
  
    
      
    
  


  STIRRED UP


  S.E. Hall


  &


  Angela Graham


  


  


  


  


  


  Copyright © 2014 S.E. Hall & Angela Graham


  All rights reserved.


  This book may not be reproduced in any form, in whole or in part,


  without written permission from the author.


  


  


  


  


  Table of Contents


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven
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  Chapter One


  


  “Dylan!” I bang louder now, rolling my eyes, half-tempted to add in a few kicks as well.


  Every attempt I make to visit, he takes his sweet ass time opening the damn door. I usually don’t let it rattle me but it was free spay and neuter day at the vet clinic where I work and I’m exhausted. All I want to do is peel these pinching shoes off my aching feet and sit down with a cold beer and a slice of pizza while catching up with my big brother.


  If he’d turn down his incessant video game and come answer the door, that is.


  My fist hammers against the wood again and still nothing. Heaving out an exasperated huff, I sling my work bag around my shoulder, balancing our steaming dinner and tall boys in my hands as I dig inside my purse for the spare key he gave me on move in day a year earlier.


  “Dylan!” Yelling again, I try to peer through the window. If he’s got that headphone thing on that he uses to talk to other gamers, I could be here all night. With no luck on the hunt for his elusive key, I pull out my phone instead. He’s so buying next time.


  “Addison, dear.”


  I whirl around, startled, nearly dropping my phone and everything else I’m holding at the sound of the voice. It’s sweet Mrs. Murray from the apartment across the way.


  “Your brother’s gone,” she continues. “He and that handsome friend of his were moving things out all day.”


  Brady. Rescuing my meandering brother again.


  I shove my phone back in my purse, struggling to tame my aggravated scowl long enough to give the elderly, helpful woman a smile. “Thank you, Mrs. Murray, and sorry for the noise.”


  The familiar ache builds in my temples, the one only two guys ever cause, consistently stressing me out with some shenanigan or another.


  “Not at all, honey. If I don’t see you kids again, you all take care.”


  My shoulders slump when she closes the door. Unable to contain my frustration, I stomp the entire way out of the building and straight to my car, where I toss the dinner and drinks onto the passenger seat a little too hard. Once I’m buckled up and ready to go, I inhale a deep breath and take my anger out on the steering wheel.


  What the hell is wrong with him? With both of them?


  I’m livid, and pretty sure most of my fellow drivers take notice as I weave in and out of traffic way too fast, risking my perfect driving record. I don’t care and I don’t stop, besides at the one red light that I swear is mocking me, all the way to Brady’s house, ready to lay into them both. Far too annoyed to be bothered with knocking, I crash through the front door and slam the now-cold pizza and warm beer on the table in the entryway.


  “Jackasses, I’m home!” I yell out into the large house, balancing on first one, then the other leg to finally take off my shoes. Heaven forbid I traipse further into the way-too-big-for-one-single-man’s house with my shoes on. Brady’s by far the more hygienic one of the duo, my brother more of a quick rinse, anything on the floor not stiff enough to stand on its own is still wearable kind of guy. It’s the main reason they’ve never made good roommates and the first point I’ll be making if they think they can hole up together again.


  “In the living room,” Dylan calls back, obviously too busy to walk the ten steps to greet me.


  Irritation climbs straight to homicidal rage in seconds when I turn the corner and see them. Seemingly unconcerned with his recent unannounced move, my brother is sprawled out in a beanbag, fingers tapping rapid-fire on his controller…not a care in the world. Brady, the enabler, is relaxed in the armchair with a white blanket spread over his lap, his head dipped back, eyes closed, a wicked curl to his lips. The girly feet peeking out from under the blanket tell me I’m definitely interrupting, not that I care, but I’m appalled that Dylan is so far lost in his game that he hasn’t noticed the blowjob happening a few feet to his left.


  Brady releases a low grunt, his hips shooting up, hands gripping the blanket, which is actually the head of Casper the Friendly Cocksucker, as she finishes him off. The thought of what just slid down her throat causes some bile to rise in mine; seriously, there’s a guy sitting right beside you and your escapade soundtrack is squawking video game birds—talk about hot.


  I give the back of his chair a swift kick and move across the room, not wanting a close-up of that show. “Sorry to bust up the frat party,” I chirp sarcastically, “but does anybody want to tell me why Dylan’s homeless again?”


  “Hey, Moe.” Brady’s hands disappear under the fabric, pushing whoever’s done there away and raising his hips to tuck what I can only assume is his dick back in a more appropriate place. Instantly, a busty girl crawls out from between his legs, wiping her thumb across her swollen lips. She stands, pushing the blanket to the floor, and I catch a glimpse of Brady zipping up his fly. He’s all smiles when he looks over at me. “Do I smell sausage or pepperoni?”


  His guest attempts to sit on his lap, but is brutally rebuffed as he’s already sauntering toward me with that signature cocky gait of his.


  Widening my stance defensively, I cross my arms over my rapidly rising and falling chest and narrow my eyes at him. “Why did Dylan move out of his apartment, and why the hell is he staying here?”


  He walks right past me, leaving me waiting, which I hate, until he reappears a moment later, beer and pizza in hand.


  “You’re cute when you’re pissy, Moe.” He winks at me and taps the end of my nose.


  I make to knock his finger away but it’s already gone. God knows where it’s been today. I grimace at the fleeting thought.


  “Thanks for dinner, but the beer…you know I don’t drink this girly shit. Although tonight….” He dangles the six pack of Bud Light Lime from his fingers like it’s toxic.


  I try to grab it but he isn’t letting go. I’m well aware they don’t drink it, precisely why I brought it. I like to actually enjoy a drink or two, not watch them chug it all down, so I’m shocked when he cracks one open.


  “What the—”


  “All day in the operating room. Gimme a break. But if you say please, I’ll pour one for you myself,” Brady says smugly.


  “Let go and I won’t spit on your slice,” I quip back. No way am I saying please.


  He thinks it over, still holding the beer in one hand, pointer finger tapping his chin with the other. “Hmm, something tells me I’ve tasted your spit before and yet I still live so—”


  “Not like you never deserved it, Mr. Come On In, the Water’s Only Waist Deep!”


  His lips curl up into a reminiscent smirk, eyes bright as he releases his death grip on my refreshments. “Poor Dylan almost drowned, holding me up while you debated forever. Fuck, was that funny, though. Three steps and whoosh, you were totally under.”


  “Bring me a slice already,” Dylan yells, never breaking his trance on the screen.


  “Get your own!” Brady and I yell back in sync.


  I roll my eyes, laughing softly with Brady. The ease of our amusement is cut short, though.


  “Oh, that’s my favorite!” the pouty lipped bimbo squeals, strolling over with a broad, eager beam, eyeing my beer. Hell no! “Hi, I’m Candace. You must be Moe.”


  My scowl is back. “My name is Addison,” I grit out.


  “Only since your hair grew out, Moe,” Brady tugs on one of my curls playfully.


  “I don’t get it?” Bimbo says, looking even more confused, if that’s possible.


  “The Three Stooges? Moe used to rock a bowl cut when she was little.” He grips his side, laughing.


  She still doesn’t get it and never will, given her blank stare, and the whole conversation’s grating on my nerves. “Let me guess, you go by Candy?” I ask her.


  “I do, yeah.” She affirms proudly.


  Shocker. I have no words nice enough to respond with so instead I step around her, plopping down on the couch, tossing one of the pillows at Dylan’s head.


  What grown man hangs out in beanbags, in the early evening of a workday, while his best friend, also grown, mangles a co-ed? Am I the only one (the youngest to boot) in our little trio who ever grew up?


  “Here,” I look up to find Brady holding out the frozen mug he keeps in the freezer for me, “don’t make me eat alone.”


  I glance at the girl in his kitchen opening and closing cabinets, wondering what the hell she’s looking for and when she’s leaving.


  “Where’s your plates?” she finally calls out.


  “You’re far from alone but feel free to bring me a slice.” I grin, then turn my attention back to my brother’s game.


  Brady’s hot breath hits the back of my ear. “I knew you’d be coming so I picked up your favorite.”


  I tilt my head his direction, finding him bent down, his face inches from mine. I can’t deny that the man drew the pretty stick. With enough alcohol in me, you might even coerce a confession that I once had a semi-crush on him. Thing is, when I say once, I mean over fifteen years ago when I was about eleven. That all disappeared when he decided to join my brother as the dynamic duo of tormentors who created their very own version of Fear Factor…where I was the only contestant every damn episode. Since then, he’d become the bane of my existence.


  “Strawberry Jell-O,” he murmurs, his lips twitching upward.


  Damnit, I do love Jell-O and he’s the only one that makes it exactly how I like, adding a thin layer of banana slices on top. Despite his massive kitchen, it’s the only thing he can make and I’ve never been able to resist.


  Huffing loudly, I accept, allowing him to pull me to my feet and into the kitchen. “He get fired?” I ask lowly, as though my brother’s even listening over his enthralling game in there.


  “It’s not what you think.” He grabs the biggest, cheesiest slice, shooting me the knowing grin that I took inventory and noticed. “Have a little faith in him, would ya? His manager’s been gunning for him since he figured out Dylan’s better than-”


  “I believe in him!” I shriek, interrupting and not caring. How could he suggest I don’t? “But I also believe in getting the next door open before closing the last one,” I continue. “He’s always rebuilding, never moving up. And you,” I glare and poke his chest, “make it too easy for him. He’s thirty years old, for Christ’s sake! Quit coddling him!”


  His features soften, as does the smile he throws me. “I’m just helping him get back on his feet. He can do great things, Moe, all he needs is someone to believe in him and the right opportunity to come along.”


  Not a smart girl, Jezebel slides into my peripheral, plate in hand, and sneaks a piece of pizza. My eyes narrowing predatorily, I pin her in place.


  “One piece, got it? I don’t have to buy ya dinner, Sweet pea,” I seethe, meeting her shocked, widened eyes. “I didn’t fuck ya.”


  “Neither did I!” Dylan yells from the living room. “I’ll take her piece if you throw her out!”


  Unbelievable. We discuss his life, he hears nothing. Bitch tries to short him food, he’s all ears.


  “Cookie,” Brady coos at her sickeningly. That’s what he calls them all—Cookie—since we were teenagers, because he can’t remember their names. “You better be going.”


  She drops the slice back in the box and I return to my own cheesy goodness, satisfied and fully aware I’ve become a bitch. These two guys bring it out of me, so I place full blame on them and maybe a little on the fact that it’s been over twelve months since I’ve had a man’s hands anywhere near my body. I close my eyes, needing to unwind; unfortunately the yapping girl won’t allow that.


  “But, we didn’t finish studying,” she pouts, hands on hips, obviously fake chest poofed out in offering to him.


  I swallow a bite and peer over at Brady, who’s sitting across from me now, refusing to acknowledge her whining. “Another nurse?” I sneer, one eyebrow judgmentally raised.


  “Civic duty.” He shrugs with a devilish grin, biting off a grotesquely big mouthful of pepperoni heaven.


  “Hmph,” I scoff, “as if you teach them anything medicinal.”


  “Oh, but he did,” Blondie bounces, ticking the “lessons” off of her fingers. “He taught me the five points of restraint, how to take vitals and,” she ponders, “oh yeah, breasts exams!”


  My head snaps to Brady, eyes narrowed. “Restraints and breast exams, really?”


  “Covering the basics.” He winks.


  I turn back to Blondie. “Candy, did he show you anything that’s actually on your test, or did he just want to grope your tits?”


  “No, no, no, breast exams are super important. He taught me a lot, want me to show you? I could use the practice!”


  Is this child for real? I may only be twenty-six years old, but I was smarter than her at, say…five.


  My penetrating glare moves from Brady to her. “If your hand comes anywhere near my girls, Goldilocks, you’ll be pulling back a nub.”


  Brady snorts, choking through his laughter, and Nurse Whore is immediately at the ready to clap him on the back.


  “Like, really though,” she looks at me, pleadingly, “they’re super important. You need to do them. Right Brady?”


  “I appreciate your concern, but I have a doctor for that,” I deadpan.


  She bounces again. “Who?”


  “Yeah, Moe, who?” Brady asks, recovered and lethally serious.


  Shit, how did we get on this subject exactly? “Um, just a doctor.” I glance away instinctively. “It’s none of your business anyway,” I add on a mumble, grabbing another slice and stomping off to the couch.


  This day quickly went from hectic to bad to downright nightmarish. Brady reads me like the back of his hand, he’s had sixteen years of experience, so I know that he knows I’m full of shit…a lecture is definitely on its way. Bracing for it, I stuff my face, dipping my head to conceal my staring as I watch Brady help Ditzy gather her things and lead her out.


  The minute I’ve relaxed a bit, Brady drops beside me. Ugh, way too close, so I can smell her over his classic scent of confidence and man. “You still mad at me?” he leans in and whispers in my ear, earning him a swift elbow to the ribs.


  “Is she old enough to drive herself home?”


  His head falls back, exposing his taut, tan throat with his laugh. “Yep. Smart enough to have regular exams too. I know you, Moe, your try at evasive doesn’t work on me.” His voice levels to a chastising, low timbre, his green eyes boldly holding mine. “It pisses me off to think you don’t take care of yourself. Women’s bodies are complex, fascinating things; there’s lots to take care of.”


  “Why is it such a big deal? I’m only twenty-six years old and it’s not like I’m working the streets at night.”


  “It’s a big deal.” His stern voice leaves no room for argument.


  “Sir, yes, sir, I’ll get right on that,” I salute, shutting down the conversation. I go grab Dylan another slice, his hand already out when I arrive at the beanbag throne.


  “You bet your ass you will,” Brady calls out and I try to ignore exactly what that means. He’s the most persistent man alive, scarily stubborn and renowned for getting his way…especially when it comes to his friends’ health.


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  “Well hello there, Mimi,” I coo at the brilliant scarlet macaw when I walk in the next morning. The clinic “pet,” she’s allowed to roam free overnight. “Who’s a pretty bird?”


  “Mimi’s a pretty bird,” she responds, flying over to perch on my shoulder.


  I flip on the lights and set down my bags, turning the blinds to open as my cell phone begins trilling from my purse.


  “Tell her I’m not here, tell her I’m not here,” Mimi sing-songs.


  I roll my eyes, snickering. Dr. Burns, the town vet I work for, married almost sixty years now, taught the bird that phrase as a passive-aggressive dig at his beloved wife. He thinks it’s hilarious.


  “Hello?” I answer, slowly, unsure of the caller.


  “Ms. Porter?”


  My brows pinch. “This is Addison Porter.”


  “Good morning, this is Whitney from Dr. Reynolds’ office. I’m calling to confirm your appointment for tomorrow morning at 10 am.”


  Appointment? It hits me in two flat seconds. Brady. Shaking my head, I blow out a breath. I should have known that condescending bastard wouldn’t let up, but making an appointment for me?! Why am I even surprised? And because this tiny, off the grid town has only one gynecologist, of course it’s at Dr. Reynolds’ office! Never been and never planned to go, but suddenly faced with it, I need to take a minute to consider my options.


  There are only two choices—drive thirty-five minutes to the next town, the closest thriving metropolis, defined as such because it boasts both a Taco Bell and a Wal-Mart, and bring Brady back a “proof of pap” note, or…


  “I’ll be there,” I manage brightly into the receiver.


  “Wonderful, see you then.”


  I disconnect that call, and am feverishly dialing the next one when my coworker, Maggie, breezes through the door. I guess Brady’s reaming will have to wait.
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  “Are you kidding me, Brady? Presumptuous much? Who makes other people’s doctor appointments for them?” I growl into the phone the moment I step outside the office for my lunch.


  Know it all, wannabe big brothers who are doctors themselves—that’s who.


  His tone is stern, making himself clear as he lays it out. “I wasn’t kidding, Moe, you can’t play around with that stuff. And don’t even think about cancelling.”


  Yeah right, like I’d let him see me sweat! I may have been the wind to his and Dylan’s wings growing up, always the shy, bookish little sister tagging along in their shadows, but I’m a grown woman now! I may very well strut into that appointment naked, wrapped in twinkle lights! My life, my vagina…I say who, I say when!


  That’ll show ‘em!


  “Oh, I won’t,” I challenge. “Bet on it.”


  “Good.” Triumph annoyingly evident in his voice. “So what’s that blonde coworker of yours with the tight ass wearing today?”


  “Nothing she’ll let you near again!” I hang up in his ear, smiling gleefully to myself that I got the last word.


  The victorious grin I boast is short-lived. As usual.


  Only seconds later, my text dings and without even looking I know, I just know, who it is. Argh, that man!! See, now even if I don’t look, he doesn’t know I didn’t look, and he’s still won!


  Brady: Last word infinity.


  A bubble of laughter catches in my throat as I shake off the grin I can’t help. And I wonder why he’s the first person Dylan runs to when being a grown up proves too much? They were made for each other; brothers by blood don’t have a thing on them.


  Releasing some of the anxiety fluttering through me over the appointment, my shoulders drop and my head falls back to rest on the brick wall of the building. What did I get myself into? Any time Brady has control over something in my life, I get burned. I close my eyes, sighing as my mind replays the last disaster courtesy of my so-called buddy.


  It was a pottery class, a birthday gift from him that he even agreed to attend with me. Less than twenty minutes in, he was bashing the hot young male instructor for his overly friendly help to the female students, me being one of them. Not that I minded, did I mention he was hot?


  Brady pinned the guy with his pointed glare each time he came near me to offer assistance and cracked constant jokes about the guy being a putz a little too loudly. The case cracker, however, was Brady’s “the man needs to bend her over already” comment that got him physically removed from class. Turns out the “her” in question and Teacher were actually a couple, happily married. And me—sitting pretty, hands gooey, loving the vase I was slowly creating—was shown the door before I could finish. Why? Because of Mr. I Know Everything and Can’t Keep my Opinions to My Damn Self.


  Despite the past, Brady’s a huge part of my life and I’d give in this one time, but not without leveling the playing field a little. With only ten minutes left in the lunch break that Brady managed to hijack, a sinister, but brilliant, idea hits me and I act before I can talk myself out of it.


  “Hello?”


  “Kathy? Hi, it’s Addison Porter, how are you?” I grip the phone tightly, excitement coursing through me.


  Thanks to the Brady flu disaster of ‘03, I conveniently have his housekeeper’s number… too tempting to resist. I’d spent an entire weekend pampering him, sick in bed, only to collapse down beside him in the end. Luckily, he was coming out of his sweat-induced fog just as I was heading into it. The familiar shiver races up from my spine, recalling how he held me in his arms, kissed my forehead, and promised to take care of me. And he did, showering me with unwavering tenderness for the rest of the week. He held my hair while I emptied my stomach, continuously cooled the washcloth he pressed to my fevered skin, and fed me my favorite soup. Despite his herculean efforts, we still needed Kathy for drug store runs, bless her heart.


  “Well, I’m fine, dear. How are you?” She’s such a nice woman; I come this close to nixing the whole plan and making up a random excuse for the call.


  This close.


  “I’m good, thank you. I was calling for Brady, he’s tied up in cases today. Dylan’s staying with him for a while and really wants to earn his keep, so Brady thought it’d be nice to give you all next week off and let Dylan take care of it.”


  “A week off?” She breathes out wistfully, evidently already imagining ways to spend the free time. “I could go visit my son.”


  “You should!” Easy there, Addison, not too obvious. “I’m sure he’d love to see you.”


  “Yes, that’s what I’ll do. This is wonderful, please tell Brady and Dylan both thank you.”


  “Of course I will. You have fun, don’t worry about us, or about calling Brady. I’ll tell him we spoke and how excited you are. In fact, don’t even take your phone with you, Kathy, escape for a while and enjoy your family.”


  “You know, I think I will. Thank you, dear,” she says brightly, her excitement ringing through.


  The day my brother keeps his own shit picked up, let alone cleans an entire house, and for a week, I’ll give up chocolate and chick flicks. Those two Neanderthals are gonna be swimming in filth by tomorrow night, mark my words. The mere thought makes me giddy, erasing my earlier aggravation and making the rest of the day bearable.


  Infinity sminity—take that, Mr. Appointment Maker.


  [image: ]


  Never once have I felt as out of sorts as I do standing in front of the feminine hygiene products. Gone is the whistling, carefree girl that strolled in the store, still basking in the torture she’d sprung on an unsuspecting friend. Here I am in the corner drug store where I came for fresh razors but the damn “Feminine” sign drew me over. My eyes and brain can hardly keep up; there are way too many products available for the vagina.


  “Excuse me,” a woman says out of nowhere, reaching for the douche kit in front of me.


  I smile and take one myself, tossing it into my cart. Totally normal. I can do this. Unsure what the other items are, I pluck one from each category and hightail it to the front of the store. Waiting in line, I snatch a bottle of lotion from the display. Jasmine works for me; in the cart it goes.


  What I had not anticipated when I’d filled my cart with half a dozen freshening products was the young cashier, of course male, currently straining to control his amusement as he scans each item slowly. Yeah, yeah, I like a clean vagina; keep scanning, buddy. I thrust the cart forward and begin bagging the items myself.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  I wake with a lead weight in my gut, the panic of today’s looming appointment sinking in the minute my eyes peel open. Nope, not ready to face it. I slam my eyes shut again, roll to my stomach, and bury my face in my pillow. My nerves are alive and rampant, eating at me to hurry up before the clock runs out and I’m left going to the appointment unshaved with the stench of the vet’s office lingering.


  With a huff, I’m on my feet shuffling to the bathroom. This is it—V day. No, not the flowers and candy one, the vagina one. I glance back at my cell phone perched mockingly on my night stand, my only escape plan. Beads of cold sweat break out over my forehead and the base of my neck, hell, even my breasts are damp. They’re not ready to play peek-a-boo with the doc, let alone be fondled and judged. The debate to call and cancel is off the table. I already took the morning off work and my health is important, not to mention I’ll walk across fire and snakes—snakes on fire—before I let Brady win!


  Cursing him under my breath, I grab the two full bags of products and slam the bathroom door behind me. If I’m gonna do this, I’m gonna do it right. I turn on the shower to let it warm up and start with the easiest task, brushing my teeth. A little floss, mouthwash, spit and voila! Pearly whites glisten back in the mirror.


  After opening the new pack of razors, I strip out of my clothing and dig under the counter for the hand mirror. Because of the ample notice I’d gotten, obviously there’s no time for a professional visit, so ladyscaping is left up to me. I’m not that worried, the work should be light considering I keep a monthly appointment at our local spa, but with my love life nonexistent as such, I need to fully assess the situation.


  Focused more on my lackluster dating life, I grab the few feminine products that I can apparently use in the tub. I step one foot into the shower and instantly rear back with a trembling squeal when the scalding stream hits my toes.


  “Crap!” I reach in to crank the nozzle a bit, cursing my lousy apartment building for the always unpredictable water heater.


  Timidly, I poke a finger into the downstream and relax for the first time all morning. Gotta take the small victories. Easing into the warm shower, I first tend to the basics, hair washing, loofah scrubbing, and armpit shaving. Next my legs, twice, with my usual silky body butter, using long, smooth strokes, willing my hands to stop shaking; the last thing I need is a ton of little nicks from my pesky nerves.


  With an expert eye, not a single sneaky loner hair around my ankle or hidden behind my knee is left untouched. And then, in the most limberly-challenged way possible, I prop my right leg up with my foot on the edge of the tub, mirror gripped in one hand, razor in the other.


  This is it, one stray hair left in the wrong place or a tiny nick will reveal my anxious preparation. Not the time for haste. I duck my head so water doesn’t hit my eyes and give my girl a slight trim, nothing over the top. She looks pretty good actually, so the job’s fairly easy, but with the obstacles and my anxiety, it takes longer than it should.


  When I’m completely satisfied she’s show worthy, I release a cleansing breath and turn off the spray, which was growing colder by the minute. I wrap myself in the comfort of my favorite extra-large fluffy towel, surprisingly, another birthday gift from Brady. He got tired of me complaining that the perfect towel didn’t exist. Turns out I was wrong, Brady found it, and bought me a whole stack, which had me in awe, especially when I went to the store he’d purchased them in and saw the price tag.


  Perfect or not, it was out of my budget.


  Clean, check. Smooth, check. What next? Deodorant! I go ahead and slather it on now so it’ll have time to dry, then sit on the lid of my toilet and open the first shopping bag.


  Like a grab bag, I reach in blindly and pull out a deodorant, but not for my underarms. I flip it over and read the back. “Island splash. Spray anytime you need that fresh feeling.”


  Sounds easy enough. Ripping the package open, I give a little test squirt in the air and I’m hit with the scent of coconuts. Not too offensive, subtle and clean. Unsure of the appropriate distance to hold it, I spread my legs and spray. The coolness covers my sex, tingling the sensitive flesh. Definitely feeling fresh. Thumbs up there.


  I place it on the counter and pull out the second product, wipes. Not needed, I toss them on the sink and take out the bottle of powder. “Too messy.”


  Next is a box of Norforms. “Hmm.” Clicking my tongue, I read until my eyes catch the words “melts when inserted.” Trash can! Wouldn’t that be fun? Melting goo dripping out on the man!


  One by one, the products get separated out between the trash and the counter. Finally, the lotion, something simple and familiar to me. With a spurt to my palm I massage it down my leg…and we hit a snag. My senses are assaulted with the pungent odor of fake jasmine flower.


  Are you kidding me? Spooling toilet paper around my hands, I scrub my leg, removing as much of the offending lotion as possible, then grab my loofah and scrub harder. Bent forward, I sniff my leg, satisfied when only a trace of cheap jasmine remains. Good enough.


  Hunched down, chastising my drastic behavior, I notice my toes, or more accurately, my toe polish, is a hot mess, chipped and bright blue. No, no, no! What was I thinking?


  Everything possibly located in the bathroom goes flying as I manically dig for polish remover, cotton…do I have time for this? I fumble back, resting on the floor. No, nor do I have nail polish.


  Breathe in and let it out. I replay the instructions for calming I learned in the one yoga class I took last year. It works… a little. Okay, he won’t notice my toes, I tell myself. Why would he when he has all my other body parts revealed and at his perusal?


  I stand on wobbly legs and leave the steamy room to search for a loose blouse; I’ll sweat through it the second I walk in the office otherwise. Once the billowy light blouse is in hand, I scour the closet for pants with no fussy buttons as well as pretty panties and a matching bra.


  You know the rule, ‘never leave the house in your “that time of the month” granny panties’. The minute you do… you’ll find yourself in a car wreck…or in a gyno’s office.


  By the time I’ve reapplied deodorant, blotted the clumps, and sprayed perfume up and down my body, including down south, I’m exhausted. Turns out Cherry Almond doesn’t mix well with Ocean Spray; my gag reflex hits and I race back into the bathroom and start scrubbing. Now I’ll be red and irritated, freaking fabulous!


  That’s it, enough! My hands fly up into my hair, the one thing I could care less about and have done nothing with. This’s going from bad to worse to…painful. I grab my cell, finger ready to dial and cancel, when I see the text.


  Brady: Don’t forget your appt. @10!


  I realize all doctors take that darn oath thing, swearing to help all at any time able, but he’s a bit too worried about my hooha’s health.


  Me: On my way out the door
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  There are phones that unlock with only the owner’s thumbprint. They can take a heart out of one body and minutes later, place it in the chest of another, beating new life. People speak live, continents apart, over the internet. And yet no one has mastered the craftsmanship of the “doctor visit robe” beyond crinkly paper with one big ass side open…unbelievable.


  The unpleasant hint of sweat building in the crease between thigh and ass cheek, as well as the backs of my knees, curtails my focus off the overly detailed illustrations on the walls. I’m left jumping up to shimmy across the cold floor with my ass hanging out to rip some paper towels out of the holder.


  Wiping frantically, I dip a hand in my purse and spritz one more time, another scent—it’s like Fruitopia down there. Jesus, just kill me already.


  I’m climbing back on the table, the paper cover over it, in collaboration with my robe, making the loudest crinkling sound possible when a knock on the door spins me around with a startled yelp.


  “C-come in,” I stammer, straightening myself quickly.


  Dr. Reynolds’ head peeks around the door, his face lit up with a beautiful, comfortable smile. “Addison, you ready?”


  No! “Yes.” I manage a brave face for him.


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  The doctor steps in¸ so young yet so dignified, and closes the door behind him. “How’re you today?”


  My pulse is rapid, throat dry, skin prickling. “Fine.” The simple word hooks in my throat; bad start, try again. Mustering all the bravado I can find, I tear my gaze away from my clammy hands up to meet his. “Fine,” I repeat clearer. “You?”


  “No complaints.” His eyes friendly and shining. “It’s probably the best morning I’ve had in a while.”


  “Really. That interesting, huh?” I ask, gnawing my bottom lip.


  Chart in hand, he hums affirmatively and strolls across the room. “Delivered healthy twin boys to a couple that spent almost a decade trying to conceive. Mama spent half the pregnancy on bed rest.” He throws his leg over and straddles the rolling stool. “There’s nothing like handing a parent their child for the first time. It’s beyond incredible.”


  Gone are my nerves, replaced with a swell in my heart. “I bet it feels amazing to give them that.”


  His eyes rise to mine. “Not gonna lie, it feels pretty good.” A soft puff of laughter bubbles up at his honesty, releasing the tension from my shoulders as my head tilts down.


  All calmness working its way through me vanishes the instant I once again raise my head. He’s watching me intently, his eyes holding mine in a commanding grip. The silence hanging over us is no longer natural and easy, but heavy, almost deafening. Goosebumps flare up my legs as the air charges with some foreign electric surge that shivers down my spine and pools in my gut.


  It’s Dr. Reynolds that breaks the heated connection, dropping his focus to my chart. “First visit, nervous?”


  Am I nervous? I’m a lot of things right now, many yet to be named. I blink twice and subtly shake my head, attempting to brush off the fact that my body’s on high alert, eager to discover what exactly just happened between us; that look, that spark.


  Does he look at all his patients like that? Better yet, who’s ever looked at me like that?


  Whatever it was, it’s dissipated, along with my poise, as I watch him read through the forms I filled out in the waiting room. Basic information, but still a reminder of why I’m here and what’s about to happen.


  Releasing my bottom lip from my teeth, I manage a shaky smile, grateful for his understanding. “Yeah,” I breathe out, finally answering him.


  He chuckles lightly and pats my knee. “Don’t be, you’re gonna be fine.”


  With a curt nod and tightness to my lips, I ready myself.


  “So,” he clears his throat and glances from me to the chart, “I’d say we’ll do your annual, but since you’ve not been doing that, I guess we’ll do your first annual today.” He smirks my way at his joke and pulls a pen from his pocket.


  His thumb covers the end and the clicking sound it makes sends a shudder straight through me, an obviously visible one considering his handsome face stiffens with a frown.


  He wheels closer, that soft, concerned hand finding my knee again. “Addison, please try to relax for me. Would you feel better if I had a female nurse join us?”


  An audience?


  “No, no.” My head shakes rapidly back and forth. “I’m fine, really.”


  “Yeah?” His eyes search mine. “You sure?” Not sure what I do to tell him yes, but he seems satisfied. “Okay, let’s start with some questions. Any concerns or issues you’d like to discuss today?”


  “No, I’m only here to avoid a lecture.” Though I’m still debating if it’s worth all this.


  His lip quirks in the corner. “I won’t make you sit through another one then, since you’re here, but I have to ask. Your paperwork says you’ve never had your Well-Woman Check. Is that an actual never, or an ‘it’s been so long, it was only once, that you just put that’ kind of thing?”


  “That’d be a never, as in never, kind of thing,” I mumble, glancing away.


  He slips his stethoscope from around his neck and rolls to the left, centering himself in front of my legs, which are smashed together in terror. “Well, you’re remedying it now, and the rest of the information you filled out looks good. So, no other concerns? Regular periods?”


  “Yep,” I reply tightly.


  “Do you give yourself regular breast exams?”


  “Um…”


  “It’s important that you do so.”


  “Got it,” I mumble after a pause, staring at his chest. Not because it’s broad and fighting to escape his light blue button up, or even because the open collar hints at a sprinkling of dark brown hair, no, I’m solely transfixed on him rubbing the stethoscope’s face there to warm it up.


  “Good.” He stands, securing the instrument in both ears, then places both hands on the sides of my throat. I startle, twitching a bit beneath his touch.


  “Relax, I’m simply checking your lymph nodes.”


  His face moves closer to mine, his minty breath all I can smell, and then it hits me. My mouth clamps shut, in case mine isn’t as minty fresh. All the crap I sprayed and I forgot about my breath?


  Great, I’m a mute until he backs up at least. No way am I risking it.


  “Deep breaths,” he says softly, resting one hand on my back, the other placing the instrument to my chest. “Good, again.”


  I’m confident he can hear my erratic heartbeat. The beating only grows wilder thinking about it and my cheeks flush. The harder I attempt to school my labored breathing, steady my racing heart, the worse it seems to get.


  “Addison,” he pulls back to look at me, his brow furrowed, “please, try to calm down for me. Would you like a glass of water maybe?”


  My shoulders slump on a sigh, aware that I’m being ridiculous. I’m a grown woman, nothing special or different about my anatomy, but Dr. Reynolds is surprisingly attractive. Coupled with the sweet understanding in his eyes, such a gentle touch, and positively virile cologne—this appointment suddenly contains a whole other category of nerve-inducing factors.


  I’d flush crimson and breathe rapidly if a hot guy approached me in a grocery store, let alone one about to get up close and personal with my vagina.


  Inhaling a steady breath through the nostrils and out, again through the nostrils only, I ease myself into a place of calmness. For how long, it’s hard to tell.


  “I’m sorry, I’m fine.” I offer reassurance. “Carry on.”


  “Alright, deep breath again for me.” He listens on my back and I use his instructions to settle myself further with each inhale. “Sounds good, now go ahead and lie down.”


  “L-lie down?” I croak as he makes a note on my chart. Is this it? Have we reached the vagina inspecting stage already?


  “Uh huh,” he hums in answer, concentrating on his writing.


  My stomach rolls and knots as I reluctantly settle my back against the less than durable paper. My chest constricting, eyes bulging. Shit! Shit! Shit! My body is about to implode from the coil sprung so tight within me.


  “Okay.” He’s up again moving towards me rubbing his large hands together.


  With considerately warmed fingers, he gently grips the top of my robe and starts to pull it open. I must squeak out loud and not just in my head because he stills, looking directly in my eyes.


  “I have to uncover your breasts to examine them.”


  My hands shoot up, clutching the robe shut. “Right, I know, but I forgot I did an exam this morning, myself. They’re good, great actually. Two of ‘em, exactly where they should be. Round and everything, I swear.”


  His cheeks redden as he fights a chuckle. “Medicine’s come a long way. We check for a bit more than that now.” He winks and my coil tightens in deeper places. “I need to make sure there’s no suspicious tissue activity or formation. You didn’t answer me clearly on whether you did regular breast exams on yourself before. When did you honestly do your last?”


  Sneaky bastard—distracting me so I don’t notice my grip slackening or the fact that he’s uncovered my chest until the cold air hits my exposed nipples. Of course they harden to a tight bud. Please tell me all women’s do that at this part.


  My focus is broken by the low hiss I hear. Was that me or…him?


  Definitely him. Oh God, what?


  “Nothing, everything’s fine,” his hoarse voice answers the question I didn’t realize I’d asked aloud. “Arm up.” He helps guide the limb above my head and then...places his fingers to the sensitive flesh of my left breast and begins to knead it, molding it in his skilled hands.


  My eyelids slip shut on their own and I snap them back open instantly. He’s a doctor, it’s an exam, nothing more.


  Maybe I should have considered having sex last night to prepare for today. With who I have no idea, but it may be of help right now. I squeeze my legs shut in mortification at the fact that arousal is ripping through my every fiber and sweltering in the paper robe.


  Focus. Don’t squirm. Hell, don’t move or blink. Think natural, casual. The expression I muster of “this is totally natural for me” causes his mouth to tug up at the corners. Am I amusing him?


  I’m crazy and completely overthinking this. I stare up at the ceiling. Could the lights in here be any brighter? It’s like being at the dentist, except my dentist is old and bald and smells like Ben-Gay.


  Now I admit, albeit embarrassed, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel odd, yet…good to have a feral-smelling, successful, gorgeous man groping—even medically—my breasts. But I don’t think I just imagined that. I could swear his fingertips trailed across, never losing contact, as he moved to the right one.


  Which maybe that’s normal, perhaps they check for something in between them? Didn’t feel like that though, felt...teasing.


  “And this arm,” he mumbles, voice deeper, once again moving it up for me. “Good, perfect.”


  I finally manage the courage to steal a glance at him, his eyes clearly “examining” as well.


  “It’s, uh, cold in here.” Now why did I say that? Maybe he hadn’t noticed the perky, aching points shining like headlights, and I just had to go and point it out.


  “Too cold?” His hands still with concern and my entire body aches for them to continue. For them to do their best, and worst, to my neglected breasts.


  ”No,” I fumble through embarrassment. “It’s—”


  “Totally natural.” He lifts his gaze to mine and smiles thoughtfully. “All done.”


  With the gentlest touch I’ve ever felt, he lowers my arms and places them at my sides. Whether professional or not, I don’t complain when he rubs his hands up and down my forearms twice, warming away the chill.


  It’s tender and innocent, but I can’t shake the feeling that it’s not his usual protocol. Chivalrously, he offers his hand to help me sit up. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? You did excellent and everything felt good,” throat clear, “normal,” he clarifies, stepping away and swiping the chart off the counter in a rushed maneuver, writing feverishly with his head down.


  As the seconds stretch on, I begin to loosen up. The nagging tingle in my stomach releases enough that I can breathe evenly now. He may do this every day with young, old, fat, thin, ugly, and pretty women, but much like I can’t stop my nipples from perking up for cold air, he can’t help that he is a man groping boobs. We’re both but human beings here. My shoulders drop with the easing thought that he too seems a bit aware of something.


  Finally, he looks up as he retakes his seat on the stool and rolls over to sit before me, front and center. “Next, we need to do a pap smear. I’ll take a swab and we send that off to the lab. It tests cervical cells for various cancers or precursors. We usually have the results back in a week. Now, before your eyes get any bigger, let me just say, it’s invasive, but not painful.”


  Good to know. Still, the stressed breathing has returned, along with the beads of sweat forming down my back.


  “You shouldn’t have any soreness or discharge afterwards. If you do, call me immediately.”


  I nod, unsure if he’s waiting for me to say the words “I understand” aloud. With the way he’s staring at me, it’s as if I’m before some judge. I’d think he was nervous himself if he didn’t do this daily, hourly. He’s simply looking out for his patient like any doctor would. That’s evident when he places his hand over mine, locked on the side of the table in a death grip.


  “Are you sure you don’t want a nurse in here? A lot of women do. I completely understand.”


  His thumb travels over my knuckles and I release my hold on the table.


  “How long does it take?” I ask, anxiety evident.


  “Two, maybe three, minutes.”


  “I’m fine then.”


  “Okay, lie back for me and put your feet in the stirrups.”


  “I’m not stirred up! I was actually beginning to feel calmer,” I snap, swinging my arms over my chest. How dare he!


  This time he’s unable to contain his laughter, turning away as if I can’t hear it. “Stirrups,” he reiterates through the chuckle. “When raised and locked in place, you put your feet in them.” He turns back, laughter gone, but his expression still amused as he points to the medieval looking thingies folded at the end of the table. “Thank you for that though. Days get long without a laugh or two.”


  Mortification doesn’t begin to describe my emotions at the moment. “You can’t repeat that, right? Funny water cooler story. There’s confidentiality and all, isn’t there?” I scowl, not wanting to be the running gyno meetings joke.


  All traces of humor vanish instantly. “Addison, I will never,” he locks solemn eyes with me, “ever repeat anything that happens in here.”


  I believe him. “Thank you,” I concede, unfolding my arms.


  “You ready?”


  I sigh and lay back. “As I’ll ever be.”


  The metal clanks noisily as he prepares the stirrups. I tilt my head and watch as he moves a tray and lamp to his side.


  “Feet up.” He taps my left ankle and helps guide it into the contraption, then does the same with the right. “Now scoot your bottom all the way down.”


  I do, squirming awkwardly.


  “More.”


  I do so again, the paper robe rustling louder.


  He snickers. “A little more.”


  For Christ’s sake. In one big scoot, I’m now as far down the table as I can go before my ass smacks him in the face. He doesn’t seem to mind, the opposite in fact.


  “There ya go, good.” He reaches up and adjusts the neck of the lamp, then puts on gloves, the “pop” echoing off the walls of this ever-shrinking room. “Here we go,” he breathes out, opening the robe and fully exposing me.


  I groan in embarrassment, louder than I intended, obscuring something that he said. “What?” I ask for clarification.


  “I didn’t say anything.” He’s still mumbling.


  I close my eyes, trying to hide, but they snap back open the instant I feel his muscular hands on the inside of my knees.


  “Little wider for me,” he says softly, gently pushing my tense legs further apart. “Just like that.”


  Extremely confused by the flaring within me, I grimace to myself and close my eyes once more. I’m undeniably turned on by Dr. Gorgeous’ bedside manner, bedside voice, bedside touch. How sick is that?


  Turned on? Oh God, can he tell? Well, of course now that I wonder if I’m...moist...I instantly feel like I’m gushing, or maybe it’s the heat of the lamp? Please let it be the heat!


  My attempt to bend my legs instinctually is thwarted by his hands, immediately there. “Stay open for me.”


  Stay open? Is this really happening right now? Yeah, I’m open all right and damn, do I feel it. I turn my head and squeeze my eyes shut as tight as they’ll go, silently counting the seconds and willing my body not to react.


  “And speculum in,” he says an instant before I feel something hard and cold slide inside me, causing me to wince and stiffen. “Easy.” He rubs one calf. “Tell me when you’re settled.”


  When I move out of his town.


  “Addison?” He peers up at me.


  “Yeah, okay, ready.” I suck in a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. Almost done, I chant mentally.


  ”Little pinch,” he lies, doing something that’s uncomfortable as hell. “Try not to move. I’m going to swab and then we’ll be done. You’re doing great.”


  “Uh huh.” My voice sounds shaky even to my own ears.


  “So did you want to go over anything else today?” he asks, striking up a conversation I could’ve done without. “Any blood work for communicable testing or birth control?”


  “Nope, good on both, thanks.” I thought he said two or three minutes. Feels like hours have passed.


  “You’re good on birth control?” He glances up again, rising slightly to see my face. “I didn’t read that in your chart?”


  Eyes on the prize, Doc, let’s get this done!


  “No need. Same with the blood work. I’m fine, trust me,” I grumble out the last part. Nosy fucker, outing me as a pathetic, no sex life loser under the guise of medicine.


  “Oh, alright then. Well, if that changes, give the office a call and we’ll get you in. You need—”


  “Twenty-six years old, Doc, I got it!” I cut him off.


  He laughs, slowly easing the speculum, I think he called it, out of me. ”Almost done, I need to check the positioning of your ovaries and uterus.” He stands now, looking down at me. “This will be my fingers in you, Addison.”


  Fingers? I swallow the lump building in my throat. I’m not sure the breezed over “invasive” warning covers it. I shock myself, having to stifle a giggle with the sudden realization; Dr. Reynolds has literally fingered most of the women in this town.


  Oh dear God, who’s my mother’s gyno? No, no, no. I shake my head...happy thoughts.


  I tremble when he touches me, the slow, steady hands of a professional, yet still I twitch. It’s the nerves, not excitement, I swear it.


  “Relax,” he eases with a low voice as one hand covers my stomach, pushing down on my tummy while the fingers of the other slip inside me, both working together to knead and feel around. “You okay?” he asks, me probably mistaking his concern for huskiness.


  “Fine,” I respond with my eyes closed tight.


  “We’re all done.” He slides his fingers out, turning away abruptly. “You can put your legs down and sit up.”


  His back remains to me, unlike the reassuring manner before.


  “I’m done for a year, right?” I fumble with the damn joke of a robe, covering what I can as fast as possible.


  “With that part, yes. Unless you have any changes in life or health, or any questions, you should be good for a year.” He’s done charting, labeling, and washing his hands and I’m still staring at his broad muscular back straining against his shirt. “You should get your results in a week. I’ll step out, you go ahead and get dressed and stop at the front before you leave. Anything else?”


  Irritation digs at me that he’s keeping his back to me, bordering on rude at this point.


  “No, thank you.” I manage as graciously as my annoyance will allow.


  “My pleasure.” He shifts only his head to respond cryptically before promptly walking out.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  Have you ever walked from one point to another and upon arrival, weren’t exactly sure how you got there? No memory of passing your favorite café or staring idly at the newest selection of overpriced dresses in a boutique’s window, your feet merely guiding you off memory alone? That’s me this morning.


  I left Dr. Reynolds’ office in a haze of incoherent ramblings to the receptionist and somehow made it the few blocks to work, my head a fury of mixed emotions and piercing conclusions of what my body had wanted. All I know is that I’m finally here in the tiny break room, slipping off my coat, my exhilarated skin still tingling from his touch.


  With a heavy sigh, I head out front. I thought, ten o’clock appointment, love my job, it’ll be fine. Wrong. I definitely should’ve taken the entire day off. I never take time off work, but I also never go to gyno appointments, especially ones like that, so I had no idea how to plan. Now I wish I had gone straight home after.


  “Um…my bad. You okay?” someone asks as I settle in at the computer, eager to check in the next animal and forget everything else.


  “What? I’m perfect.” I glance up to find it’s one of the interns that comes in for school work credits.


  She’s new, which makes it odd that she’s asking me if I’m alright, not to mention staring at me, the beginnings of a mocking grin on her face as though she’s about to split open with laughter. My brows pinch, perplexed, that is, until I follow her gaze down to the seat I’m currently occupying.


  Slowly, and I mean torturously so, I stand, suddenly aware of the slimy feeling under my ass. Unable to avoid the balks of laughter from not only my coworkers but half the waiting room occupants, I chuckle along, silently berating myself for allowing a man to space me out so much that I just sat on a pudding cup. It’s completely squashed under me, since I sat down, oblivious, and now my ass is covered in it. Chocolate, I assume, the only flavor I’m aware of that comes in such a lovely shade of brown…on my ass.


  By the end of the day, after changing into the extra pair of scrubs I keep in my locker, in case of an animal mishap, not my own, I’m exhausted, and also particularly tired of the new nickname, “Snack Pack.” On top of that, I’m flustered and confused, which is evident in my unnatural, shabby quality of work. All I can manage is the motions, my mind a million miles away, replaying and analyzing every single second of this morning.


  Is he that gentle with all his patients? Did I imagine the change in timbre of his voice, the low grunts, the hiss I thought joined mine? And why wouldn’t he turn and face me when he was done?


  The circling clouds of thoughts still plague me when Mimi hears the clock chime and screeches out, “Five o’clock, closing time!”


  Couldn’t have come a second sooner. I hurry to shut down my computer, grab my things, and rush out the door after some quick goodbyes. Let someone else close up shop tonight—I need some wine and alone time.


  Opting for mellow tunes on the ride home, I open the sun roof, in desperate need of a cool breeze on my overheated skin. It’s been far too long since I’ve relished in a man’s touch, exam or otherwise, thus my current sweltering and easy dismissal of blood work or birth control. That peace of mind is nice and all, but the flip side is that I’m all worked up. There’s a fantasy in my mind and a hunger throbbing in my nether region that both need some attention. All that paranoia that the unbelievable need building between my legs was going to leave me with an embarrassing wet spot haunted me most the day, one of the only things I was conscious of.


  Finally safe inside my door, I toss down my stuff, not caring where it lands, and kick off my shoes. Wine first! I take the first sip of some crisp Arbor Mist and sigh. Yes, I’m a wine slummer, no fancy-ass smells like Easter egg dye stuff for this girl. My phone alerts me to a text, which I’m tempted to ignore, but my conscience kicks in—they may need help closing the clinic with my mad dash outta there, so I drag myself to retrieve it.


  Brady: just checking on ya.


  Not about to answer, “I’m horny and on edge,” I toss the phone back down. Why even bother with pointless lies?


  Anxiety riddling my nerves, I sludge across the apartment. Searching for any sort of relief available, I step in my bedroom, setting the wine on my nightstand and flipping on the ceiling fan. Despite the swirl of coolness in the air, it does nothing to chill my searing body heat.


  In a huff of fury, irritated that my mind is fluttering with images of Dr. Reynolds between my legs and hindering my chances of cooling off, I begin to peel off my clothes piece by piece, teasing myself with a slow strip, imagining him whispering “show me,” in my ear. All the way down to lingerie, I’m fine, but when my bra hits the floor and my nipples familiarly pebble from the breeze, I’m instantly back there. Uncovered, exposed, nervous but tingling, his large, muscular hands exploring me.


  “ I have to uncover your breasts.”


  His rich tone plays in my head as my own hands creep up to my heavy, aching peaks, mimicking his movements. Scenario in my head, I add what I wish he’d done and tug on my nipples, the force pulling all the way to my core. I fall back on my bed with a deep sigh, picturing him giving me the sensations I feel, begging me with his eyes for more.


  “I will never repeat what happens in here.


  It’s almost real, him sliding down my panties now, slowly, kissing along their path, a low hum in approval of what he sees. Then—


  Then the damn phone’s screeching ring shatters my musing. I lay still, panting and naked, waiting for voice mail to pick up. Ah, silence. I squeeze my eyes shut and let my hand sneak down my stomach, one finger finding my weeping center, the other hand caressing my breast.


  “This will be my fingers in you, Addison.”


  “God, yes,” I moan, pressing my head back into the pillow, stroking my finger in and out of myself seductively slow. My tongue darts out, moistening my lips, lips that crave to taste his, to travel over his neck, down his hard chest. I run my nose through his dark brown happy trail, light hairs smelling of man tickling as my lips kiss their way down to give him a special exam.


  “Little wider for me.”


  I bend my legs up, feet flat against the sheets and let my knees fall wantonly open to the side…as wide and willing for him as I can be.


  Surely this is some joke. The fucking phone trills out again. I try to ignore it, speeding up the finger inside me, slick and seeking explosion. Someone’s overly persistent and calling AGAIN, and my erotic mood’s officially stolen away. Even more frustrated now, which I wouldn’t have thought possible, I stomp, naked and soaking wet, to grab the damn phone.


  “Hello?” I bark without even checking the ID.


  “Moe? You okay?”


  I release an exasperated stream of air. “Yes, Brady, I’m fine. I would’ve texted you later, jeez. Ever think I might be busy?” A deaf person would pick up the aggravation in my voice right now.


  “I only wanted to check on you but you didn’t answer my text or call,” he says, sweet concern lacing his voice. “I got worried, that’s all.”


  Well shit. I sigh heavily, feeling bad. “I know, I’m sorry. Helluva day. I’m dying for a long shower and an early night with a good book. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”


  There’s a pause, and then he softly replies. “Okay. Call if you need me. Anything and I’m there.” With that he hangs up and I slump back into my sofa.
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  The “mood” vanished, I take an extended cold shower, slip on some light pajamas, and fall asleep by the third chapter of the new action-thriller topping the charts. Normally, I prefer a steamy romance, but opted not to torture myself further.


  When I wake in the morning, I’m even crankier and exceptionally aware of my lack of release. Thanks to the vivid, vocal dreams, I tossed and turned through the night; so much for the book theory.


  At least it’s Thursday. Close to the end of the work week, Tiko night, and a morning I have time to head to the gym. That’s always a way of boosting endorphins, as though I need more.


  I skim through a shower, since there’s another one coming up after my workout anyway, and pull my long, dark brown hair in a high ponytail. Bag in hand, dressed to work it hard today, I’m out the door fifteen minutes later.


  The drive to the gym is a short one and the lot is close to empty at this time of the morning. I swipe my card and head to the ladies’ locker room to put away my bag before I head to the floor. Turning the corner, hurrying to snag my favorite treadmill in front of the TV, I smack into the hard chest of Percy, my favorite To the Max employee.


  “Sorry, Addison,” he tries for an apologetic grin, “are you alright?”


  “Fine,” I toss a hand in dismissal and snicker, “since I ran in to you. How are you?”


  Percy’s always been nothing but a cheerful, helpful gentleman to me, despite Brady’s blatant hatred toward him, but this morning something is off. He sighs heavily and glances away, then back to me timidly, as though having to talk to me is killing him. “Crap,” he mutters, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Not sure what to do here. It’s my business, job and all, but maybe not in the way where I should tell you, but you seem like such a nice person, and—”


  “Percy,” I place a hand on his arm, hoping to ease whatever’s so obviously bothering him to the point of distraught rambling, “what is it?”


  “Your boyfriend,” he growls.


  A relieved chuckle pops out. “I wasn’t aware I had one of those.”


  “Brady? Your boyfriend?”


  I shake my head and offer him a reassuring grin. “Not even close, just a good friend. So quit worrying.” But… “Why, what’d he do?”


  “Oh thank God,” his whole body goes lax, “well sorta. I could have sworn you two were an item and I had no clue how I was gonna tell you he’s occupied with the new blonde, uh, female member in the men’s locker room. Some sounds are unmistakable, you know?” He blushes fiercely, such a gentleman. “But I still have to decide whether or not I should revoke their memberships.”


  As disgusted as I am, years of friendship won’t allow me not to protect Brady, even when he’s not looking.


  “Percy,” I bat my eyelashes shamefully, “how about I make you a big batch of my signature chocolate peanut butter cup cookies next week, and promise to make sure Brady doesn’t do this again, and we forget this ever happened?”


  His brow cocks. “A batch? How many cookies we talkin’? I’m a growing boy, ya know.” He teases jovially, turning to walk away, motioning with his head for me to follow.
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  “Hey, Grumpy, feeling better today?” Brady teases, his twinkling green eyes matching his playful tone as he strolls out of the locker room.


  He’s standing in front of me but all I can see are his grey tennis shoes since I’m bent in half stretching to my toes. Slowly I raise up, eyes widening as I take him in.


  “What,” I point, biting down on a giggle, “the hell are you wearing? Those shorts could be seen from Mars.”


  It seems like I was miffed at him for something, but I’ll be damned if I can remember now amidst the hilarity before me. Brady is prancing around the gym in neon green shorts at least one size too small. I was there when he bought them; I even tried to warn him they were nothing but an eyesore he’d never wear, but as always, he was more concerned with the perky salesgirl holding them right up against his crotch explaining they were made for him. At that point, I’d retreated to the opposite side of the store, unable to stomach their interaction. That was five years ago and not only have the shorts been collecting dust in his drawer since then, the “oh so sweet girl” turned out to be a raving stalker that enjoyed slashing tires.


  The fact that he’d resort to this public display before doing an actual load of laundry is unbelievable…almost as much as the fact he got someone to screw him on the same day as this fashion statement. Oh yeah, that’s why I’m mad at him!


  “Uh huh, you have no idea why I might be wearing these?” He cocks one brow in question.


  “Why, whatever do you mean?” I lay on a southern drawl and my best innocent eyes.


  “Kathy disappeared this week, no call, won’t answer mine. Doesn’t sound like her, does it?” He’s gauging me intently, waiting for a slip, but I stand firm, nonchalant in my composure.


  “I’m sure she’ll be back. Probably just needed a break. Anyway,” I jab a finger in his chest, “you need to get laid in private! If you get us kicked out of the only gym in town, I’ll kill you. You’re welcome, by the way; you may repay me by buying all the ingredients needed for two batches of my cookies.”


  “ChocoPeanaCups?” he says excitedly, his eyes lighting up. “You making those for me?”


  “No, Percy. That’s how I saved your membership. The locker room? Seriously, Brady?”


  “Fucking punk, running to tattle to you. I knew I hated him.”


  “He didn’t want to tell me! And so not the point.”


  His mouth takes on a sinister snark as he leans in, inches from my face. “Oh, he wanted to tell you, believe me… ‘Brady’s getting in some panties, so please, Addison, finally let me get in yours,’” he mimics. “Limp dick,” he mutters with a head shake. “Pathetic.”


  “Whatever, just keep it in your pants,” I glance over him with a smirk, “or groovy shorts, at the gym. Promise?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” he blows me off, so I do the same.


  “Run along now,” I shoo him with my hand. “I’ve got a workout to get to.”


  To my delight, my favorite treadmill is still empty. I pop in my headphones and start at a steady pace. Blah. CNN’s on the TV in front of me, so I turn to the second best form of entertainment—people watching. The key to good creeping is subtlety. Never let them catch you looking. I’ve mastered it, which is why Brady has no clue that I’m currently rolling my eyes and fighting back a sudden case of heartburn as I spy on him now shamelessly flirting with a redhead with airbags for breasts. He literally just finished getting laid; the man never quits.


  Not surprised, though, Ginger’s totally his type…she appears to be breathing and has huge tits. Despite myself, an intruding thought crosses my mind. I wonder if Dr. Reynolds is her gyno? He’d have a field day with her breast exam.


  I glance down to my own set, not bad, big C’s, still high and proud. And real. So real in fact, I wince and slow down my speed as they bounce up to tell me I forgot to grab the good sports bra this morning.


  Brady’s now caught my gaze from across the room and is walking toward me. Geez, did I not shoo him away only minutes ago? Miss Thing’s mouth is still moving, probably offering 69 different positions to coerce him to stay, but he ignores her, dead set on his path to me.


  Bitch gives me a dirty look, please, if I had a dollar for every one of Brady’s thwarted toys that saw me as a threat, I could open my own private gym.


  He gently tugs out my earbuds. “Your ass and legs are fine. Wanna work on arms? I’ll spot ya?” he asks, his voice chipper.


  “Did you just compliment my ass and legs or insult my arms? I can’t decide. And it looked like you were kinda busy not working out.” I huff all that, never breaking my stride. “Then again, I guess you did already get a workout this morning with a different girl.”


  “Yeah, but not with my favorite girl, though, so here I am.” He climbs on behind me, keeping pace, very close to my back.


  “Brady! There can’t be two people on here. Stop,” I complain, pouting, “before you really do get us kicked out. And back up off me, did you even shower after initiating the new member?” I gag.


  “Of course I did! I’m the cleanest son of a bitch you know, despite my current lack off such dishes or underwear. Now admit you’re behind Kathy’s disappearance and I’ll get down,” he whispers, gusts of exerted air on my neck.


  Of all the things that transpired already this morning, this is what he’s focused on. More than sure he’ll seek revenge at some point, perhaps a simple confession will lesson his retaliation later. It’s worth a try, at least. “Promise you won’t make any more appointments for me and I’ll think about it.”


  His fingers trail delicately down my back and settle on my hip, eliciting a shudder that I struggle to hide. I’m too on edge to deal with any male contact, even Brady’s.


  “Hands off! Just because the redhead got you all worked up, doesn’t mean you get to cop a feel on me!” I chastise a little meaner than necessary, scooting up, away from his grip.


  His tone is unaffected by my reprimand. “I promise, for at least a year anyway, to not make any more appointments for you. I only did it because I care about you, Moe. It’s my job to protect you, especially when you won’t do it yourself. It’s what people in my profession do. I guarantee you the first thing a fireman does is replace the smoke detectors in his loved ones’ homes.”


  Two strong hands brace around my waist, saving me from a face plant as the roll of the treadmill stops suddenly, Brady having pushed the button with no warning or permission. “Come on,” he grabs my hand, “let’s do arms.”


  I follow along, no point in arguing. The benches are on a different floor, one filled with hard-bodied men in tight, or missing, shirts, sweat dripping down their six times pick a big number packs as they lift impressive weights. “Get pumped up” music plays overhead...and I appear to be the only female in the vicinity.


  “Let’s start on this one.” He points with one hand, the other on my back, guiding me to an empty bench.


  “What’s it do? Or what do I do? Never used it before.” I stare in nervous wonder, thinking back to a certain medieval contraption.


  “Sit straddled on it, facing away, then lie back for me.”


  Lie back for me.


  My body the betrayer. My heartbeat slowly picks up its pace and my face begins to heat as I suppress a moan. The sexy throb of music isn’t helping. I do as he says then look up with a small gasp—he’s standing above me, his legs straddled on either side of my body.


  I can see up the leg of his 80’s disco shorts. He really is out of underwear.


  “Think you can do sixty pounds?” He eyes the weights deliberately.


  “I have no idea, Brady,” I admit. “Again, never done it before. But I know I don’t want to get hurt or have my chest crushed.”


  He bends down, his face not a full centimeter from mine, and pushes the sweaty bangs off my forehead. “That’s what I’m here for, silly girl. I won’t let you get hurt. We’ll do fifty.”


  I watch as he rearranges discs and such onto the bar, the muscles in his nicely toned arms— I’d never tell him that—flexing with every movement. After that appointment yesterday, the reminders today, Brady’s decent physique and my drought of…well, anyway, I appear to be having strange, alarming reactions to a man I’ve known most my life. A man I’ve seen, while hiding in Dylan’s closet, stuff folded socks in his pants before his eighth grade dance.


  Of their own, mischievous accord, my eyes drift there, scrutinizing. Definitely no socks these days, no room for em’. My stomach tightens, a throb of desire pooling from deep within me as I train my focus anywhere but on him. With all the half-naked men crowding the room, I’m left at the mercy of my ever growing arousal, back with a vengeance at the worst possible time.


  Brady lowers the bar and all I can see is his hard, chiseled chest, causing my nipples to pebble and harden. This can’t be happening. Not with Brady. I need some relief, something to stop me before I fly up and take my sexual frustration out on him. I quake at the thought, my legs trembling, but it does nothing to settle my arousal.


  “Moe?” He snares my attention, hint of a tamed laugh in his tone. “You look a little flushed. Distracted? You need a water break?”


  “Yes! Water sounds great.” I shoot up, ducking the bar, sliding off the bench and around him. “Getting a drink,” I yell awkwardly, dashing for the ladies’ locker room...and passing two fountains on the way.


  Until I figure out my whacked-out emotions and reactions, which I suddenly seem to have no control over, I’ve gotta get out of here. It seems a beast has been awoken in me and until I find a way to feed it, it’ll have to be kept caged, away from the public.


  “Mocifus?” Brady calls, rounding the row of lockers to find me gathering up my stuff.


  “Did you read the membership rules before you signed them?” I chuckle, more nervous than amused. “No guys in the women’s locker room, or vice versa.” I cock an insinuating brow.


  “Don’t give a shit; worried about you. Wanna tell me what’s going on in that head of yours?” He moves into my space, our chests so close they nearly brush together as we both breath heavier than usual. It’s the workouts, I tell myself. “Was it your appointment yesterday? You need to tell me if something bothered you.” He’s frowning at me and I can’t stand it. I never could bear to see him truly upset.


  “No, it’s not that, everything was fine. I don’t feel great is all. I’ll eat before work. That should help.” I throw my bag over my shoulder, avoiding his eyes, and make to leave.


  His hand on my arm stops me. “Let me carry that. I’ll walk you out. You think you feel too bad for Tiko’s tonight? Nothing a ‘rita and cheese dip can’t cure.” He winks, almost all signs of concern wiped away as we head out of the locker room.


  Brady, Dylan and I have had a long standing Thursday night date at Tiko’s since I was old enough to drink. We prep for the upcoming weekend—Fridays rock on their own, so we steal an extra day— with margaritas, Mexican food and gripes about work. Sometimes we throw in some karaoke, depending on how generous they’re making the margaritas.


  “Not sure.” I shrug noncommittally. “We’ll see how I feel after work. You two will manage fine without me if not.”


  “If not what?” my brother asks, appearing out of nowhere, standing in front of us now.


  “Dylan?” I shake my head, astonished, perhaps even hallucinating. “You do realize it’s seven o’clock in the morning, and this is a gym?”


  “Funny.” He shoves my shoulder, Brady’s hand already there to brace me. “He made me.” He points and scowls at Brady. “What were you guys talking about?”


  “Moe’s not feeling well. She may skip tonight,” Brady answers for me.


  “You okay?” There’s the worried brow, the brother I adore shining through. “We can chill at yours if you’d rather? Oh shit, wait,” he snaps, a frown setting in, “Brady and I have dates.”


  “We have what?” Brady asks, obviously unaware of his match-up.


  “Yeah, two ER nurse hotties I met when I picked you up the other day. Shawna and…” he thinks a moment, eyes pinched, “Annie! So we probably shouldn’t miss it. If you’re up to coming, sis, you might want to find a date too, unless you’re cool with being fifth wheel?”


  Right back to the brother I want to maim. For years, this has been our thing and he just goes and changes it up and refers to me, an original founder, as the fifth wheel?


  Oh hell no!


  “I’ll be there.” I jut out my chin. “With a date, a hot one that will have your girls drooling!”


  Brady chuckles behind me, squeezing the arm he never released from catching me earlier. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.” He turns his head back and shoots off to Dylan, “Try not to lock me into any more blind dates while I’m gone. And no more fucking with the sanctity of Tiko night, man. Not cool.”


  


  


  Chapter Six


  T-minus eight hours to find a date, how hard can that be? Aren’t guys always bitching how a woman can wake up and declare, “I’m gonna get laid today” and make it happen, but a man has to wait till she decides? So a simple date, preferably a hot one? Piece of cake.


  I arrive at work unshowered, my skin crawling with grime because of the slight change of course at the gym. I compensate by spritzing myself with one of my handy new purchases to freshen up and move on. I’ve pushed all nagging thoughts of Dr. Reynolds, Brady, and stimulating play from my head and am focused on my immediate goals: work, find a date.


  Mimi greets me as I turn on the lights, fire up the computers, and flip on the open sign. Rushing through morning feedings, I feel bad shortening some of the ear rubs, but I’ve got to make extra time for my date search.


  Finishing up and still the only one here, I consult the contact list in my phone. Eleven males. Eleven, which isn’t exactly a self-esteem boosting number. And of those one is Brady, five more are actual relatives, two are now married, and one is…yep, he died last year.


  Of the remaining three, I’d tried to date two...delete both.


  Last one—Dr. Reynolds’ office.


  Alrighty then, plan B it is. I quickly fire up Facebook, searching madly though my friends list. I don’t know half these people, some of whom no one knows, because they’re not real people. Scznyi Axyzges wants to be your friend? Can’t date a guy whose name I can’t pronounce or lives a continent away, can I?


  Nevermind.


  My forehead drops pitifully onto the desk, rethinking the fake stomach virus ploy. Who wants me tagging along anyway? Maybe we’ve outgrown our tradition.


  I’m pulled out my self-deprecating lull when my phone beside me dings with a text. One guess who it is.


  Brady: Not the same w/out you, Moe. Say the word and it’s pizza at yours. Or if you’re actually sick, say that, and it’s Dr. Me & Patient You. Soup included.


  The smile that breaks across my face is uncontainable.


  Me: I’ll be there @ 7


  Brady: Then so will I


  Going stag doesn’t bother me now. I’m not the odd duck, the newbie, the outsider—their dates are. I’ll be back next week. Them? Chances are slim to none.


  When four o’clock rolls around and no date is in sight, I’m okay with it. I’m gently getting “Bruiser,” a small poodle whose leg got casted today, settled in a cage when in walks Ricky, followed closely by a yellow mop bucket he’s towing.


  “Hey, Addison, how ya been?”


  Once the dog’s situated, I close the cage and stand, greeting him somewhat uncomfortably. “Good, you?”


  Ricky’s not at all ugly, he’s quite attractive, in fact, with striking blue eyes, golden skin, a nice physique and mussed blond hair. He’s everything most girls are looking for... until he opens his mouth.


  “Fine,” he grins lewdly, speaking to my chest. “View’s pretty damn good too.”


  Told ya. Bad idea, Addison, you were just resolved to going stag, keep walking.


  “Any big plans for the weekend?” I ask with no idea why. Friendly, simply being friendly.


  His eyes widen, as shocked by my question as I am. Of the million times he’s tried to engage me in conversation, this is the first time I’ve bitten.


  “Dunno, little of this, little of that.” He wags his eyebrows suggestively. “Why do you ask, gorgeous?”


  Fifth wheel—a very helpful tool used for hauling many an item. Walk. Away.


  “I was just curious. What about tonight?” I glance around the room, mentally kicking my own ass. “I usually—”


  “Yes.”


  His quick, firm agreement startles me. “I, uh, didn’t tell you—”


  “Yes. Whatever it is, I’m in. What time should I pick you up?” His face beams bright, eyes filled with nothing but pure lust and intrigue.


  Is he moving closer? Easy there, eager beaver. HIS. Not mine.


  “Oh, I’ll uh, I’ll meet you there,” I say stiffly, nerves buzzing into a tittering laugh at myself as I scoot along the wall toward the door. “Tiko’s, 7ish. That work?”


  “Hell yeah, that works. Plenty of time to finish mopping and get myself all prepared for you, doll face.”


  There’s his eyebrow wiggle again. It’s a struggle to maintain a straight face and not scrunch my nose at what “preparation” he’s thinking. No need for anything special on my account.


  “You sure you don’t want me to pick you up? I’d love to see where that tight body sleeps at night.”


  “I’m sure!” I yell over my shoulder, already halfway down the hall. “See you there.”


  Pervert—yes. Harmless—I’d always believed so. Breathing and purpose serving— mission accomplished. I blow out a breath, hoping I haven’t started something I won’t be able to avoid after tonight. Last thing I need is an innuendo-fueled stalker on my heels at work every day.


  With a date checked off my list, it’s a mad dash to get home and ready. I finally take my post-gym shower, although hurried, and throw on an attractive-but-casual ensemble. My hair is long and thick, so I flip my head, hit it for a few minutes with the blower, and leave it down, knowing it’ll dry into a nice, natural wave on the way over.


  When I arrive at the restaurant, the boys and their dates are already there, at the same table as always, visible through the door. Playing the dutiful date, I decide to wait for Ricky outside so we can walk in together, as though we rode that way.


  That simple plan is thrown to the wind, literally, when evening gusts begin to pick up unexpectedly and my pink halter tank is no longer cutting it. The man better hurry the hell up.


  It’s as this thought passes and I cross my arms in a shiver that he comes striding toward me, looking more than presentable in dark-washed jeans and a black button up, hair combed nicely, freshly shaved besides his usual trimmed goatee.


  “Hey sexy, why’re you outside? It’s freezing.” He places his hands on my shoulders and begins to rub them up and down my arms. I go with it, allowing him to treat me like an actual date. “Need me to warm up that fine ass too?”


  So close, one sentence too many.


  “Thank you but no, let’s just go in.” I step away from his seeking hands, he can use those to open the door. Waiting too long, I impatiently tsk and pick up his slack, opening the damn thing myself. Great start.


  “Señorita!” Juan greets me when we walk in. “You’re joining your amigos?”


  “Yes.” I return his hug. “You’re busy, I see them.”


  Brady’s already standing with the chair beside him pulled out when we reach the table, attempting to place me between himself and Ricky. Thanks, but I’m a big girl. The sidelong glance I shoot him tells him so, but his sternness isn’t budging.


  So overprotective. All the men shake hands as I get situated then sit, the silence not allowed to last.


  “Hi, I’m Shawna.” The date in blue sticks out a hand to me. “You must be Addison, it’s nice to meet you.”


  “Likewise.” I smile, trying to school my face for who I assume is my brother’s date.


  “I’m Pat.” The girl directly across from Brady takes her turn. Why did I think it was Annie? Oh well, Pat definitely suits her better.


  “Hi, nice to meet you. This is Ricky,” I introduce him with warm acknowledgement directed his way. There’s no meaning behind it, but again, my mantra tonight is “go with it.”


  Predicting me as usual, Brady scoots the cheese dip my way. I snare a chip and dig in, unable to resist. I swear they pack this stuff with crack; I could devour the whole bowl, something I’ve proven on more than one occasion.


  Conversation picks up around me as I stuff my face, ignoring Ricky’s arm draped across the back of my chair, his thumb occasionally brushing my skin. When I go to pour myself a margarita out of the pitcher in the middle of the table, it’s already done, sitting in front of me. I look up, Brady watching me, flashing a “you’re welcome” wink.


  As Ricky and Dylan go head to head over some new video game sweeping the market, Brady leans in and whispers, “Isn’t he your clinic’s creepy janitor?”


  “Shush, he’s cute and…” Yeah, I have no other adjective to describe the man whose hand is now trailing freely over the slope of my shoulders. The urge to sit back in my chair and deny him access is tempting, but I refrain, instead firing back at Brady.


  “Aren’t your dates dating?” I quip with a sarcastic smirk. The two girls are lost in the table discussion but constantly looking at each other. And Pat…haven’t made a decision on her yet.


  “I think so.” He chuckles. “But your brother picked them, not me. What’s your excuse?” His lighthearted tone deceiving his severe scrutiny cast upon Ricky’s hand.


  “Right, Addison?” My name catches my attention so I turn to Ricky.


  “I’m sorry, what?” I ask, overly kind.


  “Shawna and Pat here don’t think I can take them in Mortal Fear. Tell them how good I am.”


  “Take them where? And why are they scared?” I’ve only had a few sips, so why is this conversation completely disturbing?


  He laughs animatedly and slaps his hand down over my thigh, a little too high for a first date, and leaves it clamped there, giving a suggestive squeeze. “The game, Mortal Fear. The one I always play in the break room? Aren’t I good?”


  Ah, because it is disturbing. But what’s even more so is the way his hand is creeping around to my inner thigh. Before I can make a move to remove his hand, I hear the low, undeniable growl emanating from Brady. When I glance his way, his penetrating stare is still locked on Ricky’s hand, looking more menacing by the second.


  “She has no clue what you’re talking about. Moe hates video games. Don’t ya, sis?” Dylan challenges me from across the table.


  With a hollow laugh, I casually place my hand over Ricky’s and weave my fingers through his. The move is too tender for what he deserves, but I’m not giving Brady the satisfaction of seeing me freak out. I asked Ricky to be here and he’s just being friendly. Ricky-style friendly.


  I turn to the two women and do my best to make cheerful conversation. “So, you play video games?”


  They talk excitedly over each other, “oh my God this” and “freaking awesome that,” while I plaster on a mask of interest that pains my cheeks as I try to listen, appearing interested.


  Then it’s all four of them, leaning across the table, phones out, quoting scores and friending each other on whatever gaming sites while Brady and I lean back and sip our drinks, willing time to race.


  Juan approaches the table to take our orders and we’re the only two that notice, or know what we want—another pitcher, STAT. Maybe if they forget to order, I can do cheese dip and a buzz and get the hell out of here.


  “No way, you have to leave the princess until at least level 10 or your key’s unguarded for Zylyn to steal,” Pat explains.


  Ricky unthreads our fingers and slaps his own forehead, positively beaming with admiration. “Why didn’t I think of that?”


  Thank Christ! I subtly wipe my hand on the napkin in my lap, ignoring Brady’s silent amusement, bouncing shoulders giving him away. Yeah, yeah, so I’m wiping off possible cooties, ha ha.


  “That’s brilliant!” Dylan speaks loudly, making a note in his phone.


  Once I toss the napkin back on the table, I rest my head in my palm. I could be...doing anything else right now. Organizing my cupboards. Cleaning out my refrigerator. Alphabetizing my CDs. It’s when Ricky’s hand settles back on my upper thigh that I make my decision—date night over. They really may not even notice, four heads leaned together in conspiracy, engrossed in the world of all that is gaming. But still, subtle and graceful is the way to make my exit.


  “Oh my God!” I jump up, knocking over my chair. “I, um, I started my

  period! I have to go!” I grab my purse, avoiding the quizzical stares cast my way only but a moment before they’re once again locked in a circle. Helluva plan Addison, ‘cause calmly saying you had to work in the morning wouldn’t have been graceful.


  I choked.


  Brady’s up in a flash too. “I’m a doctor! I’ll help.” He digs furiously in his jacket pocket, pulling out his wallet and tossing bills on the table. “That’s for ours, Dyl, you good?”


  Engrossed in What’s Her Name’s phone, Dylan barely manages a thumbs up.


  “Bye, Ricky, sorry, thank you for tonight!” I once again find myself yelling as I

  walk away from him. A flash of guilt hits, so I pivot, relieving myself immediately of any sense of obligation as I watch Ricky’s hand grip and rub the back of Pat’s neck. They so have my blessing.


  “You in your car?” Brady leans in and asks, pushing me to the door by my back as I nod.

  I pull my keys out and he snares them immediately. “Good, my car’s still at work and I only had one drink. I’ll drive.”
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  We laugh the entire trip to my place, completely sure no one would believe us if we told them about our night—which we won’t.


  “You should probably pick your own dates from now on.” I snicker at him.


  “Yours too apparently. The janitor? You could do so much better, Moe.”


  “Not everyone’s a doctor, Snobby Butt. Being a janitor’s the least of my concerns. His pervy comments, much bigger problem.”


  “Fine, pick a reason. You could do better. And that fucking hand of his was a little too friendly for my taste. I was about to teach him some respect.”


  I have no words, I can only stare at him, jaw dropped. Brady’s always been a bit hard on the guys I bring around, but he’s never suggested violence before. Both of us out of sorts, it doesn’t register, until parked at my house...that we’re in my car.


  “We should talk, brilliant duo and all.” I laugh and he joins in. “No way I feel like driving all the way to your house then back.”


  He curtly shakes his head. “Wouldn’t let ya anyway, I saw you throw back the drinks. I’ll drive home and pick you up in the morning to hit the gym, then you can drop me at work. Cool?”


  “Fine,” I easily concede, seeing as he’s used my car a million times before. “Why’s your car still there anyway? They picked you up?”


  “Yeah, Dylan and the dates.”


  “And which one was your date again?” I bite back my snicker, unable to resist giving him hell.


  Stifling a chuckle of his own, he tilts his head and ponders. “I have absolutely no idea.”


  “I figured. Okay then, great night. See ya in the morning.” I smile and climb out, jerking back a bit in shock at how fast he’s standing in front of me. “What’re you doing?”


  “It’s late. I’m walking you to your door. Plus, I need to use your bathroom.” He admits sheepishly, busted on the pseudo-chivalry.


  The walk to my apartment is nothing new or special but there’s something different tonight. No, I refuse to over analyze it. The man has pissed in my bathroom more than anyone besides myself. Nothing strange going on. Nothing at all.


  The second I have the front door open, Brady flies past me down the hall and I mosey to my bedroom to change. “Lock it when you leave,” I holler.


  “Huh?”


  I jump, holding my nightshirt in front of me when his head pops in. “I said, lock up when you leave.”


  “Of course.” He turns to go, peering back with a devilish twist to his lips. “By the way, when’d you open a drugstore? Lotta girly shit in there for only one girl.” He winks and heads out. “Night, Moe, sweet dreams.”


  I hide my face in my hands even though he’s gone and can’t see me.


  My bathroom, shopping spree, productpalooza....


  He saw.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Incessant ringing wakes me—as though Monday mornings aren’t dismal enough on their own—the shrill noise piercing my brain no matter how many times I reach out through the sleepy fog and slap the damn thing.


  Probably because it’s not my alarm.


  Groggily, I fumble around, following the noise of my phone. When I see the name flashing, I’m wide awake—my brother? What’s going on with him lately? First his early appearance at the gym, of all places, and now this. Dylan has never been up before noon in his life but suddenly he’s pulled it off twice in one week. I’m officially worried. Something must be wrong to rouse him this early.


  “Dylan, what is it? Oh God,” I choke through the panic, “are you okay?”


  “Rise and shine, Mocifus,” he chirps. “You free for lunch today?”


  My unsteady breath trips up my words. “W-what?”


  “Lunch? You, me, whadda ya say?”


  “Dylan, it’s seven in the morning! Who’s dead? What’s on fire?”


  He chuckles annoyingly in my ear. “Not a damn thing’s wrong, everything’s right. Can you meet me? I have big news I wanna tell you about in person.”


  Oh hell, he knocked someone up. I blanch. As scary as the thought is, maybe it’s the kick in the ass he needs to learn some responsibility. Please let the girl be someone I can tolerate for the next twenty years.


  “You there?” he asks, full of excitement.


  Shame on you, Addison. I shake off my pessimism. “Yeah, ok, lunch is good. When and where?”


  We make plans to meet at McAllister’s Sports Bar at noon. I love their wings and it means I won’t be eating in the break room. Ricky joined me there on Friday to “end things” because he and Pat “mesh.” Longest conversation without rolling my eyes and gut laughing ever. Today’s venue is all the motivation I need to drag myself to the coffee pot.


  As I get ready for work, random scenarios run through my mind of what Dylan’s news could be. I adore my big brother, but he tends to be...flighty. An announcement from him could literally be anything from “I joined the circus” to “I’m getting a sex change.”


  So yeah, to say I’m a bit on edge would be an understatement.


  Nevertheless, when I walk in the pub at noon on the dot, I sport a big, optimistic smile of support.


  He waves from his perch at a high-top, beckoning me over, dressed in slacks and a tie. The fabric strips men wear around their neck, knot at the top—yeah, that kind of tie.


  So maybe not the circus then. So far so good.


  “Hey.” He stands and hugs me. “Thanks for coming. I ordered those cheese bits you like to start. Here.” He pulls out my chair. “Take a load off.”


  “T-thank you.” I glance around, trying to spot the Punk’d crew, wherever they’re hiding. Never once has Dylan been a gentleman! I’m antsy and my patience is waning, but I try to hold firm waiting for the big news. No way would he dress up to declare he’s about to become a father, so I’m at a panicky loss. “Out with it, you’re scaring me.”


  “Ah, ye of little faith.” He shakes his head and clicks his tongue. “Ok, are you sitting down?”


  “Um, you pulled out my chair,” I deadpan. “Guess.”


  “Right, ok sorry, lil’ nervous.” His face lights up, eyes brightening as he rubs his hands together furiously. “Here goes. Moe, I’m opening my own company. Game software.”


  I try for a speedy recovery, schooling my bulging, shocked eyes, snapping my agape mouth closed. “How? I mean, I know you’re very passionate about those games,” I lay my hand over his, hopefully it softens my words of skepticism, “and you’re good at them. But Dylan, it takes a lot more than Pac-Man prowess and obsession to own a company.”


  He pulls his hand away from mine, defensive and hurt, scowling. I hate making him feel that way and I’d love nothing more than to see him succeed at something he enjoys, but I’ve lent him money and helped him move too many times to not say something.


  “Dyl, you need a business plan, collateral, a building, equipment, employees to whom you can offer benefit packages.” I sigh, my chest tight, taking in the disappointment in his features. “Not to mention customers.”


  There’s fifty more things I could rattle off but it’s then that our waitress arrives with drinks and appetizer in tow. I’m grateful for the moment of reprieve.


  “Thank you.” I look at her, snagging an extra dressing off her tray. “I’m ready to order if…” I turn to Dylan. “You know what you want?”


  “Let’s wait,” he says directly to our waitress. “We’re expecting one more.”


  She nods and retreats as I ask, “Who’s joining us?”


  “The investor who took care of the building and equipment when I showed him my business plan.” He fires back smugly.


  “Who would—”


  “Hey, sorry I’m late. You guys been here long?”


  My head’s down, sipping my drink, when the familiar voice hits us. Of course...savior Brady.


  “Nah, thanks for coming,” Dylan answers him as I look up, staring forward.


  “I take it he told you.” Brady grabs the chair beside me then leans in to my ear and whispers, “Tell me, do you stay mad just so I’ll tell you how fucking cute you look when you pout?” He laughs, only momentarily, as I kick him under the table. His hand disappears to rub his shin, still lightly sniggering. “So, catch me up. What’d I miss?”


  “Shit, I should’ve got a refill while she was here. I can’t eat without a drink, hang on,” Dylan gets up with his glass and wanders off in search of the waitress. “Don’t eat them all, Moe!”


  The second he’s out of earshot, I turn narrowed eyes on Brady. “So when you let him move in and I said quit enabling him, you took that to mean buy him a company? What the hell, Brady? Things handed to you aren’t worth working for! Dylan needs to learn that work is hard and bosses suck, but you do it anyway, until you earn more, because that’s what adults do!”


  His easy demeanor is gone, replaced with a tight jaw. “And I told you, all he needs is a shot, someone to believe in him, which I do, and it pisses me off that you don’t! He has a good business plan, Moe, have you seen it? Have you asked to see it? I don’t have money because I go around throwing it away.” He pops a cheese bite in his mouth and I’m tempted to reach down his throat and take it back.


  “No, you have money from a pathetic trust fund your dead beat father left you! And once again, I’m the bad guy all because I want stability for my brother?” My anger slowly dissolves into hurt, softening the harshness in my tone. “I’m tired of lying to our parents and saying ‘he’s doing great!’ I’m tired of moving him around and checking to see if he’s got groceries. And I’m tired of you swooping in to be his hero. What happens when you have a family? You still gonna raise him too?” I prop my elbow on the table and grip my hair, letting out an exasperated sigh.


  He smoothly runs his finger over my cheek. “Maybe you’re mad because you didn’t dream bigger, because you stopped at vet tech, eager to turn a paycheck, scared to go all the way and open your own clinic.”


  “I like my—” My defensive statement is cut short, silenced when he takes my chin in his hand.


  Our eyes meet in a fiery battle. “You think he’s helpless, dependent on me? Well you’re

  dependent too, Moe. That clinic could close tomorrow, do cutbacks, fire you. And guess what? That security you think you have that allows you be so high and mighty?” He shakes his head, eyes never straying from mine, fingers loosening on my chin. “It’d be gone. You’d be crying for help from your loser enabler boy then too.”


  My gasp comes out louder than I’d hoped, anger, shock, and hurt coursing through me. I rear back out of his grip and stand, overturning my stool. My chin is quivering, pulse racing as I snatch my purse. “Tell Dylan good luck and tell yourself,” I take a deep breath, “to fuck off.”


  With that said, I storm from the restaurant, another lunch break ruined. Make that a whole day ruined.


  Hours later and I’m still seething; not so much mad at Dylan as worried about him. But Brady? Steaming mad at that asshole. How dare he talk to me like that? I love my job and I’m damn good at it. And excuse me if yes, an income, my own life, sounded better than years of Ramen and student loans.


  I’m still doing what I love, helping animals.


  Except today; today I’m scaring them off with the piss poor mood and angry vibes oozing from me. Even Roscoe, a bloodhound too old to lift his own head, has growled at me twice.


  I get pulled away from Tabby’s hissing to answer an important phone call. Oh no, it’s not a bad joke, too coincidental to happen anywhere but in a badly written sitcom with canned “oohs” and “ahhs.” It’s actually happening.


  “Hello?”


  “Miss Porter, hi, this is Samantha from Dr. Reynolds’ office. Sorry to bother you, but we need you to come in for some retesting. Your last results were reported back as inconclusive.”


  “What does that mean, inconclusive?” I look around, making sure none of my coworkers are eavesdropping.


  “Miss Porter, I’m not licensed or qualified to discuss that with you. Only Dr. Reynolds can do that, so I need to make you an appointment. Is next Wednesday at one okay for you?”


  “Next Wednesday? Like not the one in two days, the one in nine?” Is she kidding me? You don’t drop a bomb on my already war-ravaged battlefield and then tell me I need to wait eons for an explanation. “Uh, no, actually, it’s not. I’m not waiting that long to find out what’s wrong with me. I want in as soon as possible, please.”


  “That is as soon as—”


  “Listen, Samantha,” I cut her off snidely, which I’ll feel guilty for later, “you can’t call a woman with evasive, worrisome news like that and then expect her to get any sleep. I need you to go ask Dr. Reynolds when he can fit me in, please.”


  “Yes, ma’am, please hold.”


  My boot’s tapping and I chew my nails, a habit I quit years ago, as I wait. If this hasn’t been an awesome day I don’t what has.


  My entire body trembles when she returns to the line, snapping me from my spiraling thoughts. “Miss Porter?”


  “Yes.”


  “Dr. Reynolds said to come in at 10 am tomorrow. He’ll move things around for you.”


  I exhale and let my shoulders relax a bit. “Perfect, tell him thank you. I’ll be there.”


  After hanging up with her, of course my first instinct is to call Brady and see what he thinks, so he can tell me the possible meaning, options, etc., but I can’t do that, seeing as how only hours ago I told him to fuck off.


  Not to mention, that’d be asking for help and he made it perfectly clear he’s just waiting for the chance to throw that in my face.


  No, I’ll go home, have some brown-bag wine and a hot bath and face this tomorrow like the independent adult that I am.


  “Jennifer,” I call to the other tech as I gather my things, “I have to leave for the day and I’ll be late tomorrow. I’ve got an emergency appointment that can’t be helped.”


  She comes in the room, concern lining her eyes and brow. “Is everything okay? Can I do anything?”


  “Thanks, Jen, that’s sweet of you. Can you hold down the fort here and let the others know?” I smile hopefully. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”


  Once out of the building, I inhale a lungful of fresh air and trudge straight to my car. I can’t drive home fast enough, deadbolting the door, turning on some Miles Davis and opening the wine as I head to the bathtub.


  So done with this day.


  Maybe I’m delirious with fear about my results or maybe I’m actually deranged and badly in need of an alignment to my priorities, because in spite of it all, one lingering thought induces a shiver…


  I’m headed back to see Dr. Reynolds.


  


  


  


  Connect With S.E. Hall


  


  Twitter: @emergeauthor


  Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/S.E.HallAuthorEmerge


  Emerge book trailer, by Lisa at Pixel Pixie: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uWooZtXiQN8


  Goodreads: http://bit.ly/19xitqD


  Dane facebook: https://www.facebook.com/DanefromEmerge


  Evan facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Evan-Mitchell-Allen/409174755862025?directed_target_id=0


  Sawyer facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Sawyer-Beckett/227467650737311


  Emerge playlist: http://www.pinterest.com/emergeauthor/emerge-playlist/


  Embrace playlist: http://www.pinterest.com/emergeauthor/embrace-playlist/


  


  Other works by S.E. Hall—Emerge on Amazon http://amzn.to/18nKceN


  Amazon UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/Emerge-Evolve-Series-ebook/dp/B00CTYIWGO
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