spring break. I just want to go home.


    “Yeah.” Trevor punches a button and the elevator slides shut. I watch the floor numbers blink on and off, on and off. We pass my floor. “They were college buddies. Now, not so much.”


    The numbers blink as the elevator climbs higher. At the top floor, it stops and opens. We step out into a hallway that owns only two doors. Trevor takes out his card and waves it over the door lock. It springs open.


    He lets me pass into the room first. Then he places his keycard into the slot in the wall. The lights flicker on.


    Calling it a room is an understatement. His suite takes up half the floor. I’m holding my breath as my eyes take in the sunken living room area, the chandelier above the dining area, the hearth and faux animal skins. A baby grand is to the left of an open kitchen. Trevor’s warm hand presses the small of my back. I let him lead me farther into the penthouse.


    “I’m sharing this with two of my housemates,” he tells me, leading me over to the kitchen. The kitchen lights flicker on as we near. Copper pots gleam above us. I set my purse on the black granite countertop.


    “Hungry?”


    I nod. “Yeah.”


    Trevor pulls from the fridge a bowl of strawberries and hands them to me. “Your favorite.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “I’ve seen you at east cafeteria.” He avoids my eyes by searching the fridge’s shelves. “I know a lot about you.”


    “It’s nice to be noticed, I guess.”


    “I know you volunteer at the pediatric ward. You like to rock the babies.”


    I’m speechless. Even Liam never knew that. Trevor’s words touch me so deeply I feel tears coming, embarrassing tears, until he reaches for the whipped cream. He finally looks at me and a devilish gleam enters his eyes. He wraps an arm around my waist and leans in. He kisses my neck. Such a soft touch, yet an explosion of sensations wash over my body.


    He passes the whipped cream to me and then lifts me up in his arms. I giggle, balancing the bowl and cream can as he walks briskly to his room and kicks the door open. Our clothes fall every which way, on the floor, over the table and chairs.


    I stand naked before him. With hungry eyes I watch him pull down his underwear and kick it to the side. His impressive cock juts out toward me in promise. He steps into my space, his cock brushing my stomach as he lower his lips to my collarbone. He makes a trail of kisses down to my navel.


    With firm hands on my thighs he pushes me back until I sit upon the bed. “Lean back,” he says huskily.


    With a shaky sigh I lean back on the bed and look at the ceiling. It’s been forever since I’ve experienced something so intimate. I’m nervous. But by the time his lips make their way to my pussy, my fingers are already entangled in his hair as I beg him to find me. He finds my clit without hesitation. I writhed as he licks and laps at my folds. His mouth fastens on my nub, sucking softly, teasingly, and slowly increasing the pressure. His finger rubs my insides coaxingly. It’s an incredible feeling I haven’t known before and I cry out as another finger joins the first. He strokes inside me as his mouth masterfully sucks my clit.


    “Oh,” I moan, then gasp. “Trevor.”


    He lifts his head. “Too hard?”


    “No,” I shake my head. I hear music start up outside the room. Voices lift and doors open and shut.


    “Those are my roommates,” he explains reassuringly. “They’ll probably party late.”


    “It’s not that,” I whisper. “I--I’m close.”


    He grins. “Good.”


    “But I want you inside me.”


    “I’ll be there in a second. I promise.” He rests his chin on my mound. His fingers continue to stroke inside of me. His eyes glitter as I writhe. He watches my face, drinking in my sexual responses.


    “I want you inside me when I come,” I press.


    “I will be,” he murmurs. “The next one.”


    This time, he fastens on my clit with added zeal and I gasp, groaning, my head falling against the bed cushions. He takes me to climax fast. I can’t hold back. I scream as a feeling I have never experienced with such intensity ravages my body. I scream again. I feel like I am ripping apart, that tiny part of me exploding, never to be the same.


    Trevor is above me, kissing my damp brow. The music has stopped beyond our door. I hold my breath as he slides into me. His breath shakes out of him. “See?” he whispers.


    “Yes,” I moan. I understand. He’s made me taut from pleasure. I am tight, wrapped around him so snuggly I can feel every inch of him--better than I have ever felt anything inside me. I scream again as he thrusts completely into me. Loud laughter bounces against the living room ceiling and floats across to us.


    The music starts again. I giggle and Trevor grins, a dimple appearing on each cheek. He takes me on the best ride ever. He fucks me deep and slow. Each moment is one of pleasure. God. No wonder people love sex so much. This is incredible. I tell him that.


    He kisses my forehead then claims my mouth. Just as he promised, I come again. He holds me close and I buck up against him, wrapping my legs around his waist as he buries himself inside me and shudders. I feel him jut and pulse. I kiss his neck and murmur crazy silly things to him, how he is the best, how I never knew it could be so good. He nestles his nose between my breasts and plays with my nipples until his satiated cock slides out of me.


    Once the party gets really loud, I peek out the door. Everyone is in either a swimsuit or underwear. I realize I have no bra.


    Trevor finds me a white t-shirt and pulls it over my head and tugs my arms through. He chuckles and kisses my nose. I wriggle back into my thong. He goes out in his boxer briefs.


    We suffer the cheers and laughter, the nudges and knowing winks. The party is wild and I’m loving every second of it. Trevor is cray cray adorbs. He doesn’t leave my side.


    Rickie and Dex show up twenty minutes later. I give her the biggest hug and kiss I would ever give another girl, tongue and all. I know I am the luckiest friend ever.


    Spring break is just beginning, but I feel a freedom that will carry me for a very long time. Hopefully into Trevor’s sexy arms again and again. After all, we still have to test that whip cream.


    *****
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    Though the image of my first love, Jameson Montgomery had forever been burned into my memory, I was nevertheless surprised when I came face to face with him again. Either from the blurring of time or the burn of Florida sun, recalling our high school romance was always a bit muddled around the edges. Like old photos or damaged film. Sun bleached and windswept, a little smudged with the gritty sand from river banks and hazy from greasy layers of coconut scented sunscreen. A bit too loud. A touch too sweet. Young love that burns as bright and is as fleeting as the blaze of a shooting star.


    The day he barged back into my life I was life-guarding at the local well-to-do resort, which would have been ironic had it not been the sweetest job I'd ever had. The likes of me rarely frequented establishments with dress codes more strict than "no shoes, no shirt, no service." Regardless, it was money and as a starving college student and the daughter of two negligent, raging alcoholics, I was always in need of some more green...or any green, really. Plus, it was free access to an amazing pool that I practically had all to myself for the entire season. Since I wanted to be a marine biologist, being in or near water at all times was heaven.


    The resort itself was even a joke because who in their right minds needed some fancy spa, of all things, in the middle of Bumfuck, Florida? It wasn't like we were in Miami or Orlando with geriatrics left and right that needed golfing for something to do in the yawning expanse of their retirement. The only people who ever came were the occasional soccer moms foisting their child off for me to watch while they rotated themselves like chicken on a rotisserie for hours on end. Which suited me just fine because most of the little snot-nosed tyrants could entertain themselves with a few floaties and a water gun.


    Aside from that it was just me, a huge pool, and whatever rag-tag novel I could filch from the community bookshelf from the library. The kind that you could swap for free, as I technically didn't have a home address to apply for a library card, just a couch at wherever we'd landed for a stretch of time. All in all, the first few weeks of freedom and sunshine were absolute bliss.


    I may have been alone and lonely, which anyone who has been either would know that they are two different things, and I may have been almost homeless and destined to repeat the cycle from which I'd been born, but for that short time I found a slice of happiness. Just me, the lap of water against the sides of the deserted pool and the pounding of relentless sun. I lost myself in the books, the pulse of water around my limbs. You could psychoanalyze me or some shit and say that I was attempting to run away from my rotten home life, but whatever it was it was mine and I was determined to suck the marrow out of it for as long as it lasted.


    It was a Thursday. I was dreading Friday, payday, which also meant an influx of the cheap dollar bottles my father preferred and a resurgence of the meanness that came with it. I'd planned to spend all day lounging at the pool, bumming a kickass lunch off of the country club cook, and diving into another bodice ripper—one of my guilty pleasures—not that I would readily admit that to anyone.


    I’d learned that mothers rarely brought their brats on Thursday and most of the college kids, including the few friends I'd made, were already planning the weekend so they forgot about the pool and instead pursued other avenues of interest. As it was mid-March, even they were gone to Panama City or Mexico Beach to drown themselves in cheap beer and regrets for Spring Break. The likes of which reminded me too much of my father for me to partake.


    It was later in the day, after the fat of the sun had crested the sky and toasted my honeyed skin to tautness that I knew meant another sunburn, but I didn't care. I relished the sting of it as I dove into the pool again and again. The skin around my nose and eyes was already tender, probably pink, and my shoulders were flaking from the constant exposure to the harsh light.


    I imagined as I cut through the crystal clear water that I was as swift as a dolphin, as weightless and carefree. Perhaps that's part of what made the club as much of an escape as it was. I'd never felt as respected or as full of possibilities as I did when I was there. People would come and watch me with something akin to admiration—which wasn't a feeling that I was used to, being a Delaney in Jefferson County. Until they learned my name, I was someone that people looked to for guidance and safety and it was a power that I'd come to relish. To them, as a lifeguard, I wasn't trash that they had to look down their nose at. I was still lesser, blue-collar, but I was at least someone of power. I got a taste of that and I was loath to give it up. It would be an eternity before I'd finish graduate school and start feeling like a real adult—whatever that was.


    My arms and legs powered through strokes as I lapped the length of the pool. It was an oversized kidney shape and one of the games I liked to play was diving underwater and holding my breath from one side to another. It was on one such round as this that I kicked through the final few feet, the lack of oxygen pressing against my chest and making it burn. I stretched out an arm to touch the wall and gripped the lip of the pool to pull me to the surface.


    I opened my eyes and almost choked on my surprise and a mouthful of pool water when I came face to face with the man that broke my heart four years prior.


    He held out an arm to pull me up and I took it. My first thought was that he looked too good. No one whose mere memory causes such pain should be allowed to look like they just walked off of the runway. Strong, muscular arms flexed as he pulled me from the water. His military dog tags winked in the sunlight. I couldn't see behind the reflection of his sunglasses, but I could feel his eyes on me. He'd always had a way of looking at me that made me feel like he knew exactly what I was thinking.


    The constant exercise and sun had done my previously undefined body good and I was a bit too brash and unrefined to be shy, so I didn't immediately run for a towel. I wasn't a bombshell, but I knew I had a great body. Slim where it was supposed to be and curves in all the right places. The other lifeguards had expensive one pieces that were probably regulation and cost a mint, whereas my two piece was anything but designer and came from Wal-Mart at half off. They'd hired me last minute and gave me a pass on the uniform. Besides, I was honest enough with myself to admit that I hoped he looked and realized what he'd been missing.


    I wiped a hand across my face to catch the errant drops of water. "Jameson. What are you doing here?"


    "'Lo, Rue." His voice was a familiar mixture of mixture of gravel and silk. The words tumbled from full, luscious lips. I'd wager that at least half of my high school career had been spent attached to them. I moistened my own at the sudden urge to see if they still tasted the same. "I didn't know that you were working on the island."


    "Of course you wouldn't," I said, through thinly veiled derision. "It's been a long time."


    He looked away and I noticed that behind him was a little boy, about two with a mop of curly brown ringlets. He was sucking a thumb and had red-rimmed eyes that looked both lost and sad, which I could relate to now more than ever.


    "That's Sam, my son."


    Suddenly all of the air was sucked from my lungs. "Your son?"


    Jameson shoved his sunglasses onto his head and motioned for Sam to join him. "Yeah. I have some things to take care of today and my grandpa mentioned that you could keep an eye on him for a few hours?"


    Stunned, I blurted, "Yes, of course." Then immediately wanted to smack a hand on my forehead.


    He nodded and a torrent of emotion surged through me. Hurt, regret, disillusionment, anger. Four years ago Jameson Montgomery had meant everything to me. Hell, I'd planned on running away with him after high school right up until the day he split with only a terse conversation for an explanation.


    Unable to handle the maelstrom of my own reaction, I focused instead on Sam. I held out a hand to him and offered a smile. "Hi, Sam. Want to swim with me? I have toys." I led him to the stairs of the shallow end. "I can watch him for a few hours, but we close at six and have to leave by then, so please try not to be late."


    While Sam splashed in the pool his excited laughter colored the dying summer afternoon. If only we could stay that innocent and easily distracted. I grabbed my sunglasses and secondhand phone where I scrolled through a text from my best friend Lettie.


    I carefully ignored the watchful eyes of his father. His father. Though he was practically the definition of eye-candy, I had neither the time nor inclination to tangle with the opposite sex, most especially Jameson. The toxic relationship I steeped in at home was more than enough drama for me and dredging up old hurts was too much to handle. The fact that he now had a kid was practically incomprehensible. When he left a few minutes later the tightness in my stomach released and I was able to go back to a state of semi-relaxation as I watched Sam splash and shriek in the water.


    *


    It was much later as the sun was kissing the trees and preparing to dip behind them to slumber that I realized Jameson was going to be late. I'd shocked myself by actually playing with the little guy and had lost track of time. Unlike most of the spoiled monsters who liked to terrorize me, he was kind of shy and a little sweet. The fact that he was a miniature version of Jameson probably worked in his favor. That kind of genetics shouldn't be allowed. We'd retreated from the pool when thunder threatened and lighting arced in the distance.


    When I finagled us both a plate of hot chicken fingers and greasy french fries, he acted like it was the food of the gods. I doubted anything could wipe the resulting smile from his face. Was there anything quite as pure or innocent as childhood? I wondered as he chowed down how long it would be before that innocence was destroyed by the carelessness of the intentionally hurtful people he was bound to cross in his short little life.


    I bundled up my damp towel and shoved it in my secondhand beach tote that was barely held together by tattered seams. Sam was cozy on one of the loungers on the terrace mangling some leftover toys and staging a siege on his pretend city. I checked my two-year-old flip phone and scowled at the time, then cursed as it emitted a horrible noise and died. It was nearing seven and my father was probably already at home flipping his shit. Great. Just great.


    By the time the thunderous roar of his truck drove up the lane, I'd worked myself up into a right state, but was determined not to let a bit of it show. I had to get home, and if I were lucky, it would be at the point where my dad was just buzzed enough to be easy-going. Knowing my luck he would be three sheets to the wind and mean to boot. I couldn't wait to save up for my own place.


    So much for a relaxing week.


    I gathered Sam's discarded t-shirt and deflated arm-floaties, then guided him to the gate that led to the outside parking lot. The last ferry from the small island off the Florida coast where the resort was located was in half an hour and I'd have to jog the entire way to make it in time. Either that or I'd be stranded during the coming storm. And according to the violent thunder it was bound to be a doozy.


    Anger bubbled along with righteous indignation as I studied Jameson, who had the gall to lean casually out of the window and smile. It was a slow, easy smile that creased the corners of his eyes and softened his otherwise angular face. It was the type of smile that had it been any other day or in any other circumstances, would have given me pause. Made my heart race. Not in consideration of enticing his attentions, but an appreciation for beauty, as I wasn't interested in attention of any sort, least of all his.


    His eyes followed me around the gravel parking lot to his driver's side door. My skin prickled and I rolled my shoulders in response, as if that would soothe away the building anxiety. I made it to the back door and helped Sam climb into his seat. He jabbered away and I paid half attention, buckling his seatbelt.


    "I had fun today, Sam. I'll see you around." I turned to face Jameson. "I don't mind playing babysitter for you to do whatever you like, but I'm off the clock at six. Get a watch and don't waste anymore of my time."


    Gravel crunched under the give of my soft flip-flops, pieces of it wedging between the sandals and the soles of my feet. Wincing and limping, I made my way down the long driveway. Thankfully, the ferry wasn't too far away. If I hurried I could make it.


    The air was scented with the damp of rain and a loud clap of thunder punctuated the release of the deluge. My thin cotton shirt clung to my chest and my book and bag were rendered a soggy mess in minutes. I ignored the rumble from his truck as he idled up beside me and instead tried to see through the gray haze to the dock. I could just make out the blurred shape of ferry in the distance.


    When I could no longer ignore the creeping vehicle by my side, I turned to him and immediately bristled at his cocky grin. It did beautiful things to his face and it pissed me off that I noticed. "Can I help you?" I bit out.


    "Actually, I was going to ask if you could use a ride. Get out of the rain."


    I ground my teeth and hesitated with sudden uncertainty. I didn't want or need anyone's help, most especially not his, but I also could not be late. "Fine. I need to get to the ferry or I'm going to be stuck here anyway."


    "Get in."


    The truck was huge and smelled like grease and dirt. It was a distinctly male smell that reminded me of the night we'd parked on the very beach we were now heading towards when we first became lovers. It both comforted and annoyed me. I sat stiffly in the front seat as he navigated through the now torrential downpour. Sam chattered happily in the back seat, which was a drastic contrast to how tense I felt. In fact, my thighs were tense against the supple leather of the seat and my back ramrod straight.


    "Thanks," I said begrudgingly.


    "It's my fault." He paused at the crossroads. "I was helping Pa move some shit around and he conned me into staying longer than I'd planned. I honestly didn't mean to hold you over."


    Totally not the answer that I was expecting. "Uh-yeah. It's no problem. You couldn't take Sam with you?"


    He eased onto the main highway in preparation to make the left turn to the docks. "Yes and no. You see, I'd promised him that he could go swimming, but I'd forgotten about helping out the old bastard. They both have this look, you see?" He pointed to the backseat where Sam poked out his bottom lip and widened his eyes on cue.


    I laughed, relaxing a little. "Well, I remember Pa, so I understand."


    "Exactly. So I couldn't tell either of them no and instead I made you miss the ferry."


    "It's oka—What?!"


    He sighed and gestured in front of the truck to where the ferry was easing away from its slip. The waters of the Atlantic were violent, choppy and gray all the way to the mainland—or what I could see of it. The rain had increased exponentially, blurring the boat into an unrecognizable distortion in the distance, but its retreat was unmistakable.


    "Shit."


    "Is there someone I can call or—"


    "No," I interrupted. "Just...just take me back to the club. I'll find a ride or something."


    "Are you sure? I don't mind."


    "Look Jameson, you've done enough and I'm sure you and Sam need to get home. I'm a big girl, I'll be fine."


    Jameson peered out of the windshield at the storm, then looked back at me with raised eyebrows. "You do realize that there's no way off the island, right? In this weather all travel will be suspended. You'll probably need to bunk somewhere on-island overnight and wait it out."


    Stumped, I chewed on my thumbnail. How the hell had my perfect pseudo-vacation gone so spectacularly to shit in such a short span of time? I turned to face him and glared.


    "This is all your fault."


    "Hey!"


    "Well if you hadn't taken your sweet time picking up Sam I wouldn't have missed the ferry! The club is closed, I can't go back there. I don't live on-island and I have no cash for a hotel room. I may as well try to swim to the mainland."


    "I wouldn't recommend that." As if to divinely punctuate his statement thunder boomed and a particularly vicious looking bolt of lightning speared the horizon in front of us.


    "Rue sleepover!" Sam happily suggested.


    I winced. "No, I couldn't."


    Jameson rubbed a hand over his face, then shifted gears and reversed the truck with expert precision despite the pouring rain. He pulled back out on to the highway heading in the direction opposite the club.


    "What the hell are you doing?"


    He laid an arm on the center console and draped the other lazily over the wheel, the picture of relaxed arrogance. "You have nowhere to go. There's basically a hurricane going on out there in case you didn't notice. I'm going to take you to my house and you don't have to worry, Pa is actually staying with us this week so you're safe from my devastating charm."


    I rolled my eyes. "Whatever. Look, just until the rain lets up and then I really have to try and find a way home."


    "I knew you'd see it my way."


    "Yay!" Sam yelled.


    The island was washed out by the rainstorm, a haze of houses and roads covered in fog and mist. The beautiful day, much like my vacation had taken a drastic turn for what appeared to be the worst. Stranded, literally, on an island with the man that broke my heart. One that I never truly got over.


    I was broken out of my reverie when Jameson pulled the truck into the driveway of a modestly appointed house and switched off the ignition. I grabbed my things and helped a still babbling Sam out from the back. We dashed from the truck as fat drops of rain fell, chilling me to the bone. I followed the two of them inside the house, holding my arms close to stave off the cold.


    Sam flew past me, through the living room and bounded up the stairs. For someone who had played full-throttle for the past few hours, he certainly had a lot of energy. Jameson gestured to take my stuff and tossed them on a bench by the door.


    "Pa passed out in the spare room before I left, so you'll have to bunk in the living room." He took a blanket and pillow from a closet in the hallway and set them on the plush couch. "Do you need to call your parents? Are you still staying there?"


    I nodded. "Please."


    His dark eyes studied me for a moment and despite his lazy stance I'd noticed the subtle way his muscles stiffened at the mention of my family. So he did remember.


    "The phone," I prompted.


    "Right." He dug in his pocket and handed me a shiny new smartphone. I expected that he would go to another room to give me some privacy, but then again Jameson was never one to keep his nose out of my business.


    I turned away from him and walked into the hall that led from the living room to the front door to hopefully buffer the verbal lashing that was sure to ensue.


    "Yeah?"


    "Dad? It's Rue. I'm going to have to stay on-island tonight because of the storm. I'll be back in the morning."


    "Can't even make a boat on time. Can't do nothing right, girl. Stay there tonight. Stay there tomorrow. Don't ever come back. See if I care."


    "I'll be home tomorrow, dad. There's frozen dinners in the freezer if you or mom get hungry." I said it every time, but the only thing they were hungry for wasn't food.


    "I don't give a shit."


    Click.


    You would think that you could get used to the constant verbal abuse, the numbing feeling that follows. You don't. It must be in a child's genetic makeup to constantly seek the approval of their parents otherwise I would have said fuck it a long time ago.


    "Why do you do that, Rue?"


    Had I not known he would have followed, I would have screamed. I dashed the track of tears off of my cheeks, but didn't turn. "Do what?"


    "Let him talk to you like that. Let them treat you that way. How could you still be putting up with them after all this time?"


    "My lot in life, I guess."


    He took a step closer, which brought him flush with my back, the heat seeped from his chest into my skin and I shivered, though I told myself it was from the cold. I could feel his heartbeat racing and his deep, even inhalations. I basked in the feeling of closeness, the remembrance of everything good and right that had grown between us. Then I took a step away and turned to face him.


    There's no doubt that he could read my every emotion. Jameson could cut through most bullshit with careful observation. Which must have come in handy when we were dating because I was a champion bullshitter.


    "If that's what you think, then not much has changed."


    "What do you care? Four years and not a word? You've obviously moved on. I—" I'm positively livid with myself that my voice breaks in the middle of the sentence. "You know what, forget it. I appreciate that you're letting me crash here tonight, but there's no need to rehash the past. It won't change anything."


    "That's where you're wrong, Rue."


    And he kissed me.


    And oh, God I hate the way I melted right into him, how my every objection and scathing retort simply evaporated with the press of his lips against mine. I didn't want to be there, in his arms, but it's everywhere I've needed to be.


    He bit and sucked at my bottom lip and a moan escaped my throat. My hands automatically found themselves twined in the dark blonde hair that's grown longer in the time we've been apart. It occurred to me the back of my head that it was against military regs, but the thought slipped away. He pressed a hand to the curve of my hip and urged me fully against his body and I fit perfectly. No one in the time since Jameson has ever fit me quite like he did. Like his edges and my curves were made for each other and anyone else is just forcing a puzzle piece into the wrong place.


    For a while my brain short-circuited and the next thing I know he had me imprisoned between him and the front door. He turned his head and the kiss deepened, a gnash of teeth and tongue that was wild and hot.


    The insatiable need for him had never been the issue. He was the only man in my life who had ever been able to literally make me weak in the knees. In fact, as the kiss transitioned from needy and impatient to slow and languid, I very nearly succumbed to almost instinctual urge to surrender to him.


    "Wait." I removed my hands from his hair and pressed them against his no-longer-boyish chest to steady myself. A few minutes more and I would have made an absolute fool of myself by doing something stupid like melting into a liquid puddle at his feet. "Stop."


    His forehead rested on mine, his breath uneven and I could feel his desire for me hard against my stomach. "I'm sorry." He cleared his throat. "Contrary to what you may think, I didn't really plan on doing that."


    "I know. I just...I don't think we should do this."


    Jameson inhaled deeply. "I'm going to go upstairs and help Sam get ready for bed." He pulled away and I felt the loss like a physical blow. "Make yourself at home."


    He waited a beat, as if uncertain, then headed up the stairs after a long, searching look.


    *


    Jameson had gone to bed hours before and I'd spent the time since with the ghost of his taste on my lips. I was hyper aware of the night sounds, the settling of the house and the echoes of the storm were the sound of Jameson coming down the stairs, or his son, the living proof of how much had changed, stirring in his sleep. Finally, irritable and restless, I gathered the throw and wrapped it around myself.


    The storm still raged as I stepped out onto their generous screened-in back porch. There was an unbeatable view of the churning ocean and I settled on a wicker loveseat to lose myself in the drama—which only served to reflect my current circumstances.


    What the hell was he doing back here?


    I jerked when the porch door squeaked open and didn't know whether to be elated or dismayed that it Jameson stepped out, proffering a mug of tea.


    "We should talk." He set the mug on the table beside me and sat down on the loveseat next to me.


    "About what?"


    "Don't be dense, Rue. You know what." He sipped his own drink, probably sludge-like coffee, black.


    "Come on, Jamie. It's been four years."


    "And yet here we are."


    "One kiss doesn't mean anything. It was just a kiss."


    "Oh, don't lie to yourself. We were never done and you know it."


    "Is that what you think? Walking out on the girl that you supposedly love seems pretty done to me. Especially considering the fact that you now have a kid to consider."


    "Look at me," he commanded.


    I complied, but I didn't hide my annoyance.


    "I didn't walk out on you."


    "You sure as hell did a very good impression of it then. Telling me it's over and then ceasing all communication is pretty final."


    He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "I made a mistake, Rue, and by the time I realized it too much time had gone by to make amends."


    "Well there's no need to try now." I made to stand, but was stopped by his firm grip on my wrist.


    "No. I've been waiting four years to have this conversation and we're going to have it. Please. Just give me five minutes and if you still want to walk away from me tomorrow then we'll forget we ever saw each other and go our separate ways."


    "Five minutes."


    He stood and walked to the porch door to watch the waves crashing on the beach. "Do you remember that night we took my truck to the beach?"


    "Yes, kind of hard to forget."


    "Well, after I dropped you off I came home and all I could think about was our future. You going to school to become the sexiest scientist on the planet, me joining the military like Pa. I had it all planned out."


    My brow furrowed. "Okay, that doesn't sound bad to me."


    "Yeah." His voice was weak, defeated. "Well, when I got the Germany assignment I realized that I couldn't do that to you. Ask you to wait years for me, living in a half relationship while I was all over Europe. We were just kids and your life was just getting started."


    I swallowed around the knot in my throat. "And so you made that decision without asking me. You assumed that I couldn't handle a long-distance relationship so you took care of it by yourself."


    Jameson closed his eyes. "Yes."


    "So it was for my own good?"


    "It was for the best," he said firmly.


    "Well, thank you so much for letting me know."


    There was a pregnant pause.


    "I didn't mean to hurt you, Rue."


    "Obviously," I said bitterly.


    Jameson sat beside me and shoved his hands in his pockets. "I was right, wasn't I? Did you get your degree?"


    Indignation bubbled hotly in my stomach. "Don't pretend like that has any bearing on what I would have done back then, but for your information, yes. In biology. I'm in graduate school right now for marine biology."


    "That's great, Rue. I'm happy for you."


    "I assume your career is going well."


    "Yes."


    "And Sam's mother?" I bit my lip and hated myself for asking, but I had to know.


    He sighed. "It wasn't anything serious and it happened a long time after us. She's a nice girl, but she sure as hell wasn't interested in becoming a mother. I was just one in a long string of soldiers. I have full custody. She's not really a part of his life."


    I stared at him, tracing his features with my eyes trying to determine how much of the boy I'd loved was still there; how much had changed. "He seems like a sweet kid."


    He smiled. There it was, the look I remembered. It was telling that the mere thought of his boy could make him look so at peace. "He's the best."


    We settled into a comfortable silence, though my mind was racing from our conversation. I wanted to ask what he was doing back in Florida, if he was out of the Army or if he was home on leave, but I couldn't bring myself to say the words. Kissing him had been a major mistake because flashes from our embrace were tangling with the new knowledge I'd learned.


    He wrapped an arm around my shoulder and I moved closer to snuggle into his side. Even if he left tomorrow, it was nice to have closure. To have laid to rest the lingering questions. I was pissed that he decided for me instead of consulting me, but I couldn't blame the jerk for doing what he thought was right. What was done was done.


    *


    The next morning the sound of a slamming door and a boyish shout jerked me from my dreamless sleep. Beneath me Jameson shifted, tightening his arms around my waist and pressing his face into my neck.


    "Five more minutes," he growled into my hair.


    "Jameson." I tried to lift up with a hand on his shoulder, but he merely held me closer. "Jameson, wake up."


    "Unless you are dying or sick, then we should sleep in while we get the chance. Sam is an early riser and from sunup to sundown he's full throttle. I'm warning you now."


    "I think he's already awake." I stretched against him, then immediately regretted it at his groan.


    "You're trying to kill me."


    I giggled. "C'mon, Jamie. I have to get up."


    "No, too comfy."


    "I have to catch the ferry, check on my dad. Seriously. I have to go."


    His hand gentled on the small of my back and stroked up the sensitive skin of my spine. My entire body stilled in response to the deceptively erotic sensation that resulted. The light play of his fingers sent shockwaves across me and I immediately pulled away.


    He sat up, wiped his eyes. "Where are you going?"


    Instead of answering I crossed the porch to check on the weather. I didn't know whether to be resigned or relieved that the storm had passed and the ocean had calmed. "It stopped raining," I told him, my eyes carefully averted. "Do you think you could give me a ride? The ferry should be working now."


    He grunted in what I assumed was assent. "Let me grab my keys. Pa can watch Sam while I run you over there."


    I followed him back in the house where Sam's little head was barely visible over the counter as he ate a messy plate of pancakes drenched in syrup. Allen Montgomery hadn't changed in the years since we'd last seen each other. His weathered face was still creased in a big small and the same watery blue eyes twinkled in merriment.


    "Come here, girl, and give an old man a hug."


    Smiling, I embraced him and was thrown back to all the times I'd been in this very situation. At the Montgomery household, hiding from my own family, thrown amidst his like I was one of their own. The memory caused tears to prick the back of my throat, so I excused myself with another fierce hug and a wave at Sam.


    I grabbed my things from the couch where they'd been forgotten and ducked out of the house. Jameson followed behind me. The ride back to the ferry was even more rife with tension. Where would this leave us?


    All too soon he maneuvered the truck into a parking spot. In front of us, passengers were loading onto the ferry and the sun was just beginning to chase away the chill.


    "So—" I began.


    "Will—" he started.


    We both laughed.


    "It was good to see you." I twisted the straps of my bag, its ruined contents still damp.


    "You, too."


    Now or never, I thought. I gave him a one handed hug and tried to commit everything about the moment to memory. His scent, the new scar over the dark slash of his brow, how much he'd filled out. I would hold it all close to my heart and that would be enough. Like it had been in the time since he left.


    We stepped from the truck and he walked me to the loading dock. The roar of the waves was deafening over the silence between us. I had so much that I want to say, but I didn't have the nerve or the words to take the chance.


    Instead, I turned to him and gave him a small smile. "Thanks again, for all your help. I'm sorry if I wasn't the most welcoming."


    He didn't answer and there was no sign of any emotional response on his face. Had the kiss meant nothing? Was it just a goodbye for him?


    Confused beyond belief and on the verge of making a scene, I hefted my bag higher on my shoulder. "Alright, well I'd better get going. I'll see you, Jamie."


    I made to move towards the bridge that would bring me aboard the ferry, but stopped by his hand on my waist.


    "Is that it?" He raised his brows. "No kiss goodbye?"


    "Jamie. C'mon, I have to go."


    He used his grasp on my waist to turn me back facing him and his other hand moved to cup my cheek, tilting my head up to meet his eyes. "You're really just going to walk away?"


    My heart began to race. "What do you mean?"


    "Rue." He took a step closer. "There's no way I'm letting you go this time."


    "Letting me go?" I sputtered. "You didn't let me go the last time!"


    He ignored my protests. "One kiss. Then you can leave."


    "Jamie, you're going to make me miss the ferry again. Don't be stu—" The rest of my sentence was drowned out when his lips mated with mine. This guy really needed to learn how to have a conversation without molesting people with his mouth.


    The rest of my coherent thoughts were eclipsed by a sudden warmth that enveloped my chest and muddled my brain. He tasted the same, but oh how his body had changed in the best ways. He was marginally taller, definitely thicker throughout the arms and chest and had a new confidence that my body simply bowed to.


    A whistle blew in the distance and I vaguely registered it over the sensation of his hands in my hair and the intimate tangle of his tongue with mine. He pulled back with one last nip at my bottom lip and I blinked rapidly, trying to regain my carefully constructed composure.


    "You've got to stop doing that." He grinned.


    "Are you kidding? You're the one that won't stop kissing me!" I shouted.


    "That's not what I mean." He turned me around. "You missed the ferry again."


    "Goddammit, Jameson."


    "I guess you're just going to have to stay with me until the next one," he whispered in my ear. "Though I have a feeling you may miss that one, too."
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    Chapter ONE


    I strummed my nails impatiently on the smooth reclaimed wood of the counter How long could it possibly take to get a latte? The teenage barista seemed oblivious to the growing queue as she methodically prepared each cup as if she all the time in the world. I knew it was a mistake to stop at this particular Starbucks even though it was a block closer to the office. They always seemed to have someone ‘in training’ behind the counter which meant it would take forever even if the shop was nearly empty. I looked down at my phone again and bit my lip. 8:53. I was due my manager’s office in seven minutes.


    “Kiera?” the barista finally called in a tentative voice as she studied the sloppy writing on the paper cup.


    “Thanks,” I grumbled as I grabbed the coffee from her hand and dodged back through the crowd. Who scheduled meetings at 9:00 anyway? Wasn’t that supposed to be one of the perks of working at a tech company? It was just my luck to get a boss who loved to start his day early. He’d actually suggested we meet at 8:30, a suggestion which I’d shot down. No job was worth that.


    Soft rain hit my face as I stepped out onto the wet sidewalk. It was the kind of rain that made my mascara instantly run and my hair return to its natural messy wave regardless of how much hair product I had layered on. The walk signal at the intersection was already flashing orange. Shit. I dashed to the corner as fast as I could without spilling my coffee all over myself, but the signal blinked to the red hand and cars began to stream by. I looked down at my phone again. 8:55. Shit.


    I took a deep breath. Tonight I’d be on a flight to Maui. It was my boyfriend Rob’s birthday next week and we had planned the perfect spring break getaway. I wasn’t sure if you technically were supposed to take a spring break once you were out of school, but when you lived under the grey skies of Seattle it seemed reasonable. I’d been trying to get him to agree to a vacation for months, but there was always some excuse about work schedules or the expense. That was until a few months ago when his Aussie friend got a job at the Ritz-Carlton. All of the sudden he couldn’t wait to go.


    I felt a twinge of irritation that all Rob’s excuses to stay home seemed to disappear as soon as his friend came into the picture, but he had asked me to go, so maybe he was just worried about the expense. Rob’s friend Paul had a three bedroom apartment he shared with a couple of guys, and they were going to be away, so we basically had our own room and he could get us access to the pool at the Ritz. All we had to pay for was plane tickets and food. It was going to be fantastic.


    The sharp ding of the cross signal jolted me from my thoughts. I glanced down at my phone again as I hurried across the intersection. 8:58. There was no way I’d make it up the elevator and to my bosses office on time. I hated to be late. Fortunately he wasn’t the type to reprimand. Will was actually pretty cool as far as managers go, but my office mate Emily would raise her eyebrows and make a show of noticing my arrival time. She was the kind of girl who is destined to be CEO someday, not because she is extra smart or creative, but because she is an obsessive Type A personality and is determined to do it. She pretty much took every opportunity to point out her superiority over me and it was all I could do at this point to be cordial.


    I pushed through the large glass doors to my building and brushed the damp hair out of my eyes. About fifteen people were already waiting for the elevator. I checked my phone again. 9:00. Damn. I took a long drink of my coffee. One painful minute later an elevator finally opened and the crowd rushed in. I hesitated for a moment in anticipation of claustrophobia, but stepped on anyway. I was on the 12th floor and nearly every button between two and twelve was already lit up. This was going to take forever.


    An eternity later the steel doors of the elevator finally stopped on my floor. I couldn’t wait to get out of this box. I walked over to my cubicle, set down my coffee, and stashed my bag under the desk as discreetly as I could manage, but Emily’s polished head still popped up over the small divider to greet me. I checked my phone again as I picked up my notepad. 9:06. I was officially late.


    “Good morning Kiera,” she smiled, her voice sticky sweet. Emily wore trendy thick black frame glasses although I doubted her vision was even impaired. She was one of those girls whose giant green eyes looked good glasses or no glasses. It was annoying.


    “Hey Em,” I returned, avoiding eye contact as I turned away and for the hall. As much as I’d like to pretend she didn’t exist, the last think I needed was to get on her bad side. It was much easier to let her believe she had one up on me—which she probably did.


    I slowed my pace and tried to tame my frizzy hair as I put on my best expression of breezy indifference. Maybe Will wouldn’t even notice I was late. I finally reached his office and peered through the crooked blinds. It was empty. Shit. All that stress over nothing. I started back down the hall when I heard my name.


    “Kiera! I’m sorry to keep you waiting. My meeting ran over.” Will almost bounced as he walked. Sometimes it made me tired just to watch him. I’d caught him running down the hall on a few occasions.


    Will was forty two years old—per his Facebook account— and had never had a serious relationship as far as I knew. He had those outdoorsy good looks associated with people who were into rock climbing and triathlons, and was known for running all over town with twenty one year old marketing coordinators much like myself. Fortunately he steered clear of the ones who worked for him. He was smart enough to avoid that. He was not smart enough to avoid skinny jeans. Unless you’re a rock star you probably shouldn’t wear skinny jeans past thirty.


    “No worries,” I replied heading back into his office. At least he didn’t catch me walking in late.


    “How’s it going?” he asked distractedly, as he opened his laptop and started skimming his emails.


    “Um, fine. Working on the weekly status reports,” I paused. Was he even listening to me?


    “Damn.” His eyes narrowed as they traced across the words on his screen.


    I raised my eyebrows in question.


    “Sorry, not you.” He smiled but his expression was strained.


    I bit my lip. It was none of my business, but I couldn’t stop myself. “What’s wrong?”


    He glared at his screen. “My damn house sitter just cancelled.”


    “And you’re going to the launch event in London this weekend,” I volunteered. “Can’t you leave your house for a few days unattended?”


    “It’s not my house. It’s Mocha.” He looked really forlorn. “She cut her foot last week and I can’t take her to the Pet Hotel for two weeks.”


    “What about Harmony?” Harmony was his most recent ex-girlfriend who shared custody of Mocha. She was gorgeous with long thick black hair you usually only see in shampoo ads and a killer figure. I’d met her at the Christmas party and drooled over her crystal encrusted Louboutins. Probably a gift from Will after some argument. He loved the grand gesture.


    “She’s in Mexico with Brad,” he replied flatly. “I saw the pool shot on Instagram.”


    Harmony had traded up. Will was successful, but Brad was a vice president and could whisk her off to a Mexico or Paris on a whim. Perfect places to wear those Louboutins. I almost felt sorry for Will—despite the fact that he brought these dead end relationships upon himself.


    I sat in awkward silence as he stared moodily at his screen. Should I leave? Should I say something else? If I wasn’t going to Hawaii I could offer to help, but I’d been looking forward to this vacation forever. My bag was already packed and ready to take to the airport at 2PM sharp.


    He finally looked up. “Do you mind if we just catch up next time? I need to sort this out.”


    “Sure, of course.” I rose from my chair, slipped out into the hall and slowly walked back to my desk. Well, the day we certainly starting off a little shaky. This is exactly why I needed a vacation.


    As soon as I sat down Emily’s face popped back up over the divider. Didn’t she have work to do?


    “That was quick,” she paused looking at her watch. “Well, I mean you were running a little late this morning, no?”


    I ignored her barb. “Will’s pet sitter cancelled.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “This weekend? When he’s supposed to be at the launch?”


    “Yeah, this weekend.” I wished she would leave me alone. All I wanted to do was sit with my coffee and check my Facebook feed in peace.


    “Wow, he’s really in a tight spot.” Emily was silent for a moment, but looked thoughtful. “Hopefully someone can come to the rescue.”


    I studied her face. She was up to something. She was going to offer to help Will. It wasn’t enough that she tried to take over every project he gave us or that she treated me like I worked for her. No, this was the pinnacle. We’d been planning this launch party for months, and she was not only going to rescue the event, she was going to stay in his damn house, bonding with his dog. I might as well quit. I could never compete with that.


    A smile spread across her face. “Well, I’m sure he’ll tell me all about it at our ten o’clock.”


    I gave her a fake smile in return and felt a wave of relief as she finally dropped back below the divider. Why did the universe seem to aid her at every turn? I was the one who needed an opportunity to stand out, not her. It wasn’t fair.


    I turned on my laptop and opened Facebook. I just needed a few minutes to decompress before I faced my spreadsheets. I scrolled through a few pages, sipping my coffee. Rob posted a snapshot of the weather forecast for Maui—eighty one degrees, eighty two degrees, seventy eight degrees. A genuine smile finally pulled at the corners of my mouth. It was perfect. I was finally relaxing. Until I got to the next post.


    There was Emily’s perfect picture next to her status update “Join Seattle Tech Chicks a great new community for young women in technology!”


    That was my idea! I’d said last week how I wanted to start a networking group for twenty something women in technology. I’d even thrown out the name Tech Chicks. What the hell? I could feel my cheeks getting warm with anger. I looked at my paper coffee cup and considered throwing it over the divider. Ugh, all that would do is get me is fired.


    I was so mad, I hardly noticed when Will walked up behind me. “Do you mind pulling the month to date numbers, I’d like to take a look?”


    “Sure,” I stammered, shifting slightly to block my screen. “Any luck finding someone to watch Mocha?”


    Emily’s head popped back up as if on cue. Why didn’t I have an office with walls?


    Will frowned. “Not yet. It’s a bit late notice, but I’m sure something will work out.” His tone was less than confident.


    I glanced over and Emily and saw her take a breath, ready to say something and I couldn’t stop myself. She was not going to be the savior today. I squared my shoulders and looked right at Will. “I could watch her."


    Emily’s mouth snapped shut and her eyes narrowed. She was not used to being second place. I felt a rush of euphoria at beating her for once. I was going to save the day and not with some measly report or email. Will would never forget this favor.


    Will’s eyes lit up. “You would do that Kiera? Aren’t you going to Hawaii?”


    Shit. I was going to Hawaii. I couldn’t wait to go to Hawaii. A vision of Rob sitting next to an empty seat flashed before my eyes, but it was too late. “Um, I’m not leaving until Monday,” I lied. How hard could it be to change a ticket?


    “You’re a lifesaver,” he jumped up beaming, then paused, his expression serious. “Please don’t feel you need to help. I’m sure I can figure something else out…”


    “I love dogs—you know that,” I smiled cheerfully. What the hell did I just agree to?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter TWO


    


    


    I dropped my worn grey canvas weekend bag on the pristine black leather of the sofa and looked around. Nothing in Will’s place looked even the slightest bit worn. In fact, it barely looked like anyone lived here. The main room was open to a huge chef’s kitchen with gleaming granite countertops—not a stray dish in sight. Not that you would notice the interior, when faced with the wall of glass that looked out over the lake. His view was freaking amazing! How could he even afford this place? Will was successful for sure, but this was something out of a magazine.


    There might not be a sandy beach or eighty degree weather, but I was pretty sure this place was a thousand times nicer than Paul’s apartment. Besides, Rob had been kind of an asshole when I told him I moved my flight so maybe a little space was good. By asshole I mean he had barely reacted. “That’s too bad babe,” was all he said as he weakly shrugged his shoulders. Did he even care that I was coming along? I mean, he had seemed excited when we first made the plans. Maybe I just read too much into things.


    Mocha’s high pitched bark snapped me back into the present. Someone had realized there was a stranger in the house. Not much of a guard dog if you ask me, although I don’t suppose anyone expected a Yorkie to guard anything. I crouched down to her level and let her smell my outstretched hand as she eyed me suspiciously. She was groomed to perfection as if she might be whisked off to a dog show at a moment’s notice. I’d met Mocha once before when Will brought her to work and she was definitely a people lover. A few treats and she’d be my new best friend.


    I walked into the kitchen and scoured the pantry for dog treats. Score. Organic wild salmon bites? Mocha ate better than I did. More often than not I sustained myself on a bagel with avocado and cream cheese. I dropped a few treats on the ground and opened the giant Viking refrigerator. Three bottles of Veuve Clicquot, two bottles Pellegrino—one half finished—a lemon, a wedge of gouda, about five different take out boxes and a half bottle of rooster sauce among various other condiments. I shook my head and grabbed the champagne. He had said help yourself.


    I popped open the bottle and carefully poured myself a glass, trying to avoid wasting a drop of the sparkling liquid. My phone buzzed and I picked it up. “WTF Kiera,” blinked back at me followed by “HAWAII!?!” Shit. Avery had gotten my text message. She has been my best friend since the moment we met in our shared college dorm room. It was like friendship at first sight. It hadn’t hurt that we were basically forced to spend half our lives together in a ten by ten room, but never the less, plenty of dorm mates hated each other. Last summer we rented the cutest tiny apartment in the north end of the city. My first real place.


    I’d been complaining to her for months about how Rob and I never went on vacation together. She had listened, half-heartedly at times, but she had listened. She had the attention span of a fly, and wasn’t particularly fond of Rob in general, so it was a true gesture of love on her part. I could tell she was pissed without even seeing her piercing brown eyes.


    “I know. Work.” I typed lamely, knowing it wouldn’t be enough.


    “WTF!” blinked back at me, followed by her pale face as the phone started ringing. I stuffed my phone under a pillow on the couch. I didn’t want a lecture on why I was wrong for choosing work over vacation. Avery graduated from UW with a bachelors in sociology and a minor in women’s studies, but now taught Barre classes on weekend and worked at Cupcake Paradise in University Village. She was one of those people who never worried about the future. I envied her attitude.


    I needed a distraction—and more Champagne. I topped off my glass and starting poking around the cabinets under the giant flat screen until I found a familiar looking Comcast remote and flipped on the TV. ESPN. No way. I scanned through the guide until I came across a ‘Real Housewives of Beverly Hills’ marathon and clicked. Brainless, trashy TV. It was perfect.


    I could still hear my phone buzzing under the pillow and turned up the volume on the TV. Ugh. I drained half my glass of champagne, turned on a few lights and sat down. It was already getting dark out and the sunset over the lake was breathtaking. This would almost be romantic if I wasn’t alone—and at my boss’s house. Mocha jumped up beside me and curled up next to my leg. I wondered what Rob was doing on the flight. Probably chatting up the stewardess.


    Rob oozed charm in an effortless manner that drove women crazy. Young, old, good looking or not, he somehow managed to flatter everyone into loving him. At first I had felt so special. He was the king of the compliment and when he was talking to me it was like I was the best, most beautiful girl in the world. It took me six months to figure out he bestowed those compliments rather freely, but I was already hooked. Our relationship was like my addiction to Starbucks caramel macchiatos. I know they aren’t good for me, but if you put one in front of me I just can’t say no. I turned up the volume on the TV again. No thinking about Rob.


    Three episodes and two glasses of champagne later I stood up—and sat back down. Maybe I was going a little overboard on the Champagne. Skipping dinner probably hadn’t helped. I got up again, more slowly this time, and stumbled over to the kitchen. I just needed to eat something and I’d be fine. I got out the Gouda and found some crackers in the pantry. Perfect. My phone buzzed again. I still didn’t want to talk to Avery, but maybe it was Rob. His flight probably landed an hour ago at least.


    I walked back to the couch and rescued my phone from under the pillow. Three new voicemails. None of them from Rob. I frowned. Should I call him? I mean, he was probably just rushing to pick up his bags and meet Paul. I hated that he made me feel so needy sometimes. Maybe I should send him a text? No. I held my chin up, as if someone was there to see me. I wasn’t going to be that girl.


    Mocha barked as if she agreed with me and I rewarded her with a treat. I missed having a dog. I picked up my phone again, opened Facebook and started scrolling through my feed. Nothing very exciting. Wait. Rob Winters via Instagram. It was a selfie of Rob and Paul in front of a rental car with two bikini-clad girls off to the side. Who the hell were they? I slammed down my phone, poured the last of the Champagne into my glass and drank it in one gulp.


    He didn’t even have time to drop me a text, but here he was posting selfies on Instagram. Asshole. I wanted to call him and tell him off, but that would just make me look more pathetic. I wanted to call Avery, but she’d just tell me he’s always been an asshole. It was too humiliating to call anyone else. Fuck. What an awesome start to my vacation. I opened the fridge and grabbed another bottle of Champagne.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter THREE


    


    I slowly blinked open my eyes and lifted my head from the velvet pillow. Ouch. A sharp pain seared at my temples followed by a dull throb. The blinding sunshine didn’t help either. Where was the grey overcast skies I was used to? Two bottles of Champagne sat on the coffee table in front of me and cloudy memories of the previous evening starting coming back. At least I hadn’t finished both bottles. I shivered. I had managed to remove my jeans and shoes before passing out on the couch, but where did I leave them? I carefully stood up and started looking around the room.


    “Ahem,” a man cleared his throat behind me.


    I whipped around. “Who the hell are you!?” I grabbed one of the bottles from the coffee table and held it up.


    He raised his eyebrows and folded his muscular arms across his chest. “Will always goes for the feisty ones. Please don’t throw that at me. I’m Jeremy, Will’s brother, and you are?”


    Why hadn’t Will ever mentioned a brother? Not that they sat around talking about family. A hot brother for that matter. This guy must be a number of years younger than Will—maybe twenty seven or twenty eight. He was tall, maybe 6’2” with light hazel eyes, dark hair. Very handsome.


    “Keira. Keria Vane,” I stammered, slowly lowering the bottle. “I work for Will.”


    He raised his eyebrows again, his eyes mirthful. “I see.”


    Shit. I looked down at my rumpled Cupcake Paradise tee and purple boy short underwear. At least I wasn’t wearing a thong. I grabbed the blanket off the couch and wrapped it around myself. “I’m watching Mocha while Will’s out of town on business.”


    It sounded lame in my head, but worse when I actually said the words. Here I was, standing in my underwear, clearly hung over, with the evidence sitting on the coffee table in front of me. Will was going to fire me when he found out. Emily would be so fucking happy about it. Avery would tell me fuck corporate America. And Rob? He was probably having brunch with those bikini girls right now.


    I stepped to the side to block the view of the champagne bottles, as if he hadn’t already seen them. “I didn’t know anyone else would be here. Honestly, I’m just here to watch the dog. Will’s in Vegas.” I felt tears welling up.


    “Don’t worry.” His expression softened. “Look, I won’t tell Will if that’s what you’re worried about. So, you’re keeping an eye on princess Mocha.”


    “Thanks,” I started to relax. “Yes, Mocha. Mocha?” She must have run off to her bed in the corner of Will’s room. “Mocha!” I called out a little louder this time.


    “Mocha!” Jeremy joined me. “Come here girl!”


    “Mocha!?” I tried again, but nothing. My neck was starting to get warm as the panic set in. Where was Mocha? I ran into Will’s room. The small faux fur dog bed was sitting empty. She must be here somewhere. I ran back into the kitchen and got the dog treats. “Mocha, Mocha!” I called, waving around a handful of morsels.


    Jeremy headed downstairs while I searched the main level again. She wasn’t in the kitchen/living room. The office was empty. I ran into Will’s room again, this time opening the closets and checking the master bathroom. Nothing. I started opening cabinets. How would Mocha end up in a cabinet? This was ridiculous. She couldn’t have vanished. Shit. I was still in my underwear. I grabbed my jeans and sweatshirt off the ottoman and pulled them on as I scanned the room for some sign of Mocha.


    “She’s not downstairs,” Jeremy emerged from the stairs, concern in his eyes. “Are you sure you didn’t let her out last night?”


    “No, I swear,” I leaned back into the cushions of the couch and shook my head. “She was with me, here, sleeping on the blanket. I didn’t open a window, let alone a door. It’s freezing out. Why would I even consider it?”


    “Maybe you don’t remember,” he nodded to the Champagne bottles.


    I hung my head in my hands. This was all my fault. I was sure I remembered falling asleep with Mocha resting peacefully next to my legs. She was such a sweetheart nuzzling her furry head into the crook of my knees. I couldn’t let anything happen to her. I had to do something. “Are you sure you didn’t let her out this morning when you came in? When did you get here anyway?”


    “Just before you woke up from your um—slumber—and no, I didn’t let her out.” He started pacing. “I think we better go around the neighborhood.”


    “I know.” I pulled on my fawn suede UGG’s and stood up. I knew I looked like a mess, but I didn’t care as long as we found Mocha. “I still don’t get how she could have gotten out. Is there a dog door somewhere?”


    “Not as far as I know,” he grabbed his jacket. “Better bring those treats.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter FOUR


    


    I walked back into the house, my shoulder slumped in defeat. We’d circled the neighborhood for an hour calling Mocha’s name and nothing. We’d knocked on all the neighbors doors and talked to a half dozen people, none of whom had seen Mocha. “Where could she be?”


    “I’m sure she’ll turn up.” Jeremy put his hand gently on my shoulder, but I felt no warmth, only guilt.


    “What if something happened to her?” A tear slid down my cheek. My cat Pinky ran away when I was about nine. At first my parents insisted that she would turn up. Eventually they claimed that she must have been adopted by another loving family. I knew it was all hopeful thinking to make me feel better. I couldn’t bear thinking of Mocha stuck alone in the cold. I didn’t care if I got fired anymore. I just wanted to find Mocha.


    “Hey, I bet she had one of those chips. You know, vets put microchips in dogs and cats these days and I’m sure my brother would have had Mocha chipped.”


    My eyes brightened a little. “You could be right.” Will was all over any sort of technology and there was no way he’d pass on micro-chipping Mocha unless Harmony got in the way. Pleeeeease let her have a chip. “We need to call the vet.”


    “Do you know what vet she sees?” he asked, taking off his jacket.


    I held up my hands. How would I know Will’s vet? “I’ve met Mocha once, at the office.”


    “Right.” He studied me for a second. “It is a little usual dog sitting for your boss, isn’t it? Staying at his house.”


    My cheeks burned. Unusual was an understatement. How did I explain to him that I was actually supposed to be in Hawaii, but got caught up in competing with my perfect co-worker and insisted on this ridiculous scheme? “Uh yeah. I was just trying to help.”


    He lifted an eyebrow. “Will must be a pretty good boss.” He paused for a moment. “Maybe he has something in the office.”


    “Do you think we should call him?” As soon as I got the words out, I held my breath, scared of the potential answer.


    Jeremy gave me a sympathetic look. “Let’s just see if we can get a hold of the vet first. There’s no point in worrying Will for no reason. And it’s not like he’d have the microchip number with him in London. Mocha is probably with one of the neighbors we didn’t catch.”


    I nodded and followed Jeremy into Will’s office. It was the one room in the house that was actually a little bit messy. Magazines and papers were stacked on a crowded desk and full wall of bookshelves was crammed with books, picture frames and random tchotchkes. Where to begin? I felt a little bit weird rifling through his things, but his brother was there and we had to find Mocha.


    Jeremy rubbed his hand across his jaw as he surveyed the room. “Why don’t you start with the desk and I’ll tackle the filing cabinet?”


    I sat down on the cool leather roller chair and gingerly started flipping through the stack of papers in front of me. Copies of the Economist and GQ were scattered among old utility bills and bank statements. I hoped to find a statement or something from her visit to the vet about her foot, but nothing was turning up. Ugh. I looked over at Jeremy. He was methodically flipping through files in silence.


    Will must have kept all the vet stuff in a file somewhere. The drawers. The bottom drawer was deep like a file cabinet. I pulled it open. Success. I grabbed the first three folders and placed them on my lap. The first one looked like stuff for the house—a warranty for the dishwasher, a booklet for the microwave. Some sort of claim information for a problem with some tile work in the bathroom. I set that folder aside and opened the next one.


    An expense report for a trip to Paris sat on top. This looked like work stuff. Wasn’t it sort of odd he kept it at home? What was this stuff? A receipt for someplace called Axon Technology was next. One sixty inch flat screen, custom speaker system, installation. Fifty-three thousand, five hundred and eighty six dollars. Did I just read that right? I flipped the paper over looking for some more description, but there was nothing. Was this for an event? It was dated a few months before I started on the team. The huge TV upstairs flashed into my head. Ridiculous. Why was I looking at this stuff?


    “Found it!” Jeremy stood up waving a paper in his hand. “Here’s a bill from two weeks ago so it must be current.”


    I slapped closed the folder and shoved the files back into the drawer. “Thank god. Let’s call.”


    Jeremy pulled out his cell phone. “Maybe I should call. It is my brother’s dog.”


    I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t really want to explain how I misplaced Mocha after watching her for less than a day. I just wanted her back. I still couldn’t fathom how she had gotten away. There must have been a window open, something.


    “This is Jeremy Stanton, Will Stanton’s brother…” his voice trailed off as he walked out of the office.


    I leaned back in the chair. How had I gotten myself into this mess? Emily never would have lost Will’s dog. She probably wouldn’t have drank his Champagne either. She probably would have story boarded some amazing marketing strategy and presented it to Will—with Mocha by her side—on his arrival home. I stared listlessly at the book cases.


    Before I could get any farther with my pity party, Jeremy walked back in with an expression that did not look encouraging. “I left a message.”


    Shit. Of course the vet wasn’t there. I looked at my phone in distress. 4:26. “Let me guess. The vet closed at?”


    “Four o’clock,” he finished quietly. “Look, they are open at ten tomorrow and I’m sure we’ll be able to get the tracking number then.”


    I held his gaze for a second, my eyes welling with tears. I tried to stop them, but it was hopeless. I dabbed at the rims of my eyes with the cuff of my shirt leaving a dark blotch of yesterday’s mascara on the white cotton. “I need to call the shelters.”


    Jeremy walked over and sat on the desk across from me. “We’ll find her,” he said firmly. “Let’s make a list. I’ll help.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter FIVE


    


    An hour later Jeremy and I emerged, defeated, from the office. None of the area shelters had taken in a Yorkie in the last 24 hours, but they would all put us on their call list in case one turned up. We spent another half hour circling the nearby houses and yard calling Mocha’s name, but as the daylight faded so did my hope. I sat down on the low concrete wall that ran in front of Will’s house. The damp surface soaked into my jeans but I didn’t care.


    “She’s probably at one of the neighbor’s houses and that’s why she can’t hear us,” Jeremy was trying to project optimism, but his eyes gave him away.


    “You don’t really believe that,” I started biting my nail—a bad habit from my childhood that reappeared when I was stressed. “Look at this place,” I gestured to the tall canopy of fir trees above us, the thick foliage filling the space between neatly landscaped yards. “You know there are raccoons out there.”


    Jeremy held out his hand. “Come on, I’ll make you something to eat. Sitting out here in the rain will not bring Mocha back any sooner.”


    Part of me wanted to sit out in the cold until Mocha returned—a penance or something—but I knew he was right. I reluctantly took his hand and let him pull me back onto my feet. My head throbbed. Between the previous night’s champagne, and the fact that I hadn’t eaten anything all day, I suppose it was to be expected. I wobbled on my feet a bit, catching myself from stumbling.


    Jeremy’s arms were suddenly around me pulling me in. I buried my face into his fleece jacket as the tears came flowing out. He smelled like some kind of woodsy cologne, mixed with the scent of fresh laundry. I felt my shoulders start to relax. “It will be okay,” he whispered into my ear, tightening is embrace. “I promise. Don’t worry.”


    I didn’t want to let go. For a second I thought he might be right. It all might be okay. But reality nagged at me. I was standing in front of my boss’s house, hugging his brother, after having just lost his dog. What if one of the neighbors was watching? My tension returned as I lifted my head and pulled back.


    “Um, thanks,” I paused awkwardly, avoiding eye contact. “I am sort of hungry.”


    He folded his arms across his chest and tilted his head. “We won’t do Mocha any good by going on a hunger strike you know.”


    I bit my lip. “No, I guess not.”


    We walked in silence back toward the house. There was something comforting about Jeremy’s presence. I couldn’t quite figure out why. I mean, I’d met this guy all of six hours ago and all I wanted was to feel his warm arms wrapped around me again. He had an ease about him that I wanted to have. Rob suddenly popped back into my head. My boyfriend. I had a boyfriend. A boyfriend who was in Hawaii hanging out with girls in bikinis.


    Here I am, stuck in this mess and he hadn’t even bothered to call. Wasn’t he supposed to be worried about me? What if something had happened? I mean, something worse could have happened. Jeremy could have been some lunatic who broke into the house and murdered me. Rob wouldn’t still be drinking Mai Tai’s on the beach while my cold dead body sat in this house. When I’d first met Rob I couldn’t get over his charm. He was smart, handsome, successful and totally into me.


    We’d met at this bar in my neighborhood called The Triangle on a totally dead Tuesday night, a little over a year ago. Avery had begged me to go with her. She was stalking a bartender who’d bought us drinks a few times and had the most ridiculous handlebar mustache. He turned out to be off for the night, but Rob was there will some friends from work. Avery had physically shoved me into him in an awkward, but effective method of matchmaking. I spilled my drink, he bought me another, and that was it. I was smitten.


    He’d called me his girlfriend on our third date and we were basically inseparable from that point on. There were constant texts and notes written on Facebook in full view of our friends. He introduced me to his family and took me out to cozy dinners at tiny restaurants favored by locals. It all felt so grown up and real. Not like the immature guys I’d dated in college whose idea of a romantic evening was Top Ramen and beer pong. Rob had been different.


    I don’t know when it was that I realized his charm didn’t extend only to me. He would flash his perfect smile at the checker at the grocery store, or our waitress at a restaurant, and strike up an intimate conversation. I didn’t want to think about what happened when I wasn’t there. The Facebook posts had stopped months ago. His profile pic was a photo of us posing at his company Christmas party, but he’d replaced it with a selfie of him on a boat in Mexico. It was the same picture he’d had when we met. It was so obvious things had changed, but we’d admitted nothing. Everything went on normally for the most part. But maybe we were just getting comfortable? It wasn’t supposed to be the honeymoon stage forever, was it? This was real life, not a Jane Austen novel. Did I expect his to profess his unending love to me and propose? Ugh. I need to stop thinking about it.


    “Kiera?” Jeremy’s voice startled me. We’d walked into the house and were now standing in the kitchen. I’d been so caught up in my head I almost hadn’t noticed.


    My cheeks started to get warm. It was obvious he’d said something, but I had no idea what. I gave him an apologetic look. “Um…”


    “You have a lot on your mind,” he looked at me, his eyes questioning. What was it about this guy that made me want to tell him everything?


    “It’s just been,” I struggled for words, “A really bad day.”


    He pulled out a bar chair that was tucked under the huge granite kitchen island and patted the seat. “So now, tell me again how you were roped into this? My brother can be pretty demanding, but forcing his employee to watch his dog seems a little much, even for him.”


    “It’s not his fault.” I climbed onto the seat and leaned over the counter, resting my elbows on the cool stone. “I offered.”


    He turned and opened the fridge. “That’s very generous of you.”


    I couldn’t lie to this guy. “Not really.”


    He turned back to me and raised his eyebrows briefly, but let them drop. “The fridge is looking pretty bleak. I hope the pantry has more to offer.”


    I studied him for a second. “Why do you believe me?”


    “Should I not?” He walked over to the pantry and began studying the shelves. He seemed so sure of himself.


    “No,” I paused. “But, I am a stranger who just happens to appear in your brother’s house.”


    “Why do you believe I am Will’s brother?” he replied, still rifling through Will’s limited dry goods. “I could be a psycho home invader.”


    A smile tugged at my mouth, “Touché. You don’t seem like a home invader.”


    “I am glad to hear it,” he held up the box of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese on one hand and a bottle or some kind of red wine in the other, “Look I’ve found us a gourmet feast.”


    I sat up and folded my arms across my chest. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


    He looked at the box of pasta and frowned. “Don’t tell me you are gluten free or vegan or something?”


    I nodded my head toward the wine.


    He smiled. “Best cure for a hangover they say.”


    I probably should have protested, but how could this weekend really get any worse? “Do you think we should call Will?”


    Jeremy retrieved two oversized wine glasses from the cabinet and set them on the counter. “Will can’t do anything beyond what we’ve already done, and he’ll be here tomorrow night.”


    I suppose he was right. “I am supposed to be in Hawaii right now. Sitting on a beach.”


    He didn’t say anything, but opened the wine and started filling my glass. My eyes were locked on the dark liquid. “So there’s this girl at work. Emily. She’s perfect.”


    Once I got started, the whole story flowed out while Jeremy prepared our neon hued pasta. The generous glass of wine didn’t hurt. I told him about how Emily had stolen my idea, and how I just couldn’t let her have the spotlight again. I told him how the offer to dog sit had flown out of my mouth before I’d had the chance to think. I told him everything—and he’d listened, with little interruption. When I finally stopped my mouth felt dry. I was usually pretty quiet, especially with people I’d just met.


    He looked thoughtful as he placed a plate of steaming macaroni in front of me. “So, your boyfriend is in Hawaii right now, without you?”


    “Yeah,” I suddenly felt a little defensive. “I mean, he’s there with his friend Paul.”


    “I’m sure he must feel pretty bad he’s not here to help with the hunt for Mocha.”


    “Yeah. I’m sure he would…” my voice trailed off as I stared at my nearly empty glass.


    “You haven’t talked to him?” he frowned.


    “He hasn’t seen his friend, the guy we’re staying with, in a long time. I’m sure they’re busy and besides you know the reception isn’t always good there.” I sounded pathetic. I knew it. He had reception enough to post on Instagram. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d posted anything else. I’d turned off the ringer on my phone because I didn’t really think I could handle another photo like the one I’d seen last night.


    He shrugged. “I wouldn’t let a day go without talking to you if you were mine. Who knows when you might meet someone else fantastic?”


    “Who would seduce me with macaroni and cheese?” I offered.


    “Perhaps,” he replied simply. “So, Kiera Vane, what do you like to do when you’re not jetting off to Hawaii or coming to the rescue of your boss?”


    “Hang out with friends, family. Jog. Visit the snow when I have time. Draw.” I bit my lip. Why did I feel like I was filling out the ‘about me’ section on Match.com? The personal resume where you write about your love of taking long hikes and cooking gourmet meals, but conveniently leave out your online shopping addiction or Candy Crush habit. “I also play a lot of Candy Crush.” This wasn’t a date. Might as well be honest. He could make fun of me if he wanted to.


    “What level are you on?” he asked, as if Candy Crush was totally acceptable extracurricular activity.


    I took the last sip of my wine and shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, one hundred fifty something.”


    He refilled my glass. “Persistence. I like it. I prefer Battleship myself.”


    “My brother and I played that all the time when we were kids.” I didn’t know if it was the wine or the company, but I felt sentimental.


    “So did Will and I. He’d get mad when he lost and toss the plastic board across the room, but you have to have compassion for a big brother when his little brother bests him.”


    “Did that happen very often?” I couldn’t imagine Will losing. He just had an air of success about him.


    “Oh always,” He smiled. “No, honestly, Will’s always been the best at everything. He doesn’t like to come in second.”


    I saw a flicker of something cross his eyes, but I couldn’t read it. I wondered what kind of relationship Will and Jeremy had. How would they talk to each other? Jeremy couldn’t be much younger. Maybe a few years at most.


    “So, what do you do? When you’re not breaking into your brother’s house and stealing his macaroni, that is.” I took the last bite of the pasta from my plate. Why did fake powdered cheese sauce taste so damn good?


    “I run a nursery.” He reached for the pot on the stove. “More?”


    I shook my head. I was a little taken aback. “You take care of children?”


    He smiled. “I do love kids, but no, plants. It’s the family business. Will could have been a part of it, but there wasn’t enough upside for him—plus he’s never met a plant he didn’t kill.”


    I looked over at the leafy palm in the corner.


    “A good fake.” He spooned the rest of the pasta into his dish. “I gave up on him a long time ago.”


    “But the yard outside is so perfect.”


    “Gardeners we send over from the nursery one a week. We couldn’t let him tarnish the family name could we? Anyway, Will went off to Stanford and I was happy studying botany at UW. It was really sort of easy given the fact that I knew half the curriculum before I started. It left me time to do a minor in music.” He gestured playing the drums.


    “You play the drums?” I didn’t have a musical bone in my body. My mother drug me back and forth to piano lessons for a year when I was ten, but I only succeeded in learning chop sticks. I found myself sort of awed by his accomplishments. They were so unexpected.


    “Just for fun, nothing big,” he replied dismissively. He picked up our empty plates and deposited them in the sink. “Now what?”


    I pushed myself off my seat. “I think we should try calling for Mocha again.”


    “Exactly what I was thinking.” He reached for his fleece jacket and a baseball cap.


    I pulled on my coat and tugged at the zipper. Shit. This coat was always impossible to put on without the zipper getting stuck on the fabric. I pulled hard to get it open again and started over. Stuck again. “Shit! Shit!” I bit my lip. Did I say that out loud?


    “Everything alright there?” Jeremy leaned down to catch my eyes.


    “It’s just the zipper. I’ll be fine,” I snapped. I pressed the zipper into place and pulled again. “Shit!” This thing was impossible. Who designed this stupid coat?


    “Let me help.” He said softly, leaning toward me. “I have a knack with these things.”


    He carefully set the zipper into place and gently tugged it up. It moved easily for him. My heart started racing as I felt his warm breath on my face, the pressure of his hand brushing slowly up the front of my jacket. I could smell that cologne again and I flashed back to the hug he gave me outside. I wanted to be in his arms again. I wanted more than a hug.


    He reached the top of my collar with the zipper, his hand bumping up against my chin. His lips were inches from mine. Our eyes locked. My heart was beating so loudly I was sure he could hear it, but there was only silence. It seemed like hours passed in that moment, but I knew it was only seconds. He let go of the zipper and traced his finger along the line of my jaw. His other arm wrapped around my waist and he pulled me to him, his lips pressing against mine.


    I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back, softly at first and then more urgently. Everything around us seemed to disappear. I ran my fingers through his thick wavy hair and tightened my grip on him. I didn’t want this moment to end. I hadn’t felt this alive in months. Maybe ever.


    I don’t know exactly how much time had passed when his arms loosened and he started slowly pulling away. Our lips were only apart for a second when he drew me back to him for more. It took a few tries to get a little space between us. I was breathless. My whole body was trembling. I felt such a rush of pleasure and contentment that it almost crushed the other feeling that was pricking at the back of my mind.


    Guilt. What the hell was I doing? Rob. Rob who might be an asshole boyfriend, but technically was my asshole boyfriend. Shit. Shit! The rush of pleasure I had been feeling immediately turned to panic. I hid my face in Jeremy’s chest. I couldn’t look him in the eye. I couldn’t look myself in the eye.


    I was so preoccupied with my internal breakdown that I hardly noticed that Jeremy wasn’t saying anything either. I don’t know why it never occurred to me that he might feel something other than elation at what just happened, but it didn’t. The truth was I didn’t really know much about the guy I just spent fifteen minutes making out with.


    I gathered my courage and finally peeked up at him. He rubbed his hand across his chin, his eyes suddenly looking weary. I hadn’t seen this expression before. My stomach dropped. I might regret what just happened, but I didn’t want him to regret it. He caught my eye and gave me a weak smile.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he paused awkwardly.


    My mind was spinning again. He didn’t mean it? He had been the one to lean in and kiss me hadn’t he? Everything replayed in my mind. Him helping me with my zipper. His hand on my face. Yes. He had kissed me—and now he regretted it? My eyes narrowed, but words didn’t come.


    He looked away. “I really shouldn’t have done that.”


    My stomach dropped again. What they hell had just happened? I wanted to be angry, but at who? So he regretted kissing me? I had a boyfriend. Of course I had told him about my boyfriend, and he kissed me anyway. I glared at him, but what could I say? It was all just a huge mistake.


    He sighed. “It’s complicated.”


    Here we go. He was judging me. He kissed me and now he wanted to take it back. I don’t care. I didn’t want to hear his reasons. I shook my head. “It never happened. You don’t have to explain anything to me.”


    His eyes returned to mine, his face strained. “But…”


    “Let’s go call for Mocha,” I cut him off before he could say more, and started for the door. I didn’t look back, but I could hear his footsteps falling behind me. He didn’t try his explanation again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter SIX


    


    We called Mocha’s name for an hour before giving up. My mind was going over everything that had happened with Jeremy a dozen times as I yelled until my voice gave out. Nothing became any clearer. Part of me wanted his explanation. I yearned for him to tell me something to make it okay. But the truth was, even if he could excuse his own behavior, it didn’t change mine. I still had a boyfriend—and I had not only lost my Will’s dog, but I drank all his Champagne and made out with his brother. His brother who apparently wasn’t single.


    At this point firing me probably wouldn’t be enough. Maybe he would sue me or something? Don’t they say people can sue you for pretty much anything? He’d win too. I was pretty sure of that. Of course I didn’t really have anything for him to take. I drove a 2002 Subaru Forester with one hundred and sixty thousand miles on it. My biggest asset was probably the Marc Jacobs purse I’d bought when I first got my job. He could have it. A tear slid down my cheek. I just wanted to get Mocha back. I could take being fired if Mocha was okay. The air was so crisp I could see my breath. I hated to think of her out here in the cold. She had to be taken in by someone. She just had to be.


    “I think we should go back,” Jeremy’s voice cut in. “We can look again when it’s light out or maybe we’ll hear back from the vet.”


    It was the first time he’d spoken since I’d stopped him in the kitchen. I couldn’t read his expression. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” My voice sounded strange—hoarse from all the yelling.


    We walked back to the house in silence. Words kept coming to the tip of my tongue, but nothing came it. It was like one of those nightmares where you’re trying to scream for help, but no matter how hard you try, you have no voice. I was seriously going crazy. Or. Maybe I was being seriously over-dramatic. It wasn’t that big of a deal was it? It was just a kiss. Was I acting like a silly teenager? My shoulders relaxed a little. Maybe that was it. I just needed to relax and start acting like a grown up. I needed to breathe.


    Thank god I’d gone to all those Yoga classes with Avery. That controlled breathing came in handy. I was almost calm by the time we got back to the kitchen. Why was it, when you didn’t have a particular destination in mind in a house, you always end up in the kitchen? I watched Jeremy as he walked to the sink and filled to large glasses of water. What if I was single? What if the kiss wasn’t a mistake? What if. What if. I sighed.


    He handed me a glass and softly kissed the top of my head. “I’m going to get some sleep. I’m sure we’ll find Mocha tomorrow.”


    I froze. My lips parted to speak, but the words wouldn’t come again. I just nodded and watched him turn, and walk away. I was sort of stunned. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that. Was he playing with me? It’s not like he tried to kiss me again, but I didn’t have loads of guy friends kissing the top of my head either. Should I be pissed? Was he just weirdly touchy? Was it weird to stay in this house with him? I needed someone to talk to.


    I sat down at the counter and stared at my water. I desperately wanted to talk to Avery, but I knew she wouldn’t listen quietly. She was the most high-strung, free spirit I’ve ever met. I didn’t know if I was up for it. Plus I’d have to look at my phone which meant I might see some sort of message from Rob. Or not. Either way it wasn’t going to be good. I took a deep breath and pulled my phone out of my pocket. I am a grown woman who isn’t afraid of my iPhone.


    I clicked the button and the screen lit up. Step one and I’m still ok. I punched in my code and surveyed my apps. Fourteen texts. Ouch. Three phone messages. Ok. I wasn’t even going to think about Facebook or Instagram yet. Texts first. Less scary than voice. I think. I clicked open my Messages. Thirteen from Avery. One from Rob. Go figure.


    Avery’s messages progressed from the “WTF!?” sent last night, to “Are you alive?” to “If you don’t call me I’m calling the police. Or your boss.” The last message was received five minutes ago. Thank god. It would probably take her more than five minutes to find Will’s number so I was probably safe on that front. “Alive,” I texted back. “Call U in a bit”. I needed to face Rob’s message first.


    “Hey Babe! When are you getting in?” I stared at the message. Did this mean he was excited to see me? Or was he so busy he had to schedule around my arrival? Or was that girl in the bikini sitting on his lap right now and he didn’t want me to walk in on them? My emotions flashed between guilt and anger as I considered the possibilities. I read it again. Anger. Definitely Anger. Shouldn’t he ask me how I am? Say he misses me? Something? Was I completely over reacting? There was one more place I could look.


    I was itching to check Facebook, but I just had a feeling it wasn’t going to be good. I wanted to know, but I really didn’t want to know. What the hell was it about technology that could make you feel so insecure? Wasn’t all this crap supposed to make life better? I seriously question the whole premise. Ugh. Time to face the music. I’m going directly to Rob’s page. No scrolling through my friends random updates to find his. Not today.


    There it was. Right up top. He’d changed his profile pic to a photo of him and Paul, arm in arm, with margaritas. So that’s how it is. A whole new album had been posted, Hawaii 2014. The first photo was the same I’d seen on Instagram. The bikini girls were just as hot as I remembered. The photos progressed through about four rounds of drinks until I got to the good stuff. What the hell? There was Paul down on the ground, grabbing his ankle. A shot of them with some nurses at an emergency room. Full circle, back on the beach, Paul with crutches this time—and a margarita—and the bikini girls. All smiles. I bit down hard on my lip to stop tears from welling. I was done with Rob Winters. DONE.


    Thank god the phone started ringing or I might have thrown it out the window. Avery’s picture flashed before me. I guess I did tell her I’d call. I took a deep breath and answered, “Hello?”


    “Where the hell have you been?” Avery’s voice was sharp. I had to hold the phone away from my ear she was so loud.


    “Uh, dog sitting,” I replied lamely. Was it even fair to say you are dog sitting when you’ve lost the dog you’re supposed to be watching?


    “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you, you know,” she said, her voice a little calmer. I could tell she was hurt.


    “Sorry I didn’t call earlier Av,” I paused for a moment unsure of where to start. “It’s just really been a disaster here. Mocha has disappeared, I made out with Will’s brother and I’m pretty sure I’m going to get fired tomorrow—and Rob’s hanging out with some bikini girls on our would-be vacation—which I can’t even really be mad about given my own behavior. I’ve really fucked things up.” I was almost out of breath when I finished.


    “Oh Kier, it can’t be that bad. You’ve only been watching the dog for a day right? She can’t be that lost?” Avery’s tone said she forgave me. I started to feel a little better. “And bravo for making out with someone. Your boss’s brother is an interesting choice, but Rob’s a tool and you know it.” Avery didn’t mince words. She loved it when I gave her an opportunity to bash Rob.


    “Anyway you won’t get fired. You could probably sue him for making you dog sit in the first place. Staying at his house? It’s shady Kier, and you know it. You work at a big modern company where female employees don’t do household errands for the boss.”


    “I volunteered remember,” I cut in before Avery could go any further down that particular rant. She was probably right, but I felt awful about losing Mocha. If she didn’t turn up tomorrow I’d deserve to get fired.


    “Ok, Ok, you volunteered,” she repeated back to me in an insincere tone. “So who the hell is this brother and is he hot?”


    I felt my face getting warm. “He’s not bad to look at, but Av, he’s not into me,” I replied flatly. Why did it bother me so much that he had called our kiss a mistake? It’s not like I was available. It was a mistake—and yet I couldn’t help but wonder what he was going to say when I cut him off. What had he wanted to tell me?


    “Maybe he feels weird because his brother is your boss. Maybe he’s shy. You never know.” Avery could always read my mind.


    I sighed. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not going to happen.”


    She dropped her voice. “So, is he like, in the next room?”


    “Yeah. And he can’t hear you so you don’t have to whisper.” I knew I wasn’t going to get away without a full interrogation on this one.


    “So how did you leave it?”


    “He just said goodnight and walked downstairs, I assume to crash on the couch. I didn’t ask where he was going. It’s certainly more his house than my house.” I left out the whole kiss on the head thing. I probably would have told her if she was here in person. I had a terrible poker face. “So, Rob. Look on Instagram and tell me what you think.”


    “Why do you waste your time with that asshole?” I could hear the all too familiar disapproving tone in her voice.


    “He’s not that bad. I mean, nobody’s perfect. I know he loves me.” I didn’t know why I always came to his defense, when in truth, I agreed with my best friend. Why did I waste my time with him? Did I know if he loved me? Would he ever change?


    “And I love my hairdresser, but I am not in a relationship with him. There’s more to relationships than love.”


    I was never going to win this argument. “You are so cynical.”


    “I am a realist. Anyway, if you’re determined to learn the hard way who am I to stop you? Oooh, do you think you’re new friend will come to my class?”


    “Jeremy? I somehow doubt he’s into Barre—and I’m not inviting him to anything. If you want to see him you’ll have to stalk him yourself.” I couldn’t picture it.


    “Fine.” Her voice was sharp.


    Avery had attention deficit. “The photos?”


    “Rob? Fine, I’ll look.” There was a few minutes of silence. “Okay, Okay, yes, there he is. Surrounded by women who hardly qualify as women. Are they in high school?”


    I ignored her question. “He asked me when I was coming.”


    “Charming,” she replied, not hiding the sarcasm in her voice.


    “It’s harmless.” There I go defending him again.


    She wasn’t having it. “He’s smart. It might be uncomfortable for him to have you show up as he’s chatting up the prom queen. You aren’t the best wing man.”


    I needed more wine. “Be nice.”


    “I am nice Kiera. He is not nice and your self-esteem evaporates in his presence. Why don’t you come to that meditation retreat with me? Its next month and I know there are openings.”


    “And not speak for three days? Forgot it.”


    “Fine. Look, these photos could be totally harmless or not. You know my opinion so there was no need to ask me. You’re better off without him, but I’ll still smile and tolerate him if you want to keep him around."


    Why did I bother asking? I knew her opinion. “Thanks a lot.”


    “So, how is Will’s house? Have you done any snooping? Is he dating anyone these days?”


    I was relieved for the subject change, but glad to have someone to talk to. It was way better than thinking about the mess I was in. It was going to be a long night.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter SEVEN


    


    I cracked open the door and peeked out into the living room. I mean, it’s not like I wasn’t supposed to be here, but I sort of felt like an intruder. Didn’t I read some story about a couple on the Eastside who moved into a house that was vacant, and tried claim it as their own? Squatters. I felt like a squatter. A squatter who not only moved into a house that was not my own, but also lost the owner’s beloved pet. Shit. What was I going to do? I didn’t know if I could face Jeremy, let alone Will. I am definitely going to get fired today, and deservedly so.


    Unless—could there be some miracle and Mocha turns up? Please, please God, please let her turn up. I didn’t consider myself especially religious, but I still believed in the big guy—or girl—upstairs. Please, please, please. It couldn’t hurt to ask for a little help.


    Jeremy’s back was to me, but I could see him sitting on the couch in a rumpled T-shirt, watching TV. ESPN. It surprised me a little. I am not sure what I expected him to be watching. Some gardening show? It was a nice picture him on the couch drinking coffee, his hair disheveled from sleep. I felt an urge to go sit next to him and rest my head on his shoulder. What would it be like if we weren’t in this fucked up situation? What if he was my boyfriend?


    The phone in the kitchen rang, interrupting my flood of thoughts. He whipped around and my face felt instantly hot as his eyes landed on me. He smiled briefly, but turned to walk over to get the phone.


    He picked up the receiver. “Yes,” he paused, “Yes Mocha.”


    Thank god, the vet. I slipped through the door and walked over to the kitchen. I hated listening to one half of a conversation. My body was shaking with stress. Would they be able to locate her? I studied him for some sign of what the person on the other end of the line was saying.


    His brow crinkled. “What?” He paused again and started pacing. “Are you sure?”


    Oh god, what if it wasn’t good news? What if someone had found her hurt—or worse? My hands were sweating.


    He nodded slowly. “I see. I see. Ok, thanks.” He set down the phone and looked at me, his expression doubtful. “Mocha is here.”


    “What do you mean Mocha is here?” I looked at him waiting for an explanation. “It’s impossible.”


    “A tech from the vet just called. They checked the system and according to the tracking tool, she’s at this address or within short distance of here.”


    “Maybe she’s outside.” God, please let her be okay. “I’m getting my shoes.” I started back into the little guest bedroom to grab my Uggs, but the sound of a key rattling in the front door stopped me in my tracks. Shit. Shit. Could Will be home early?


    Jeremy turned, startled. He was clearly not expecting anyone. I held my breath.


    “Jeremy,” Harmony’s sing song voice rang out as she glided through the door on five inch Tory Burch platform booties, her silky hair freshly blown out. “You’re looking well. If Will and I hadn’t had that thing I might let you take me to breakfast,” She threw a glance my way, “but, I can see that you’re—um—busy. At least someone is getting some action in this place, although it didn’t seem like anyone was getting any action yesterday.” She motioned drinking with a perfectly manicured hand. “What happened to Callie?”


    My mouth was literally hanging open. In her other perfectly manicured hand was a crystal studded pink leash. And at the end of the leash was Mocha. Looking perfectly perfect. Fuck. I was so relieved to see her I almost didn’t hear anything that Harmony had said. Almost.


    “Harmony,” Jeremy replied flatly. “What a pleasure it is to see you. This is Kiera and before you make any more assumptions, she’s just a friend. You’ve had Mocha?”


    “Of course I’ve had Mocha. Will left me a rambling message about some boring business trip and I’d just gotten back from Mexico so I dropped by to pick her up, when I stumbled across your little party.” She waived her hand dismissively. “When is Will coming back?”


    “Didn’t you think to tell someone you were taking her?” He folded his arms across his chest. “I didn’t know you still had a key.”


    “Why would I tell anyone? Will asked me to take her. Will and I are best friends. You know that. And it is only practical I have a key so I can pick up my little Mocha-kins.” She crouched down and petted Mocha’s head dramatically.


    “He’s coming back tonight.” Jeremy didn’t look impressed with her show. I, however, was impressed. How could anyone be so perfectly coiffed—or dressed? From her Gucci tote to her tight ivory cashmere sweater to her meticulously distressed designer jeans. She didn’t shop at Forever 21 or H&M.


    “Brilliant. Do you mind keeping an eye on Mocha for a few hours? I was afraid I’d have to put her in that pet hotel and came by to get her paperwork. Ed’s taking me to Sydney for the weekend.”


    “You’re going to Australia for the weekend?” A legitimate question for a normal person. Harmony was not normal. She couldn’t be more than a year or two older than me, but I would guess that we had zero in common.


    “Ed’s fueling up the jet as we speak. I hate to be cooped up for all that time, but he’s promised me something that sparkles, and you know diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”


    She leaned down to pet Mocha again and Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Lucky for you, dog is man’s best friend. I’ll watch her.”


    “You’re a lifesaver Jeremy!” She dropped the leash and walked over, throwing her arms around his neck. She was so petite her head barely reached his chin, even in those huge heels. She pressed herself against him and lingered in a way that was definitely not in the friend zone. I was annoyed. She finally released him and stepped back. “I hate to run since we’ve hardly had a chance to catch up, but Ed hates to be late and I have to finish packing. Please let’s do lunch soon, darling?”


    “Sure Harmony,” he replied as he walked toward the door ushering her out, “Enjoy your trip.”


    “Ciao Darling!” She leaned in to air kiss his cheeks again before slipping out the door, which Jeremy shut behind her with a thud.


    He turned to me a smile finally breaking across his face. “Mystery solved.”


    “Thank God. I knew I didn’t let her out. I was freaking out.” I sat down on the couch and sank back into the cushions. My body had become so tense I had a hard time trying to relax it. After all the horrible scenarios playing through my head, this was too good to be true. Mocha was here and perfectly fine. “I almost can’t believe it.”


    “So I guess, you won’t get fired after all,” his voice was teasing. “Seriously though, I can watch her from here if you want to go. Will’s going to be back in a few hours.”


    “Yeah.” I hesitated, trying to find some enthusiasm, “Paradise awaits me.” Why did I suddenly wish Jeremy was awaiting me in Hawaii not Rob? My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it.


    Jeremy walked over and sat down next to me. “You don’t have to go you know. It’s not like it’s going to work out with that guy.”


    The same thought was going through my head, but I didn’t like hearing it from him. “You don’t even know him. You’ve never even seen us together.”


    “I’d say I know you better than he does and I’ve only known you for twenty four hours. Guys like him are all the same. If he knew you like I know you he wouldn’t be there without you.”


    My face started feeling hot. “You’re wrong about him.”


    “Maybe—I don’t think so,” he replied simply, shrugging his shoulders.


    I hated the nonchalant tone of his voice, the arrogance of his assessment. Was he some kind of relationship expert? Then it hit me. Something Harmony had said that stuck in my head. “Who is Callie?”


    He was silent for a moment, but held my gaze. “My girlfriend.”


    My blood was boiling. I jumped up from the couch. “Right. Of course. So you can spend the weekend with me, making me dinner, kissing me, and you’re a saint, but my boyfriend is a jerk?”


    “It’s not like that, sit down,” he patted the couch, “and I never said I was a saint—and macaroni and cheese is hardly dinner.”


    This guy was infuriating. I hated that he was telling me what to do. I hated that he was so calm. I hated that he might be right. “Don’t joke with me. You’re a hypocrite and an asshole.”


    Jeremy sighed. “Why don’t you slow down a second and let me explain. You are really high strung you know.”


    I’d had enough. Tears welled in my eyes. “Explain what? I’m going. Give Will my regards.”


    The phone in my pocket buzzed again. Shit. I flipped it open. Another fucking Instagram update from Rob Winters. Are you kidding me? I couldn’t stop myself from looking. My breath caught in my throat. It was Rob and Paul sitting at a table, with the ocean in the background—and four untouched cocktails on the table. We were so over.


    “A love note?” Jeremy taunted. His timing was impeccable.


    I wanted to be honest, but my pride wouldn’t let me. “You’re just jealous. What’s Callie doing this weekend anyway?”


    “Okay, okay,” he held up his hands. “Forget everything I said. Run off to your true love.”


    I narrowed my eyes. “Thanks for your permission.”


    He finally stood up. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you Kiera.”


    I was about to snap back, but some flash of sanity stopped me. What the hell was I doing? This was my boss’s brother and I was arguing with him in my boss’s house. I just needed to get the hell out of here before I said anything else. “Let’s just forget this weekend ever happened.” I couldn’t have meant it more. The last two days had been a freaking disaster.


    He eyed me for a moment, his face thoughtful. “I hope I’ll see you around. Come by the nursery sometime.”


    This guy had nerve, but I needed to hold it together. His smile looked genuine, but who the hell knew. Boss’s brother. “Sure, yeah. Thanks again for the help with Mocha.”


    “It was my pleasure. Have a Mai Tai for me.” He stepped toward me and my skin tingled.


    “I’ll have more than one.” Was he going to give me a hug? Where the hell was my bag? I eyed it on the floor next to the kitchen counter. I ducked past him and scooped it up. “Tell Will I said hello.”


    Jeremy ran his hand through his hair. He was pretty attractive when he wasn’t being an asshole. “I will—and don’t worry that’s all I’ll tell him.”


    “Thanks.” I crouched down to give Mocha a last scratch on the ears. The anger and irritation started to melt away. Nothing really mattered except that she was safe and sound. I stood up and gave him a genuine smile. “I’ll see you around.”


    “I hope so,” he replied quietly as he held open the front door.


    I didn’t delay in making my exit.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter EIGHT


    


    I rubbed some sunscreen on my pale legs. I wouldn’t mind a bit of color, but with my complexion I’d just burn to a crisp. A hazard of living under the grey Seattle skies for too long. It didn’t matter. A frosty blended Mai Tai sat on the little table next to my sun chair and the clear aqua water of the infinity pool glistened just past my feat. I was in paradise.


    My phone buzzed, but I ignored it and grabbed my Kindle. I was off the grid. I felt bad about how I left things with Rob—for about a second. I finally replied to his text asking when I would arrive. “I can’t wait to get to the beach.” were my exact words, typed on my phone as I rebooked my ticket. One round trip ticket to Cancun, and a reservation at an all-inclusive resort.


    I’d never been to Mexico. I’d never traveled alone. Until now. I’d have to face Rob eventually, perhaps. I’d definitely have to face Will. Hopefully Jeremy would keep his word and keep our little adventure to himself. I wondered what he was doing. Probably hanging out with Callie. Ugh. I took a drink of my Mai Tai. My phone buzzed again. I guess it could be my mom or Avery.


    I picked up my phone. New text from a number not in my phonebook. Weird. “Call me when you’re back in town. I have something I wanted to tell you. Take Care, Jeremy.”


    What a stalker. I couldn’t help but smile.


    


    THE END
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    In a Daze


    Must be hard to concentrate when some douche is staring at you while you’re trying to keep your eyes up front. The douche is me, and the girl I’m staring at—the girl in the poufy dress—doesn’t seem to have any trouble keeping her gaze on Professor Jenkins, who’s rambling about a disease that ends in “osis.” Pathophysiology—I was looking forward to it before the start of the semester, and I enjoyed the shit out of it for the first four weeks. Then the girl showed up two weeks ago and stole all my attention. I’m not sure I want it back.


    Hyperhidrosis? No—that’s when you sweat a lot.


    Why am I staring? Because she’s asking to be stared at. She probably figures the chances of leering are pretty low when you’re in a class full of girls hoping to earn their nursing degrees. She probably has no idea I’m here, wondering if her skin is as smooth as it looks. Her legs start at the feet, the way most legs do, with those feet resting inside shiny red heels. The legs go up until the dress starts, just at the knees. The dress is just…shit. Well, it poufs right out with layers of lacy stuff. Then it goes tight at the waist, and ties around her neck. There are curves and tattoos everywhere. And her face—I can’t even look too long. Red lips, black eyeliner that flicks out at the edges, and her red hair is in big messy waves. She might’ve been sent here to kill me.


    Or kill herself, from hypothermia and frost bite. It’s March, and the snow’s created little hills and valleys over every surface. Even my car.


    Halitosis? Are we seriously talking about bad breath?


    She hasn’t looked at me once, and I’m not finding this bit odd. She looks like a woman. A woman who wouldn’t have time for a kid like me. See, I’m twenty-one years old, but no doubt this girl would assume I’m more like, seventeen. My roommate keeps telling me I have a “baby face.” This is not a compliment.


    I don’t know the girl’s name. She never raises her hand in class, and we don’t do roll call. She just sits there, a couple rows ahead, a couple seats away, ruining my entire college experience. Where was she, the first six weeks of class? It makes no sense to me. Patho isn’t something you just drop in on.


    I have this recurring fantasy of holding the door open for her.


    Fuck, I need to get a life.


    Tomorrow is Friday and we break for Reading Week. One week with the dorm room to myself. One week to get three papers written. One week without…her.


    #


    Professor Jenkins also teaches Health & Wellness 3 on Friday mornings. It’s a bit of a mind-fuck to have this prickly, angry lady teaching us starry-eyed Florence-Nightingale-wannabes about being caring and empathetic. Everyone in this class is a Florence. Not me, though. I just knew I can deal with blood, and I can handle people in various states of “fucked up,” and that I could never put my mom through the hell of worrying about having a police officer for a daughter. So, nursing it was, and other than being weirded out by how far a urinary catheter goes up a man’s hose, I’m good. Second year into it, and I’m still good.


    Class starts with Professor Jenkins handing out our papers from two weeks ago. See, we have to write a total of three papers for this class, but only two of them will count. Anything above eighty on this one means I can put the next paper on the back-burner, maybe even ignore it altogether. Professor Jenkins moves up and down the rows, bringing out more frowns than grins. My hands are clammy so I rub them against my jeans.


    Then I see her up there, in the front row, bouncing that foot rhythmically while running an emery board against her red fingernails. Another dress, and now, a big white flower tucked into one of her thick twists of red hair.


    An eighty-seven on my paper. I know I’m happy about that, somewhere inside.


    Outside, it’s still March, like it was yesterday, but this girl is all summer. She’s making me feel weird, in my salt-stained work boots, with the laces undone and my jeans tucked inside. In my t-shirt and my dad’s beat-up bomber jacket. In my messy tied-back hair, and chewed-up fingernails.


    What is she doing here?


    Not looking at me. That’s cool; I’m doing enough looking for the both of us.


    #


    Everyone in this nursing program is looking for a husband. Even the two gay boys, one of whom gets off wearing pink scrubs during our Simulated Patient Care labs because he knows it weirds out our professor.


    I’m looking for no one. I’ve never wanted anyone. Picturing myself with another person—well, it just never makes sense when I do.


    But her—I want her. Badly. I think about her at night, when I’m on my side of the room, without my body ‘cause it’s lost in the darkness, so I can be anybody. Maybe even someone whose hand she’d want to hold. I think about her when I have no idea who’s in the mirror when I stand in front of it. No idea who I’m supposed to be. I think about her harder than I’ve ever let myself think about another girl. She is so full of her womanhood that it leaks off her, and turns into a puddle I want to dip my feet into. She could be the Daisy Buchanan to my Gatsby. Except that was the ‘20s, and this girl’s more like a ‘50s pinup.


    It’s turning me into some kind of emotional douchebag.


    Back in class, with my paper in my hands, Professor Jenkins says, “Don’t think just because you got yourself passing grades for papers One and Two, that you can just slack off for the third. Well, I guess technically you can, but…do you really want to, guys? Do you want to take the easy way out?”


    “Yes,” I blurt.


    That gets a couple laughs I don’t care about. Somewhere at the front, the girl stops filing and something about the way her neck shifts tells me she chuckled. Fucking right, she did.


    “Funny,” Professor Jenkins says. “See me after class.”


    I don’t know what this means, but I keep my face blank. Can I get in shit for making a sarcastic comment? Is this high school? To the left, a couple blondes are snickering and shooting me dirty looks. It’s definitely high school.


    When class ends, the girl is the first one out, as usual. The rest of the bodies vacate and then it’s just me and the professor.


    “I’ve submitted your patient-care worksheet to the Faculty of Nursing committee to have it reviewed,” she says.


    “Oh. Really?”


    “Yes. I think it’s a comprehensive tool, and the rest of our students would benefit from it. I’d like it to be our standard student worksheet,” Professor Jenkins says, packing her things up into her little crate on wheels. “I’ll let you know once the decision’s in.”


    “Okay, thanks.”


    “Great work on your papers, by the way, Martina.”


    “Thank you,” I say. She drifts off, wheeling her crate behind her and this feels like the right moment to go: “Um, who’s the new girl? The redhead?”


    “I’m not sure. She asked to sit in on a few classes for some kind of research. I allowed it as long as she doesn’t cause any disruption.”


    “Does she, uh, have a name?”


    “Daze,” Professor Jenkins says


    “As in Daisy?”


    “That’s what I asked her, but no, as in ‘being stuck in a.’”


    Too late. I’m already picturing myself offering her a bouquet of daisies, slipping one into her hair.


    “Do you have a problem with her being here?” Professor Jenkins asks.


    “Nope. I was just curious.”


    Professor Jenkins nods and just for a second, I think I see a little smirk on her lips. But, I’m pretty sure I made that up. My vision’s all blurry because of Daze. See, Daze is highly disruptive. And I hope she still has a shitload of research to get done.


    #


    After last class, I stop by the shitty café in the old part of the college. The lineups are always at the Tim Hortons by the main entrance. The Co-ed Café has the stupidest name, because this place was never an all-girls or all-boys school, but I guess it sounds collegy. The lady who works there always seems pissed off when customers walk up to her counter, like we’re interrupting her real job, as professional iPhone Scroller. I’m pretty sure she’s stuck on level nine-thousand in Candy Crush. She knows what I want, though, so as soon as she sees me, she reaches for the largest cup and pours coffee to the halfway mark, then fills the rest with hot chocolate.


    “They phased out pennies, you know,” she says to me, when I drop a handful of coins into her palm.


    “Well, I still have some. I have lots,” I say.


    “No more pennies. The government said so.”


    “Fine. I guess I’m short twenty cents.”


    “I can’t give you this then.”


    “Yeah, you can.” I try to wink, which is so stupid. I don’t even know why I did it. See, I’ve been feeling weird lately, doing things before I properly think them through. Like when I asked Professor Jenkins about the girl. Daze.


    A quarter lands on the counter. Next to me is a cloud of vanilla threatening to eat me up. There’s a navy dress with white polka dots.


    She cocks her head to the side, staring into my face. Then, she’s in front of me, reaching up to fist her hands around my collar, like she’s my stepmom making sure my dad’s jacket collar is turned out just so. Just for a second, then she lets go. Two fingers rise to eye-level, scissored on an envelope.


    I take it. I lick her face with my eyes, because I’ve never been this close to it, and because I can’t use my tongue. Eyes, green. Of course, green. Nose, sort of turned up. Lips, red. Skin, olive. Body…shit, from up close, it’s too much.


    She turns. She’s gone.


    The lady behind the counter is still holding my drink, giving me a funny look. I take the drink, with the other hand ‘cause my right one is holding the envelope.


    “No more pennies, okay?” she says.


    Fuck, pennies. Fuck this drink. I put it back down on the counter and head out the side door, a finger already prying the envelope open.


    You are cordially invited to the “Saturday Night B&F Soirée.”


    Begins at 10 p.m., at the Blue Lounge, 1428 Silverthorn Ave.


    Invitation is required for entry.


    Formal male attire expected, or no entry will be granted.


    Your escort for the evening: Daze.


    #


    That night, Shellie’s tearing our room apart trying to fit her half of it into a suitcase. What I really wanted when I moved to this Toronto suburb university was a room in one of those 5-person suites, where everyone gets a tiny bedroom with a door that locks, and they share a living room, kitchen, and bathroom. But they had a limited amount of those, and living in residence already costs a shitload of money I don’t have, that my mom doesn’t have, that my dad and his wife don’t have. My grandfather has it, but he’s a dick, so I’d rather live with Shellie than go there. Shellie is in her second year of a graduate degree in Kinesiology, but what she really wants to do is work in a karaoke bar, or move to Cabo San Lucas to pretend this kind of spring break shit is actually the way to live year-round. She goes two weeks in the summer, and for Reading Week. This year, she’s taking three of her friends with her. She tried to take me, too.


    “Cabo, baby!” she says.


    “Yeah, that means nothing to me.”


    “You need to leave Canada, Martie. Seriously, there is more to life than this land of winter tires and salt trucks.”


    “It’s only winter for a few months a year. You act like we’re stuck in igloos. And, beaches aren’t my thing.”


    “It’s not just about going to the beach,” she says. “Come on, pack your shit and come with us.”


    “I’ve got papers to write. They’re due next week.”


    “So? I’ve got a paper, and three reports to get done. Spring break means telling school to go fuck itself for a week. You’re totally doing it wrong.”


    “In this country, it’s called Reading Week, because you’re supposed to be catching up on all your school reading.”


    “Boring.”


    “It’s not all boring,” I say. “I get to sleep in for nine days. Nine days without your creepy sleep-talking.”


    Shellie looks up from the dresser, where she’s crouched. “Shit—again? What did I say?”


    “Something about purple birds flying into black holes. What’d you dream about anyway?”


    “Fucked if I know,” she says. “So, what else are you gonna do when I’m gone? Besides school.”


    “Nothing, really.”


    “Maybe—and this is just a suggestion,” she says, turning to catch my gaze. “Maybe you should try getting laid or something. That Prof Jenkins is pretty hot, huh?”


    “She’s like, fifty.”


    “So? I’d do her.”


    “No, you wouldn’t.”


    “Okay, I wouldn’t. But I’d do the male equivalent of her.”


    “You’re special, Shel. Now, finish packing and go so I can start my break.”


    “Cabo, baby!”


    In my back pocket, the invitation waits. Once Shellie’s out of here, I’m gonna Google this Blue Lounge to see what’s up.


    #


    There’s nothing online about the Blue Lounge. A directory search gives me a phone number only, and it just rings and rings when I dial it—not that I was going to stay on the line long enough to ask anything; I just wanted to see if someone would pick up. Next, I try Google Earth. It gives me an aerial view of a big, colonial-style house bathed in sunlight, and surrounded by quite a bit of green land and a shitload of evergreens. It’s only fifteen kilometers north from here. It looks nothing like a lounge.


    #


    Later that night, I’m still thinking about Daze. I think about driving up to that house, with her waiting for me on the stoop, wrapped in another one of those dresses. In my fantasy, it’s summer—probably ‘cause of Shellie’s Cabo, baby! crap rubbing off on me. In my mind, I’m smoking a cigarette and looking like a mash-up of whatever James Dean pictures I’ve seen, with what I remember of the way dudes looked in the movie The Outsiders. None of it is very formal.


    I have some guy clothes, but they’re not formal. See, I’ve never really wanted to stand out, so what I wear is pretty casual and boring. My hair is shoulder length and pulled back in a short, loose ponytail. Sometimes, when I catch a glimpse of myself in a reflective surface, I wonder if I stand out more, just by trying not to. Why else would I have received Daze’s invitation?


    I wonder who she thinks I am.


    #


    The next morning, I pop in at the thrift store, just to see. It’s all I could afford anyway. I pretend it’s Halloween. I pretend everyone else thinks it’s Halloween. I won’t pretend I’m shopping for my boyfriend—not even for the old ladies who may or may not be giving me weird looks. I try nothing on, because…well, this is a fucked up enough moment already.


    I take it all home, my stash worth $21.30.


    Brown sports coat, Steve McQueen style.


    White button-down.


    White cami.


    Beige men’s trousers.


    And the only footwear that fits my size-seven feet, a pair of scuffed men’s shoes that I hope won’t look too much like grandfather-type loafers.


    My mom enters my mind. I don’t know what she’d think about this. I know what she’d say, though. She’d say, “Be careful, Martina. Steer clear of trouble.”


    I steer clear of trouble, always. I steer clear of everything.


    Not this time.


    This time, I’m driving in a daze.


    #


    The winding pathway to the house is plowed, and lights glow in the distance, through the trees. I approach a fork in the path with a sign pointing left for “Guest Entrance,” and a sign pointing right for “First-timers Entrance.”


    I go right.


    I pull up to the south end of the house where a few cars are parked over a flat area with gravel poking through the snow. I’m early, even though I drove like an old lady to get here. It’s 9:45. I don’t know if I should be going in a little early, or only at the stroke of 10, so for eleven minutes, I sit in my car, with the engine off and the temperature dropping, and the urge to drive away rises in me a total of twenty-six times.


    Another car pulls up. A girl steps out. A girl in a pea jacket, baggy black slacks, and shoes my dad would wear when I was little for meetings at the office—which turned out to be dates with the woman who is now my stepmom. The girl goes right up to the side door and knocks. It opens, but I can’t see anyone on the other side. The girl goes in.


    9:58.


    I hop out of my car, lock it, then I take careful steps over to the door. The shoes have no grip and they’re frozen. I wonder if I should’ve worn my boots. I wonder if I’ll track water into the house and cause some frowns and pursed lips.


    I knock.


    I have a second to consider the fact that I might get murdered before the door opens, and I step inside.


    #


    A woman greets me, dressed in black and white, some kind of waiter’s uniform with a black bowtie. Her face is bare, and her dark hair is slicked back. She looks formal. I feel like an inadequate piece of shit.


    I feel even worse when she says, “May I take your coat?” and I remember I’m wearing a bomber jacket over a sports coat, in clashing shades of brown. She takes my jacket and says, “Your invitation, please.”


    I hand it to her, taking a glimpse of my surroundings. The house, what I can see of it, is dark, old. Maybe not actually old, but made to look old. Velvet curtains, dark wooden floors, dim lamps. The corridor opens up to a large room with a massive chandelier suspended from a ceiling I can’t see.


    “Name?”


    “Uh…Martina.”


    “No. That won’t do.”


    “Well, it’s actually Martie. Like, with an ‘ie.’”


    “Martie. That’s fine.” The woman nods. “Cell phone?”


    “Yeah. In my pocket.”


    “They are prohibited,” she says, extending a hand, palm up. “It will be returned to you at the end of the night.”


    “Can I keep my wallet?” I ask, and she nods, so I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket and hand it to her. Immediately, I feel naked.


    “So, what is this, exactly?” I ask.


    “Feel free to direct your questions to your escort,” the doorwoman says. She points to the door behind me. “Please step inside. Your escort will meet you shortly.”


    I push the door open, and at first I don’t really know what I’m looking at. It’s a pretty big room, like the size of an average living room, but it’s been converted into some kind of dressing room, like what I’d expect to see backstage at a theater. There’s some chatter going on and shadows moving, but every station looks partitioned. There are racks of clothes, guy clothes, and it smells like cologne. A blow dryer starts. Someone laughs.


    A couple girls wander between stations, and it floors me. The girls are like Daze in the way they shine with silky fabric, high heels, and hair that spills over delicate shoulders. But then Daze appears at the far end of the room, and it’s clear she’s more beautiful that the others. Seeing her there—well, she’s the reason I’ve gone along with this so far.


    Her heels are red, toes peeking out at the tip. She’s wearing a short dress, a black one, tight around her thighs, and even tighter at the waist. It’s strapless and everything bulges above, but doesn’t spill out. Purple blooms are etched into her arms, from shoulder to elbow. Her red waves are twisted at the top of her head and hang loose at her neck.


    I feel so, so fucking inadequate. And stupid for picturing my hand, reaching out to touch her—any part of her.


    She sees me, nods, and glides over.


    My ability to swallow is impaired. My brain knows this is called dysphagia. I’m dysphagic over a woman.


    “Good evening,” Daze says, hesitating at the end and raising an eyebrow.


    “Martie.”


    “Good evening, Martie.” My name pops out of her lips through a smile.


    “Hi, uh—evening,” I say, feeling like a tool for trying add a twang to my voice, as if I was gonna finish off with “little lady.”


    “Follow me.”


    She leads me to the last station on the left and motions for me to sit in the chair that faces a mirror with a frame lined in oversized bulbs. I say nothing when she reaches for my loose ponytail, pulling the elastic off. Shivers run through me, making my back arch just the slightest bit. I cough and shift my weight, hoping that covered it up. In the mirror, Daze is concentrated on my hair, running some kind of gel or mousse into it. Her fingers are in my hair, grazing against my scalp. I wish I was tougher than this pathetic dopey look on my face.


    If I had a dick, it would be right there, waving at her from my lap.


    She reaches for a comb and I stare as her hands move over my head. She combs the left side four times, then does the same for the right side. She repeats that, and finally sprays it. Then, the top locks get sort of teased and twisted into large curls that are arranged to spill against my forehead. By the end of it, I’m not sure which movie I’d fit into best: Grease, or The Outsiders.


    Daze reaches next to my knee, pulling a drawer to reveal bottles of cologne lined up inside. Her red fingernails hover over a row until she picks up a bottle of Swiss Army Altitude. She stands behind me again and spritzes both sides of my collar.


    “I’ll be back in just a minute,” she says.


    We lock eyes through the mirror, and for a second, I wonder if it’s curiosity I see in hers. But then it’s gone, and she’s gone. How she can be right there, giving me a makeover, and still, there’s this barrier between us? She’s more than professional; she’s completely removed. I’m not sure what kind of evening this is. I’m not sure what’s going on, or why I’ve suddenly turned into a man. I’m sure of nothing—except that for her, I’m staying right here.


    In the mirror, I look like a me from a different era.


    Shellie’s in another country, probably on the beach right now, drinking three cocktails at once. Me, I’m just a few minutes from the dorms, except I’m in a different world.


    Daze returns. “Okay, you’re just about done. Stand, please.”


    I do.


    “Face me.”


    I turn.


    Daze reaches for my collar, undoing the top button. I flinch. She catches my gaze and raises her eyebrows. I relax. My muscle-shirt collar is just visible. Daze slips two fingers into her cleavage and pulls out a chunky silver chain. She brings her hands around my neck, fastening the chain. The metal’s warm with her heat. She’s right there, and I think I’m now suffering from an arrhythmia.


    “Done,” she says. “Now, offer me your arm.”


    I do like I’ve seen get done in the movies. Daze sidles to me and threads her arm through mine.


    “You lead,” she says. “We go left, through that door, then down the stairs. Just listen to my instructions.”


    We walk, I lead. But only because she’s the one calling the shots.


    #


    A ballroom is what I expect, which makes me feel self-conscious about the clothes I’ve got on, like I’ll be underdressed. But as soon as we reach the bottom of the stairs, a set of doors open up to what looks like a bar. A large area with pool tables lining the left wall, a jukebox in the corner, a bar at the far end, and private booths to the right. In the middle, a dance floor.


    There are people everywhere. It looks like a real lounge, a popular weekend hangout hidden from the rest of the world. I’ve walked into some kind of scene.


    “Wait,” I say, planting my feet.


    Daze stops but doesn’t let go of my arm.


    “What is this?”


    “A B&F Soirée.”


    “What is that? What does that mean?”


    “Butch and femme.”


    I turn to flash her a questioning glare. “What year is this?”


    “2014.”


    “Butch and femme?” I ask, my arm starting to pull away from hers. “But, I’m not—”


    “Yes. You are.”


    Around us, some of the ladies—the lady-ladies, and the man-ladies—are starting to notice us. The man-ladies, the butches, are in outfits like mine, some a bit less formal, some a lot more. Some look mean, like they own the place. They sip from beer bottles and tumblers, surveying the room. Some are super thin, and some are huge. Some have their arms around pretty girls. Girls with big hair, tall heels, and a way of walking that would make any man—any butch—crawl on their knees behind them.


    But…I’m not one of them.


    I don’t feel like one of them.


    “Do you want to spend the evening with me, Martie?”


    “Yes. But—”


    “No hesitation. Spend the evening with me, then you can decide if this is you.”


    Across the small cluster of dancing couples, I spot the girl who came in just before I did. Her arm is around her escort’s waist and they’re chatting with another couple. This girl’s got five fucking minutes on me, and she looks like she belongs here.


    My grip tightens around Daze’s arm, and I steer her to the bar.


    “I’m gonna need a drink for this,” I mutter.


    “Good. I’d like one, too.”


    The song playing is a pop hit from last year. I’m going to let Daze drag me away with her, but this music—I guess it’s all I have to hold onto, to stay in the now. To remember who I am.


    #


    After a rye & ginger while sitting at the bar, Daze orders two more and tells me to follow her. She takes us to the only empty booth, with a Reserved sign that she ignores, so I can only assume it’s reserved for us. I slip in on one side, expecting her to slide in across from me. But there she is, next to me.


    “Can you tell me more about this thing? This soirée?” I ask.


    “It’s been going on for about six years. I’ve been here for three.”


    “Is this someone’s house?”


    “Yes. She started the whole thing, opens her home to us.”


    “She must be rich.”


    “She’s wealthy, yes.”


    “What’s the point of this? There’s a gay bar downtown, ten minutes from here. Not to mention Toronto’s like, half an hour away.”


    “This serves another purpose.”


    “Which purpose?”


    Daze sips on her drink and drums her fingernails against the table. “There was a time when this was all there was, this scene. There was a time when women risked everything to break the rules. Women fought to be women, in their own way. Blue pays homage to that. She brought it back to life.”


    “Blue? She owns this place?”


    Daze nods.


    “But, lesbians are still around. They’re just, whatever, just people. I don’t get it.”


    “You will. This isn’t just about being gay. This is our lives.”


    “Why’d you pick me?”


    Daze turns, shifts her weight. She runs two fingers through the curls on my forehead. She leans in, just a bit, and fuck…I can smell her, the vanilla. She takes my chin in her thumb and index and lifts it, like she’s learning my face. “Tomorrow, when you wake up, wait two hours, then ask yourself that question. You’ll know the answer. Now, I’m going to go powder my nose then say hi to a few people. Stay here, finish your drink. Then, decide whether or not you’d like to come find me and ask me to dance.”


    I watch her go, watch her ass sway to the music.


    #


    For twenty minutes, I observe the scene. I can tell who the butches with more power are by the way they stand, the way they laugh, by the looks they exchange with others. Most of them have a lady close by, fixing their collars, bringing them another beer. But the way the butches look at their ladies—it’s nothing like the usual scenery of men with their dolls. This is different from that. It’s more than that. In the shadows beyond the pool tables, couples are pressed against the wall, in each other’s arms, lips locked and hands in places I’ve never put mine on a girl. I feel kind of too young to be here when I look at that, so I avert my eyes.


    When I look down, I see my open collar, my silver chain, my Steve McQueen jacket. I sit differently, leaning on the elbow against the table, my fingers holding the glass by the edge of its rim, swirling the liquid inside.


    Daze tours the room, smiling, leaning in for cheek kisses, squeezing other girly-girls, putting her hand on the shoulder of butches. Her dress is like a layer I want to peel off.


    Two drinks in me, and I wanna dance. I wanna go find my lady.


    What the fuck—who I am?


    I slip out of the seat and push to my feet. Glancing at the butches, my first steps are kind of shaky. The damn shoes. The damn shoes, and the rest of the damn clothes. I keep my focus on Daze, standing in the middle of a group of butch women, laughing.


    Fuck, this is the most balls I’ve ever had to muster. Even my first intramuscular injection on a patient didn’t take this much guts.


    I slip into an opening in the group of women, sliding a hand into my pocket, and extending the other. “Hey, Daze. Would you like to dance?”


    It goes quiet, in the circle. Daze cocks her head and blinks, holding a hand to me, placing her fingers against mine. I ignore the butches staring me down, furrowing their eyebrows at me, and I curl my fingers, pulling Daze’s hand into my grip. Then, I see her turn her head and give a sharp raise of the chin, a signal to no one that I can see. That’s when the song changes abruptly. Something slow by Bruno Mars starts.


    I lead her to the middle of the dance floor. She’s in front of me, just a little bit taller. I slide one arm around her waist and raise the other one. Our hands fold together, and I decide to forget I can’t dance. I let the clothes tell me what I should do.


    We dance. We dance three songs. All slow, so Daze must definitely be controlling the music. Other couples are around us, doing their thing. By the fourth dance, Daze’s arms are around my neck, and my hands are flat against her lower back. There’s no space between us. Just a dress colliding with a button-down.


    I’m someone else tonight. It’s fucked up.


    I squeeze her, dipping my head against her neck. My lips brush against the skin below her ear. Maybe I could just—


    She stiffens, says “Don’t” in my ear. I pull away.


    “Why?”


    She shakes her head. “I can’t. No one can see. Step back a little.”


    So, I do, and I wonder if all guys feel this shitty after getting rejected. Whatever balls I might’ve had fell to the floor and we’re trampling them to the beat. The song changes without warning, something fast. The dancers stop, and some aim their stern gazes at us.


    “Shit,” Daze says, pulling away from me for good and fluffing her hair.


    “What?”


    “I’m going to step out for a cigarette on the patio,” she says. “Get yourself another drink. Find me later.”


    I don’t want another drink, but she leaves anyway.


    #


    No one talks to me. I wait in the empty booth, watching the others have a good time. I can’t help but think there’s some rite of passage involved with mingling with others. They give me looks, none of them obviously dirty, but sort of suspicious, like they’re not sure what to make of me, like I haven’t proven myself. I feel naked without Daze.


    I go looking for the patio. The first couple doors I find lead to the washrooms, a single for Femmes, and a single for Butches. A lady laughs when I close a door, feeling heat crawl up my neck and face at having just tried walking into a stock room. Between the bar and the first pool table is a set of doors I couldn’t see because of the women blocking the view. I push through, wondering why the hell anyone would go out on a patio without a winter jacket on in March.


    It’s enclosed, almost like a sunroom. The air is thick with tobacco and all the other chemical junk cigarettes are made of. Through the glass, a darkened forest lies thirty feet or so away, and a lot full of cars can be seen at the left. There must be a source of heat in here because ladies are here in their bare legs and arms. Daze sits on a stool at the far end, alone.


    When she sees me, she summons her cold, detaches persona from earlier. Fuck that shit.


    “Don’t do that,” I say.


    “What?”


    “Harden up. We’re past that.” I take the stool next to her. “What’s up?”


    “Enjoying my Menthol Slim.”


    “How old are you?”


    “Twenty-four.”


    “What’s your favorite color?”


    She smiles. “Don’t do that.”


    “What?”


    “Try to get to know me.”


    “I want to.”


    “You might want to, but it’s not going to happen,” she says. “I’m just your escort.”


    “I feel like it’s black.”


    Her forehead crinkles as the smoke leaks out of her mouth.


    “Your favorite color. Black.”


    “Most people would guess red.”


    “Black. Am I right?”


    “Yes.”


    I feel pretty proud of myself, and my face shifts into my I’m such a badass expression. Daze narrows her gaze and takes another drag.


    “How come no one will talk to me?” I ask.


    “Because you’re new. You haven’t proven yourself yet. You’ve been invited, but you can’t expect to just be one of them.”


    I know she means the butch women. “Like a code of honor?”


    “Sort of,” she says. “One of my jobs is to introduce you to some people.”


    “I’d rather talk to you.”


    A tiny grin pulls at the corner of her mouth. She reaches over and rests a hand on my knee. We both look down at it, then at each other, and it’s like the gesture took us both by surprise. I run two fingers along her shoulder.


    She shakes her head and angles herself away from me. “We can dance, we can sit at the bar, or I can introduce you to a few people.”


    “I wanna talk.”


    “We can’t talk.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m just your escort.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “I know a few ladies I can introduce you to.”


    “No. I wanna talk to you, with you.”


    She uncrosses her legs, holding her cigarette away from her body, and she meets my gaze. “Stop that. I’m your escort.”


    “What does that even mean! For real, Daze.”


    “It means, it’s my job to introduce you to this, but nothing more” she says, taking a slow drag. Her face softens. “I can’t be your girl, Martie. I’m someone else’s girl.”


    “Oh.”


    My shoulders feel heavy. I look down at her feet, at the black polish on her toes.


    “Drink, dance, or meet others?” When I don’t respond, she lifts my chin with a finger. “Which one, Martie?”


    “Dance.”


    She extinguishes the cigarette in a nearby ashtray and waits until I clue in and offer her my arm.


    #


    We dance for so long, because I don’t want her to tell me she’s someone else’s girl again. Because as long as I’ve got her in my arms, then I can pretend she’s mine, that I’m strong enough, badass enough to be this woman’s man. I don’t get too close, though.


    When the songs are fast, I try to mimic some shit I’ve seen in Dirty Dancing. Sometimes, it doesn’t work, so I imitate what I see the other couples doing. I watch the other girls, just testing to see if maybe the others would do to me what Daze does to me. Nothing. I look for the girl from outside in the first-timers lot, trying to figure out if she’s infatuated with her escort, but she’s at the bar chatting with a group of women, butch and femme. What’s wrong with me? I’m fucking this up.


    #


    By the time two comes around, my back’s damp and there’s a sheen on Daze’s shoulders. Couples start to step out and not come back. The magic is about to end.


    “I’m going to go freshen up,” Daze says, pulling away.


    Pulling away before I have a chance to say anything, to brace myself for her breakaway. I’m alone on the dance floor, in the middle of whatever few dancers are finishing up the song.


    Steer clear of trouble… I should steer clear of trouble.


    Slipping my fingers in my pants pockets, I head to the ladies room, parking my ass outside the door. Still, no one will talk to me, but the difference is, now I don’t give a fuck. I’m not here to make friends.


    I care about one thing—


    The knob to the Femme restroom twists, the door opens a crack. I step forward, pushing myself inside. Daze looks surprised for a moment, the moment I close the door behind me and lock it. I slip my arms around her waist, up her back. Pulling her to me, bringing my face to hers, staring into her eyes, then at her lips—


    I kiss them. She doesn’t stop me.


    I taste her, cherries and tobacco. I breathe her in, vanilla and clean sweat. Stuff is blowing up inside me. There are noises coming from her as she lets my tongue find hers, as she lets me suck on her bottom lip.


    “You have no idea what you’re doing,” Daze says.


    “No?”


    Then I breathe against her mouth and slip a hand up her dress, against her thigh.


    She gasps, then moans.


    If this isn’t me, then who is it?


    “You’re gonna get in trouble for this,” she says, which makes me pull away to look at her face, but then she slips her hands under my jacket, over my shoulders, slipping off my sports coat. I lead her back to the vanity and she hops onto it. I push the dress up around her thighs, so her legs can wrap around my waist.


    She’s got a fistful of my shirt, then grabs the metal chain, pulling me to her while her mouth works over mine. The scent of the cologne I’ve got on is driving me nuts, thinking about the fact that it’s my scent now. I don’t know what to do beyond this, because this is as far as I’ve ever gone with a girl. With anyone.


    Almost like she can hear my thoughts, Daze takes my hand and pulls it to her, slips it between her legs. And her skin’s against my chest.


    And my hand’s there now, and her voice is in my ears, and—


    There’s a faint knock on the door.


    But I don’t stop. I move so she can keep making noises. So I can hear them and know it’s me making it happen, and that she loves it. She fucking loves it and I’m so tall and strong that I fill the room. She arches her back, and I see everything. I see her, then I see myself reflected in the mirror. I see…me.


    There’s banging on the door now—it’s locked, right? Daze stiffens but I try to keep her there, keep her with me. Except the pounding—it won’t stop. She pushes me off her.


    “Fuck, Martie.” She hops off the counter and fixes the dress that had basically turned into a wide belt at her waist. She picks up my jacket and hands it to me. “We’re in trouble now.”


    “So? I don’t care.”


    She gives me a sweet smile, stepping over, but only to fix my hair. “Good luck.”


    The door bursts open behind me.


    I’m grabbed by the left arm and pulled. Then someone’s on my right arm. What the fuck?


    #


    Both sides are pulling me, yanking me backwards. Daze’s face settles into a frown as she gets farther away, still in the doorway of the Femme restroom. I’m dragged sideways. No one cares that my feet can’t keep up. They all stare, even the bartender, a woman with a shaved head and neck tattoos.


    “You’re a fucking idiot,” the person to my left says.


    I glance right, at the butch with the bulging temples and the set jaw. Then left, at the other butch woman, the one who spoke, who’s stronger than she looks.


    “What!” I yell.


    They drag me out of the bar, and up the stairs. I trip over and over. My underarms hurt from bearing my weight.


    “Listen, kid,” the woman to my left says, once we get to the main floor and the one on the right lets go of my arm. “If you’re lucky enough to get invited to a B&F Soirée, do yourself a favor and steer clear of Blue’s girl.”


    My bomber jacket’s thrown at me by the other butch who had me, and I scramble to grab hold of it before it falls. The door person from earlier heads over to hand me my cell phone. She shakes her head like she’s sorry I fucked up.


    Blue’s girl?


    “Daze invited me! I didn’t know.”


    “You knew she wasn’t yours to take,” the talkative bouncer says. “You don’t mess with another butch’s lady, or you get fucked, you got me?”


    “So, that’s it? I’m out?”


    “You’re out, kid.”


    The door lady opens the door wide and fresh snow blows inside. I throw on my jacket, feeling totally fucking livid at the thought of not seeing Daze again. My fists ball, but I’m just a kid, a girl in a costume. What the fuck can I do?


    As I’m about step out into the snow, a hand rests on my shoulder. I turn to see the skinny vocal butch. She puts a hand on my shoulder. “Look, give it a few days and Blue will cool down. If you’re one of us, you’ll get another shot.”


    “What about Daze?”


    “You forget about Daze, or next time, you might have a couple broken ribs.”


    I step out into the night without saying anything.


    “Oh, and we called you a cab. You had a couple drinks. We’ll return your car to you tomorrow.”


    I have two papers due next week. I don’t have time for this fucking archaic B&F bullshit.


    #


    The next morning, my car’s back in the student dorm lot. I can see it from my window. It’s been snowing like a motherfucker for the last hour. See, this is only spring break for people like Shellie, who are somewhere warm, getting laid, drinking, and forgetting about the bullshit.


    I shove my butch clothes into the back of the closet. In bed, I pull the blankets over my head and wait.


    #


    Two hours later, I remember the chain around my neck. It’s warm, with my heat only now. I spin it between my index and thumb. Last night’s scene is happening in my head and I can see it clearly, even with my eyes open. I remember seeing it all through the mirror, while Daze moaned under me. I looked pretty badass.


    I felt badass.


    I wouldn’t mess with some other butch’s girl, except—


    This girl wanted me. I saw it in her eyes. I felt it.


    That’s why she picked me.


    #


    The next day, my first paper’s complete. I think it’s decent, even though I can’t remember why I gave that much of a shit about congenital heart defects. I mean, if this paper was going to end up saving babies’ lives, then it would be worth it, but I’m just regurgitating a bunch of other people’s research to give my prof two thousand words to grade.


    Also, there’s no “Daze” in the Canadian Yellow Pages. Well, there are, but they’re mostly all in Québec, and it’s always just a last name.


    The only way I’ll see her again is by hoping this Reading Week ends quick as hell so that I can get back to class. But, she probably won’t be there.


    She’ll be at Blue’s, though.


    #


    When I get to the place, there’s a tall wrought-iron fence blocking the entrance to the winding driveway. I’m not insane enough to snow-shoe my way through the forest. Fuck Blue.


    #


    I should’ve gone to Cabo. I should’ve never taken the invitation to Blue’s. I should’ve never put on those clothes. I shouldn’t have.


    Because now I hate my own clothes. They don’t feel the same. They don’t feel the same as me, anymore. I don’t like the way I walk. I hate my hair. I’m so sick of steering clear of myself.


    #


    Thursday, I get an email. An email from Blue’s Lounge. I take my laptop to bed, inhaling a couple breaths before resting my eyes on the first word—


    Martie,


    Thank you for attending last weekend’s evening. You are invited to this Saturday’s B&F Soiree; however please understand that you are on probation as a result of your ungentlemanly behavior last weekend. We are confident that you will be able to rectify this situation and would like to offer you a second chance.


    Begins at 10 p.m., at the Blue Lounge, 1428 Silverthorn Ave.


    This invitation is required for entry.


    Formal male attire expected, as you know, or no entry will be granted.


    Your escort will be Bailey.


    We ask that you respectfully avoid Daze, which we’re sure you’ll understand.


    We all make mistakes. We hope to see you this Saturday.


    ~The Blue Lounge Team


    #


    Saturday night, I’m in a brand new Michael Kors charcoal suit, single-breasted. My button-down is white, with the collar open and Daze’s chain hanging against my chest. I borrowed $300 from my mom. I lied and said it was for my car. It was for the suit, the new shoes, and the haircut. Oh, and the bottle of Altitude.


    In the mirror, something’s different about my face. It’s happening on its own. I feel tough. I feel fucking awesome. I’m Martie.


    This is why Daze picked me. And I’m gonna go get her.


    

  


  


  
    M-E GIRARD


    


    M-E Girard is writer of contemporary fiction—mostly young adult fiction, sometimes new adult fiction, usually queer fiction, and always about girls. She’s working on her first young adult novel, Boifriend, a finalist and recipient of various contest awards. M-E was a fellow of Lambda Literary’s Writers Retreat for Emerging LGBT Voices in 2013. She’s all over social media, and always trying to make blogging a more regular thing. She lives not too far outside of Toronto, Ontario, Canada, with her partner and their two Chihuahua babies. Visit her website at www.megirard.com
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