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Soggy Bottom, Kentucky has one thing going for it. The dirt track that attracts crowds on Saturday nights.
Rivalries
Summer flings
Checkered flags
Wayne Harper and Kevin Grimes haven’t liked each other since kindergarten when they got into a scuffle on the playground. Now, as young men, they are still rivals. Wayne has the wins, Kevin has the cars.
Clementine Lewis is the trophy girl for the Soggy Bottom track, and even though she’s been told never to date a driver – Wayne Harper isn’t someone she can say no to.
Engines blow
Fires erupt
Tempers flare
When you live in a small town and everyone knows your business, your only secret is what happens on those hot, summer nights.



Chapter One
‡
“BURN ’EM DOWN, Wayne,” Lee Harper screamed his approval, grinning as he ran towards the makeshift Victory Lane.
The rag-tag group of young men who called themselves their crew were already there. Clapping, hooting, and hollering above the sound of the car kicking up the clay dirt that made up the racing surface. With little money and shit equipment, they had won – and not for the first time in this young, summer season of racing.
He watched with excitement in his eyes as his little brother turned donuts in the dirt, throwing up pieces of it and creating a dust cloud that made it difficult for anyone to see. Lee could make out the white of Wayne’s teeth against the dirt that covered his face. Immediately after winning, he’d lifted the full-face helmet, always wanting to be a throw-back to a bygone era when they didn’t worry so much about safety. Grinning, his little brother stuck his hand out to acknowledge the crowd with a pump of his fist. The crowd may have been what other tracks considered small, but this track deep in the heart of Barren County, Kentucky had produced winners before. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that it would again. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Wayne drove the car over and shut it off, hoisting himself through the window.
“Excellent job out there, my man,” Lee congratulated his brother, holding his hand out to him. They shared a brotherly hug before pulling away.
Excited brown eyes met his along with a smile that could sell any product, and Lee was sure that it would in years to come. People around the south had been whispering about Wayne Harper for years. Talk around town said he was the savior of grassroots racing. A Kentucky boy that came from the mold of moonshiners and bootleggers. He was no West Coast boy that looked up to Baja racers and IRL drivers. And nobody could deny the fact that at twenty-one the boy could flat out drive. A major buzz was beginning to take hold in the competitive levels of racing. Lee knew they wouldn’t be tooling around on these dirt tracks forever.
“No,” Wayne shook his head, trying to catch his breath. “That was an awesome car you gave me. It was on a rail, it would let me do anything I wanted to. Anywhere I put the nose, it stuck. You gave me a bitchin’ piece of machinery tonight, bro.”
The Harper brothers were well known in Soggy Bottom, Kentucky. In their small town, Harper conjured comparisons with Earnhardt and Petty. The best of the Harper clan had yet to drive on asphalt, but many of them knew it was coming; and soon.
“Congratulations, Wayne.” Clementine Lewis gave him a heart-stopping grin as she walked over to stand next to him. In her hands, she carried a trophy that looked like it might break her in half.
In her inaugural year as the track’s trophy girl she’d already given him three. Watching with a smirk on his face, he accepted the trophy, placing an arm around her shoulders. She shrunk away, slightly – he knew he made her nervous.
“Now, darlin’, you know I don’t bite,” his voice was little more than a whisper as his eyes took in the picture she made. Blonde hair, long tan legs, and a dimple in her cheek, she was the epitome of every wet dream he’d ever had.
“Biting is not what I’m worried about from you, Wayne Harper. You better watch where those hands go. Daddy’s on his way down to congratulate you,” she warned, her cheeks a rosy pink. In reality, she loved the way he flirted with her, but she knew that he was way out of her league.
Wayne held his tongue and smiled. Her daddy was the main sponsor on his car, using Wayne’s popularity to drum up business for his convenience store. “Shit, Clem, I’m surprised your daddy ain’t down here pushing for a photo op. We got three already; we’re going to fill the wall at the store before the season’s over.”
“Not if I have anything to say about it, you won’t. Cocky isn’t a good look on you, Harper.”
All eyes looked through the mob of people at the voice that had interrupted the celebration. They parted as Kevin Grimes made his way through. Everyone in the crowd knew the history surrounding the two men. On the second day of kindergarten, Kevin had pushed Wayne off the merry go round, splitting his chin open, causing him to cry. They had flat out hated one another ever since.
Sneering, Wayne did his best not to let the other man get to him. “Nah, there don’t need to be one up there with you on it. You just keep your car in second place where it belongs and I’ll keep on gathering up these trophies and the first place cash.” The cash was never enough, but it was one more thing he could brag about.
Kevin opened his mouth for a rebuttal, but at that moment David Lewis made his way down to the celebration and turned all attention towards himself. Quickly he announced to anyone that would listen that in celebration of Wayne’s win, he was offering free ice cream. With the stickiness of the June night, everyone was excited as they split off and headed towards the Lewis Market.
“Well, I better get going. If dad’s serving free ice cream, he’s going to need some help. Y’all are coming, right?” Clementine asked Wayne and his crew.
“Of course we are, it’s in our honor. If you can hang around for a bit, we can take you over there,” he offered, running a hand through his shaggy dark hair. It was always in need of a cut, but it was something he never had the time to do, or the money to afford.
She shuffled her feet, wanting to say yes, but knowing that they would never get her there in time. “I’d love to, but I think I’m riding over with dad. Don’t forget about me when you get there though. I’ll wait and have mine with the winning team.”
“I’ll hold ya to that.”
Wayne watched as she ran to catch up with the crowd, her long ponytail flopping with every step she took. Lee, who had watched the conversation from afar, came over to his brother, clamping a hand on his shoulder. “Cute girl. Too bad she don’t date drivers. You better forget all about that.”
With a shake of his head, Wayne helped the guys push his car to the trailer. “When I get to the big time, I won’t have to do shit jobs like this after I win a race,” he grumbled good-naturedly as they secured the trailer to the back of a pickup. It went without saying that they couldn’t afford much more just yet – and some of them were wondering if they would ever be able to.
Lee laughed. “Yeah, you’ll be finding some pretty girl to go off and celebrate with while the rest of us try and pick up your scraps. Right?”
“Nope, I’ll always take care of my big brother,” he promised, grabbing the clothes he’d brought to change into out of the truck. “I’ll be right back.”
He jogged to the bathrooms, securing himself inside one as he peeled off the sweat soaked fire retardant suit he had to wear. One day, he told himself, he’d be able to take a shower after a hot race. Soon, he hoped, he could do the things he wanted to do, instead of making do with what he had. Forgoing his t-shirt for the moment, he dressed in his jeans and shoes before placing a hat on top of his head. Running back out to the truck where his crew had gathered in the bed and anywhere else they could sit, he got in. “Let’s get the hell outta here. I could definitely use some ice cream right about now.”
*
CLEMENTINE PUSHED THE hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ears as she helped her father hand out ice cream at the store. Most of the town sat or stood in groups talking about the night’s race, much like they had the ones previous. It was always Wayne and Kevin at the end, Wayne coming out the victor each time.
“Wonder when that Grimes boy is ever going to figure out how to take care of business? His daddy got him everything money can buy in that car and he still can’t beat your little operation, David. That’s got to make you feel amazin’.” An old-timer beat her dad on the back as he spit a stream of chewing tobacco in a cup.
She watched as her dad beamed with pride. “I made a great decision when I chose to sponsor Wayne. Wish I could do it for the whole year and not just the summer season. It ain’t hard to see he’s born and bred. He’s a natural behind the wheel, and with Lee telling him what to do, it’s going to take an act of God for anyone to beat them. They’ve got this shit figured out. I wonder how long we’re going to be able to keep Wayne on these little tracks. Sure as shooting somebody’s going to pick him up when we ain’t lookin’.”
The crowd began cheering loudly when the truck carrying Wayne’s team showed up. As the group got out of the truck, a path was made so that they could get their own treat for the night. The old-timer that had been talking up Clementine’s dad stopped Wayne with a wrinkled hand on his forearm.
“You’re doin’ this town a mighty fine job, boy. We’re damn proud of you, so when you make it to the big leagues, be sure and think about us ever once in a while.”
Bashful, Wayne pulled his hat down further on his head. “I will, sir. Don’t you worry. If I make it to the big leagues, everybody is going to know that Wayne Harper is from Soggy Bottom, Kentucky. They’ll know where home is.”
As he fought through the throng of people that wanted to wish him well, Clementine watched. Even though he was only a year older than her, he handled the attention well. It was as if he took the whole town’s dreams and stuck them on his shoulders. When he finally made his way to her, she held out an ice cream cone, smiling brightly. His had sprinkles.
“I’m special, huh?” he flirted as he took a lick of the cool cream. It was a nice refreshment after nearly sweating five pounds from his body weight in the car.
“The winner is always special. I can’t help that it’s usually you.”
“What can I say? I hate when people show me up. I want to be the best. I don’t settle for second place.”
Coming to stand beside him, Clementine glanced out at the people. “Thank God you don’t stand for second place. I don’t think this town could take it. You’re the winner and you’re going to bring the rest of us with you, whether you want to or not.”
He did his best to shrug nonchalantly. “That’s okay, I got big shoulders. Besides, I definitely wanna bring you with me.” He winked as he said the smooth line. It was a wink that usually got him anything he wanted. “What do you say we get out of here?”
“Me and you?”
“Just us,” he affirmed, holding out his hand to her.
“I say let’s go. Lead the way and I’ll do my best to follow.” She swallowed hard, knowing the sentence was more telling that she’d meant for it to be.
Turning around he laughed. “See, even you know that I lead, no matter what it is I do.”



Chapter Two
‡
WAYNE AND CLEMENTINE walked in a comfortable silence. The two of them had known each other since they were little, but it hadn’t been until this summer that either of them had begun to notice the other. With them working so close together at the track, this seemed to be a natural progression. Fireflies could be seen in the distance just as dusk descended. Small barefooted children with ice cream dripping from their chins and hands ran along beside them. The children that were done with their ice cream laughed as they caught the fireflies in mason jars. In the humid night air, crickets could be heard as far as the ear could listen.
“I bet those parents are gonna be pissed at your dad for givin’ away free ice cream.” His deep voice chuckled as he pointed to the kids that had just run by.
“No more pissed than ours were when we did the same thing. Besides, this town deserves to celebrate every once in a while. For one night a week it doesn’t matter if you come from the wrong or right side of the tracks. Doesn’t matter if you have money or you don’t have money. The only thing that matters is that we’re rooting for someone to win the race. Maybe dirt track racing is the key to world peace.” She laughed, glancing up at him.
Slight stubble showed on his chin and he rubbed it, deep in thought. “All we do is get in cars and turn left. It’s too simple to be the answer to anything.”
Running a bit ahead of him, she turned so that she was walking backwards. It allowed her to look him in the eye. “Now that’s where you wrong. Nothing about what y’all do every Saturday night is simple. You and I both know that. Nothing that can get this town to agree—whether it’s the fact they love you or hate Kevin—is easy.”
He chuckled. That was everyone’s dilemma. Hating Kevin or loving him. In his own way, Wayne respected Kevin on the track; he was a hell of a racer. However, off the track was an entirely different story he wasn’t sure he could ever change.
“Enough about whether this town hates Kevin more than it loves me. Let’s talk about you.” He grabbed hold of her hips and stopped her backwards progression.
“Me?” she asked, pulling away and starting to walk beside him again instead of in front of him.
“Yeah you. You don’t think you’re interesting enough for me to ask questions about?”
“Wayne, you pretty much know everything about me. What questions would you want to ask?” she asked ducking her head down.
“Just one. When are you going to give me a chance?”
Her feet stopped moving as she glanced at him in shock. Granted, they’d had a flirtation, but everybody knew that Clementine Lewis’ parents would never allow her to date a driver. Flirting was fine, playing to the crowd was fine, winning them money was fine, but darkening their doorstep was never going to happen.
“You’re a driver, Wayne. You, along with the rest of this town, know I don’t date drivers. My parents don’t allow it.”
Looking down at her, he could sense that she wanted to let loose. Clementine Lewis wanted to know exactly what it was that everyone talked about behind closed doors. In high school she had never been one of the girls to giggle at her locker on Monday morning about what guy she parked with out at the lake. She never even acted like she was interested. Wayne was sure though that she was. He was sure there was enough wild child hiding just deep enough that he could pull it out of her. It might take a while to yank it out, but he was bound and determined to try.
“Who say’s I’m talking about dating? Maybe I’m just talking about having a good time.” He grinned, running a hand through his hair.
“You know that I’m not like those girls either. I will not be the girl you brag to your buddies about at the shop. I refuse to be,” she said, setting her jaw.
Abruptly he came to a stop. “Now, you know that’s not what I mean, Clem. I would never in this world force you to do something that you don’t wanna do. I see it though, I see that girl inside of you longing to get out. You don’t want to be the girl on Saturday nights who cheers for anybody that’s winning at the track. You want to be able to look out on the track and admit that you care about someone and you want that special person to win. I know there’s a little part of you that just wants to let go and have a good time. What’s so wrong with that?”
“Nothing, because it’s not going to happen, Wayne. I think you’re talented and I enjoy rooting for you. I might even admit that I have a little crush on you, but that’s all it can be. I go back to school in the fall, and like I said, my parents would never allow me to do it,” she argued, placing her hand on his shoulder.
He bit his lip, putting a hand under her chin, forcing their eyes to meet. “Clem, we got plans just like everybody else in this world. We all know that they don’t always go the way we want them to. The only way we’re going to find out if this can’t be finished is if we don’t give it a shot. Dale Earnhardt taught us all on dirt and on asphalt that tomorrow is never promised. Why take what you think is going to happen for granted?”
An inner turmoil raged inside her. He was right on many issues that she’d always had within herself. The town always looked at her as the “good little girl”. She could do no wrong. However, the woman inside her longed to be free. It longed to say, “Look at me, I can be a little mischievous. I can do something that’s not expected of me.” A part of her soul wanted to bust loose. The other part knew better and that’s where her dilemma always left her….listening to the other part. Wayne was right though, tomorrow wasn’t promised. What would it hurt for one summer to do something for her that didn’t involve worrying about what everyone else thought? What would it hurt for one moment in time for her to do something for herself? She looked at the hand Wayne had offered and slowly slipped her smaller hand into his larger one.
“You know, you’re right. You’re right about everything. I do so much for everyone else that I never worry about me. I never worry about what I could be doing and how much I could be missing by being good. Besides, having fun doesn’t mean I have to be bad,” she reasoned with herself.
“You got that right. There’s so much that passes us all by if we don’t take five seconds to stop and smell the roses. There are so many things that will be here and you won’t even know it because you haven’t thought to look. That has to stop now or you’re gonna miss out on a ton of opportunities, Clem.”
Smiling brightly and inhaling deeply, she glanced up at his strong profile. He’d always looked so much older than the other guys their age, but she understood now that it was maturity – it was the pressure he had on his shoulders. Instead of looking like a boy, he’d always looked like a man. “So how does one start living for themselves?”
“They start by going out on a date with me Tuesday night. Think you can handle that?”
“Just what are you gonna do with me? Parade me around town in your muscle car?” she joked, bringing up his classic Chevy Chevelle.
“Ain’t nobody prettier been in the front seat of her, I’ll tell you that. I figured we could go to dinner and a movie. Then I’ll parade ya around town. How’s that sound?”
Blushing, she looked down at the ground, her feet automatically shuffling. This was the Wayne Harper she’d known her whole life, but something in this instant changed them. They were crossing a line and she knew it. She just wasn’t sure if she would be able to cross back when the time came.
“Sounds like a perfect way to have my coming-out party.”
Wayne couldn’t help but glance into her eyes once more. “You know that I’m not playing…right, Clem? I’d never mess with your feelings. You know that?” He’d also never mess with the amount of money he’d be spending on her. It was tight, tighter than he let the crew believe most weeks, but for her, he would do whatever he had to.
“I know. All our lives you’ve had my best interest at heart. That ain’t somethin’ I’m worried about. To hell with what this town thinks.” She giggled after she said it.
A bright smile showed white against his tan skin. “Yeah, to hell with what this town thinks,” he echoed, grinning when she clasped their hands together again.
The two of them took off walking down the sidewalk. Their destination was nowhere in particular, but neither of them noticed Kevin Grimes had witnessed the entire thing.



Chapter Three
‡
“WELL, WELL, WELL, little brother. Mighty nice of you to join us,” Lee cajoled as Wayne made his way into their makeshift shop late the next afternoon.
It was amazing he could be heard over the loud noises that reverberated from every part of their small barn. All the men on his team had gotten off of their day jobs and had descended upon their garage to get some work done on the car.
“What can I say? Daddy kept me longer than I thought he would. Now that you’re no longer free farm labor, I do the work of two, smartass,” Wayne argued back. “What are we doing?” He was beat, working from sunup to sundown and then coming here every night took a toll, but he knew what he wanted and that required hard work. Walking to the left, he opened a door that lead to a small apartment. For now, this was home. Quickly, he went about changing his clothes and getting some of the dirt and grime from the day off him.
Lee came over, knocking softly before pushing the door open. He waited for Wayne to finish changing before clapping a hand on his brother’s back and slinging his arm loosely around his neck. “You did a pretty good job last week keeping it all clean. I’m actually really fuckin’ proud of ya, little man. All we’re going to do is drain out all the fluids, refill it, and fix some minor damage. We already got started. Shouldn’t take more than a few hours. JD brought some of his dad’s tools, though he’s gonna try to get some more power out of that engine.”
JD was their resident computer whiz. He was forever hooking something up to a computer and running diagnostics on it. Having a father that owned the premiere repair shop in the county worked to his advantage. He passed that advantage right on to Wayne. It was no secret they were running more horsepower than half the cars on the track, but they weren’t cheating. They’d just found a little extra juice with all the equipment JD provided. His knowledge would serve him well in the fall when he attended the local technical college.
“You find anything we can fix?” Wayne asked setting down a stool next to where JD had all his stuff spread out.
A sucker stuck out of the left side of JD’s mouth, a baseball hat sat tipped to the side on his head, and a Dale Earnhardt Jr. shirt covered his lanky frame. Unless he had all three signature items, it seemed he couldn’t work effectively. He rolled the sucker around in his mouth, and Wayne was almost positive he caught a whiff of watermelon before he grinned.
“Fuck yeah. There’s always somethin’ we can fix, brother. When I get done with you, you’ll look like you’re driving a rice rocket instead of a stock car. All we do every week is fine-tune you. One of these days, my friend, you’re going to be damn near perfect.”
Wayne laughed at the enthusiasm. JD was a little quirky, but they had come to appreciate his quirks, and they had even been able to begin to understand them. The quirks were what made him such an invaluable part of the team.
“So, I heard from a little birdie that you have a date Tuesday night with one Ms. Clementine Lewis,” TJ, another member of their crew, teased as he came over to where the two guys sat.
Upon hearing this, the shop ceased work, and it seemed everyone crowded around.
“You have a date with Clementine? How’d you manage to swing that?” Lee asked, resting his forearms on a toolbox.
“Hey, when ya got it, ya got it.”
TJ laughed. “Bull fucking shit. She don’t date drivers, everybody in this town knows that. How did you get her to give you a shot, and don’t say it’s cause you got it. You haven’t had a date in three months, buddy.”
It had been hard to get her to agree to go out with him. He didn’t want to ruin it by word getting back to her that he had been talking it up. Wayne didn’t want to give off the wrong impression. Didn’t matter that it may only be a fling, he still cared about her feelings.
“How the hell did you hear about it?” he asked, confusion on his face.
“Heard one of Grimes’ team members talkin’ about it at Sadie’s Restaurant this morning while I was waiting to get my breakfast. By the way, I thought it was pretty shitty that one of Grimes team members knew about it before we did. I see where we rank on your priority list.”
“What? Grimes’ team member knew about it? I don’t know how he did, because as far as I know Clem and I were alone when it happened. Granted, we were standing on the street and someone could have heard it, but I didn’t think it’d be through the town grapevine this fast.”
“Depends on who heard it. Ten bucks says Kevin was near. You know how he follows her around like white on rice,” TJ bet, holding out his hand.
Wayne slapped his hand away. “Man, I ain’t betting you that Kevin was around. You’re crazy. He could have been, but what good is it going to do him if he spreads it all over town.”
“I hate being the brains of this family,” Lee mumbled. “Because, you idiot. Then it looks like you’ve been going around saying you’re gonna hit it with the town Princess. Which I wonder if it’s such a good thing ’cause her daddy does sponsor your car. You better get over there and make sure there’s no ruffled feathers. We aren’t working on this car for our health.”
For a split second, Wayne thought about it before grabbing his car keys. Lee was right, he couldn’t afford for the wrong rumors to get spread all over town, and spread they would. Like a California wildfire. Running to his car, he hopped in and gunned his engine before kicking up gravel on his way out of the parking lot.
*
“I TOLD YOU, Kevin. Daddy’s not here, and even if he was, he wouldn’t let you look at the spare parts in the back. Those are for his car exclusively. Since you don’t drive for him, that means they aren’t for you. Now please leave. I have a lot of work to do,” Clementine warned Kevin.
He had been in the store for over an hour and had yet to buy anything. He kept using the excuse that he wanted to borrow some extra parts from her dad’s junkyard in the back of the store. Clementine, however, knew that was a lie. Everyone in a three-county radius knew those parts were for Wayne and Wayne alone. David Lewis refused to share with the competition.
“C’mon, Clem, you won’t let me just go back there and take a peek?” he asked, moving closer to her as she continued to stock the shelves.
Hiding a shudder, she glanced at the clock. Her dad had been gone for an hour and a half. She could only hope he would be back soon. Either that or they could get a customer that would ward him off. Her patience, however, was wearing very thin.
“My name is Clementine, and like I’ve already told you a number of times, those parts aren’t for public use. They are for Wayne’s or my daddy’s use. Grimes money won’t buy what’s here,” she quipped, knowing that she was goading him.
Anger flashed in his eyes. It was a well-known fact he hated it when someone threw his money back in his face. “It won’t, huh? Sure bet it could buy a night with you.”
Clementine visibly flinched when he ran a hand down her side, cupping her hip in his hand, pulling her closer to his body.
“You know you want to give me a try. Who wants to spend the rest of their lives working hard for nothing? That’s what you’re going to do here, and it’s what you’re going to do if you end up with Wayne Harper. Ever heard of the expression ‘rode up hard and put up wet’? Looks will only get you so far, honey.”
She did her best to dismiss him by turning her back and continuing to stock the shelves.
Kevin fumed. He wanted to goad her, to knock her down a few pegs. She’d always been unreachable to him. She was the one thing in this town that his money couldn’t buy. “Don’t turn your back to me, Clem. I was talking to you.”
“No, she asked you to go. I think it’s time you leave, Kevin,” Wayne said from the doorway.
Neither of them had heard him come inside and both were surprised when they heard his voice. Clementine had never been so happy in her life to see him.
“We were just havin’ some fun, Wayne. No harm done.” He lifted his hands away from her and backed towards the door.
As he got closer to Wayne, Wayne grabbed the neck of his shirt. “When a lady asks you to leave, you leave. It’s really low to come here and bug someone and feel them up when it’s not wanted. Take yourself home and don’t come back. You’re lucky I don’t drop your ass right here.”
Jerking himself free, Kevin fixed his collar. “Keep out of shit you know nothing about.”
“Same could be said for you, Grimes. See you at the track next week.”
Kevin grinned before opening the door to the store. “Yeah, see ya. We’ll see who gets their picture made then.”



Chapter Four
‡
“YOU SURE IT’S okay if I go out?” Clem asked her dad, eyeing the mess they had. “If I need to, I can stay a little while longer and help you out. I’m sure Wayne won’t mind,” she offered, picking up the last box of the delivery they had just gotten.
David glanced over at Clem. He still wasn’t sure about her dating a driver, but she’d come to him and explained in her no-nonsense way that if he felt that Wayne was good enough to sponsor, then he was good enough for her to go out with. It didn’t help that she’d also explained that she was an adult, and while she always respected her parents, it didn’t mean she had to agree with them.
It killed him to say the words, because he knew Wayne’s focus, which was a dirt track on a Saturday night, but it was her life to live. “No, you go on and go get ready. If I need help, I’ll call your mom.”
Clementine bit her lip in worry. She was a daddy’s girl through and through. Until her junior year of high school, she hadn’t even cared about hair and makeup or how to dress. She’d been the kid tagging after her dad, wherever he went. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t the boy he’d always wanted; she was every bit his buddy in everything. It would be sad when she went off to college in the fall.
“Stop worryin’ about your old man.” He laughed seeing the look of apprehension on her face. She had always been his little worrywart, and he didn’t think he’d ever get her to stop, especially now.
Frowning, she sat on a stool in front of him. “You’re not old, and what if I’m not just worrying about you. What if I’m worrying about me too? I’ve never dated a guy like Wayne before.”
David cleared his throat. If there was one thing that spooked him it was talking boys with his daughter. He needed his wife, Beverly, to get here. He wasn’t sure he could handle this conversation.
“Clem, you’ve known Wayne your whole life. He’s not going to do a complete 180-degree turn just because you’re going out on a date with him. To be honest, Wayne is the only driver I trust you with and will ever trust you with. I’ve known this was coming since the beginning of the summer; anyone who looked at the two of you knew this was coming. His family is good, and I know with all my heart he is never going to disrespect you. Now, I want you to go home and get beautiful. You have a little more than an hour,” he told her, glancing at the clock over the back of her head.
“Holy shit.” She turned around to look at the clock too. Time had completely gotten away from her. “What time do I need to be home, Dad?” she asked, grabbing her purse and some magazines she’d brought with her.
“Clem, you’re an adult now. In two months I won’t be able to tell you when you need to be home, you’ll be living in dorms miles away from here. Use your own discretion. Just don’t make your mom and I worry too much. Keep it reasonable.”
She grinned, coming over to him. She stood on her tiptoes and threw her arms around his neck. “You’re not old and I love you. I’ll be home before two.”
“I love you too. Now get goin’.”
With sad eyes he watched her go through the store and out the front door. She was growing up and he would have to learn how to deal with it.
*
WAYNE CURSED LOUDLY as he stubbed his toe on the foot of his bed. In his small apartment, there was never enough room for anything, and now that he was hustling to get ready, it seemed even smaller. He and his father had been trying to get some of their crops harvested before the rain that was a day away reached them. They had run late and now he was trying to make up time. He took the towel from around his waist, not even bothering to dry completely off, and began putting clothes on. He’d just gotten his boxers and jeans on when a knock sounded at his door. Making sure his zipper was zipped he called out.
“Yeah, c’mon in!”
As he scrounged around in his closet for a shirt to wear, he heard the shuffling of feet. He knew because of the slight limp it was his dad.
“What do you want, Pops?” he asked, pulling out a white tank top to go under a nice blue button-down shirt.
Billy grinned, having a seat on his son’s bed. “How’d you know it was me?”
It was a game the two of them had played since Wayne was a small child. Just as he had been able to start picking up sounds and understand them, the accident had happened. When Billy would go pick him up from his crib, Wayne would stop crying before he even got there because he could recognize the shuffling of his feet.
Wayne laughed, a boyish grin covering his face. “You and I both know how I know that. Now what do you need? I’m running late.”
Grimacing, Billy stretched his leg out in front of him. Lately everything he did caused his leg to stiffen, and it frustrated him. Lee and Wayne told him it was just a sign of him getting old, but they both worried.
“I just wanted to have a talk with you. When you’re out with this girl, you remember who her daddy is. You remember who he is to you and what that means for you and your future.”
He fought not to roll his eyes. It was a childish gesture, one he was working very hard to get rid of. If he wanted sponsors to take him seriously, he had to show that he meant every word he said. “I know who he is dad and I know what he means. I’m not gonna screw up my ride. It’s what I’ve worked my whole life for.”
“I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page, Wayne. The older you get, the more you get like me, and it scares me. I wasn’t much older than you when the accident happened.”
Wayne grimaced. He knew his dad was right on with that. Billy Harper had been 25 when his racing days were abruptly cut short. Justin Grimes, in a fit of jealous rage, had all but killed him in a premeditated racing accident. His brake line had been cut, his roll cage taken apart. It really was a miracle he had survived with only a bum leg.
“I know, Dad. I don’t think Kevin has what his dad had in him though. Besides he’s not going to do anything when I’m out with Clem. I promise, I’m going to be careful with all parties involved. Don’t worry about me. I’m an adult now.”
Billy lifted his hat off his head and scratched his hair in an easy manner. “I’m always gonna worry ’bout ya. You’re my youngest, and you got way more balls than Lee ever had. You’re plumb crazy.”
Lee, who had been walking by when he heard his name mentioned, opened the door. “He’s got that right. You are plumb crazy. But I do take offense to you saying he’s got more balls than me. I’m just smarter when it comes to how to use them,” he argued, hitting Wayne on the shoulder.
As much as Wayne loved to argue with his brother and shoot the shit with his dad, he just didn’t have the time. “As much as I’d love getting into a pissin’ match with you two, I just don’t have the time. I’m already runnin’ late as it is.”
He grabbed his wallet and shoved it in his back pocket before walking out and making his way through the shop. Hopefully they would all be gone later; maybe he’d bring her back here.
“You better not drive too fast, Wayne. You know what Sheriff Miller said. He can’t let you off again. I can’t afford another ticket on our insurance either,” his mom warned him from the passenger side of his dad’s truck.
Grinning, he made a detour and walked over to her. She was sitting with her head down copying recipes, probably to share with her quilting circle. Quietly, he snuck up beside her, and threw his arms around her neck.
“I promise to be good, mom.”
She screamed loudly, causing him to laugh. He reached around, kissing her on the cheek.
“Wayne Harper, you’re gonna be the death of me. You almost gave me a heart attack.” She swatted his hands away.
“I’m sorry, Mama. I got to be goin’. Ya’ll don’t wait up.”
Finally he was out the door and in his car. With any luck there would be no cops and he could get there in time.



Chapter Five
‡
WAYNE CURSED SOFTLY as he pulled up to the Lewis’ ten minutes after he initially had wanted to. On his way, he’d gotten behind a tractor, and on the curvy back roads in the dark he was cautious about passing it. Never getting a good chance, he’d stayed behind it until it had pulled off at a farm a few miles up the road. Quickly, he made his way up the front door and knocked loudly.
Inside, Clementine blew out a deep breath. The ten minutes delay had given her just enough time to finish getting ready. Grabbing her purse, she opened the front door, a smile on her face.
“Sorry I’m late,” he started to apologize before stopping. “Wow, you look amazing.”
She blushed. Throwing caution to the wind, she had decided to pick out an outfit that she normally wore when she and her girlfriends would sneak to Nashville to go clubbing. A pair of very skinny jeans covered her legs, while a tight shirt fit her chest to a T, leaving just a little bit of skin exposed between the bottom of the shirt and the top of her jeans. “Thanks.” She winked, knowing that when she turned around to lock the door he would see even more.
“You don’t look so bad yourself. You clean up pretty nice for a grease monkey,” she joked. He had even left his ever-present hat off. She was impressed.
“Yeah right.” He laughed, a bit embarrassed by her compliment. It wasn’t very often he was getting complimented on his looks. Usually it was his driving ability. “You ready?”
“Yeah, just let me lock up,” she said, stepping out of the door and closing it. As she turned around, she heard his sharp intake of breath. The shirt she wore was backless save for one teeny strip of fabric that held it up through the middle of her back.
“You okay?” she asked as she locked the door and turned back around to face him.
He cleared his throat, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah…um…where in the hell did you get a shirt like that?”
She laughed. “What you and a lot of other people don’t know about me is that I like to dance. My girlfriends and I go to a club in Nashville sometimes. I got this there and I wear it there a lot. I decided to live on the edge tonight though and wear it out here in town. Is it too much?”
“No, you look amazing. I’m a lucky bastard to be able to go with you.”
They walked off the porch and made their way to his car. When they got to the passenger side door, she grinned as he opened the door for her. “Such a southern gentlemen,” she teased.
“If my mama heard about me being anything less, she’d kick my ass.”
He came around to the driver’s side and climbed in. The roar of the engine caused goose bumps to show on her skin. Clementine loved being at the track, and she loved the roar of the engines. There was truly nothing she loved more.
“You like the way it sounds?” he asked, watching as her eyes got big when he revved the engine.
“Yeah, it sounds really good. I love the way a well-tuned engine sounds. I guess it’s from being at the track so much.”
“A girl after my own heart,” he teased as he turned out of the driveway.
She watched as he drove the back roads. His hands never wavered on the steering wheel, even when he took a curve just a little too fast.
“So where are we goin’?”
“Figured we could go to Sadie’s Restaurant and have some dinner. Then I thought maybe a movie, but seeing as how you love engines…you wanna go to my shop?”
A large smile covered her face. No one, not even her father, had ever taken her love of engines and the inner workings of a car seriously. She couldn’t believe that Wayne was actually doing so. As they made their way into town, he stopped at the light at the corner of the main drag that led to Sadie’s. Beside them, Kevin Grimes pulled up as well.
“Clem! Why don’t you hop out of that car, honey. C’mon over here to a winner!” he yelled, looking at the two of them.
Wayne revved his engine as Kevin did the same. He looked across the seat at Clem.
“So whatdya say? Should I smoke his doors or not?”
Clem looked up at the red light. Out of her peripheral vision she could see the light for thru traffic turning yellow. If she was going to make a decision it had to be now.
“Yeah, smoke ’em.” She giggled right as the light turned green.
Wayne grinned, shoving his foot on the accelerator and beginning the shift through the gears. Kevin hadn’t been prepared and stalled as soon as he hit the gas.
“Guess he was too scared.” Wayne laughed, pulling into the diner.
*
“YOU EVER BEEN to a real shop before?” Wayne asked as they made their way into the shop he used.
Dinner had been a nice affair. He got to see the real Clem, not the airs she put on for everybody, and not the girl she wanted her daddy to know. He got to see the real her. She was way more intelligent than anyone had given her credit for. Being around racing and so many different types of people her whole life, she had picked up on a lot of things. He’d known she was intelligent, but she damn near knocked his socks off.
“Not a real one. Daddy never had one of those. He’s just always had the junkyard out back.”
He led them inside and turned the overhead lights on. She gasped. The place was immaculate. All the tools were in their proper spots, the car sitting in the middle of the shop looking spotless.
“It’s so weird seeing it here by itself with no other cars around it and without being covered in dirt.”
“It is a little different. Do you want me to open it up so you can look under the hood?” he asked.
Her eyes sparkled as she nodded enthusiastically. He opened the hood and leaned against the car with her.
“I have no idea what half this stuff does, but it fascinates me like you would not believe. It looks absolutely beautiful on the inside.”
“Yeah it is,” he said, glancing at her and not the inside of the car.
She noticed the changed in his voice and turned her face to watch him. He was looking straight at her. They turned to face each other at the same time. Carefully, he placed his arms around her, pulling her closer to his body. She leaned into him and he moved her hair back from her face.
“You’re so different than what I ever thought you were. It’s amazing I’ve known you my whole life, but never knew how much engines interested you.”
She dipped her head down a bit, embarrassed by how she had let her guard down.
“Wayne, there’s a ton of things people don’t know about me. They think they do, and they like to act like they know everything about Clementine Lewis because they see me every day at the store. They see me every weekend at the track, but they don’t know anything. There’s so many times I’ve wanted to yell at people, ‘stop acting like you know me, because you don’t.’ I think I’m really just getting to know myself,” she said, looking up into his eyes.
“I’d love to help you with finding yourself. Maybe you can help me find myself too. A lot of the time I’m what everyone wants me to be because the dreams of this town hinge on what I do. At least that’s the way I feel. Sometimes I just wanna let loose, ya know?”
“I know exactly how you feel.” She nodded. “It’s like you just want to break loose and say ‘Watch me—I’m going to do something I don’t normally do.’” She laughed, excitement ringing in her voice.
Wayne couldn’t help it. He had to kiss her. He’d wondered for years what it would be like. Now he had the opportunity in the palm of his hands. Carefully, he leaned into her and brushed his lips against hers. His fingers tangled in her hair as he pulled her closer to him, rubbing his body against hers. In the back of his mind, he wondered just how hot the fling would get.



Chapter Six
‡
“I’M HOTTER THAN a preacher in a whore house out here,” Wayne complained as he wiped the sweat from his brow.
His father chuckled as he watched his youngest son take his shirt off and grab a bottle of water. They couldn’t let the heat bother them, though; they had to get their tobacco hung before it started raining. Judging by the moisture he felt in the air, it wasn’t far away.
“C’mon, we got to finish this little bit, Wayne. We gotta do it before the rain gets here or we’re gonna lose everything we got.”
Wayne nodded. He knew his father was right, but he was hot and he was tired. Drained would actually be a bit more proper of a word for it.
“I know, Daddy. We’ll get it done.”
Billy watched with pride as his son picked up his pace. It hurt him very much to know that he couldn’t move faster. His bum leg wouldn’t allow him to. He had to depend on Wayne to get it done, because if Wayne couldn’t¸ he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it on his own.
“I appreciate your help, Wayne. You know that, right? I thank God every day that you’ve stayed to help me. I know I’m going to have to let you go soon, but thank you for helping me now.”
Wayne wiped the dripping sweat from his hair and took another long draw of his bottle of water. “Shit, dad, soon as I can make enough from my race winnings you won’t have to worry about doing this anymore. I hate that you have to bust your back and ass out here to make a fuckin’ living while Justin Grimes sits in the lap of luxury. It burns up every part of me. That’s one of the reasons I have to beat Kevin every week. I will not let him go home and talk about how he kicked Harper ass. I refuse to.”
Billy sighed loudly. The feud between him and the elder Grimes was a long-standing one. At one time or another everyone in the town had to pick sides. It wasn’t something he liked talking about, and it sure as hell wasn’t something he wanted his youngest son to feel like he had to deal with. He hadn’t figured that eighteen years after the fact his son and Justin’s son would be continuing the legacy.
“I’m only gonna tell you this once, Wayne, and I want you to remember this every time you go out on the track. I want you to remember these each time Kevin says something to you that just makes your blood boil. Jealousy is an ugly, ugly thing. It will eat a man from the inside out. It can consume his life to the point where the only thing he thinks of is getting his revenge. It can either kill you or you can be killed by it. Jealousy is this limp I have. Don’t let that happen to you and Kevin. Be smarter than the people before you were. Don’t let it completely run your life.”
Wayne swallowed loudly. He knew little about what had caused his father’s limp besides the actual events of that night. His dad had told him that before. He knew that Justin Grimes had done it, but he didn’t know the exact motivation for it. It was something that had always nagged at him in the back of his mind. He had wanted to know the motivation for it, but as he learned bits and pieces of it, he thought maybe he really didn’t want to know the whole story.
“Dad, I’m gonna do my damnedest not to let anybody get hurt in this. I can’t help the way he runs his race. I can’t help the way he lives his life. He is his father’s son and he will do everything in his power to prove he is better’n me. I can’t help that. What I can do is go out there and run my best every week. I can live my life away from the track the best way I know how. I’m going to make you proud no matter what. I ain’t gonna let myself drop to his level,” Wayne promised, looking his father in the eye.
Watching his son, Billy couldn’t help but shake his head. Everything in him believed Wayne, but he wasn’t sure he could trust a Grimes. He wasn’t sure how the two of them would be able to keep their legacies of their fathers, out of their own lives. History, he knew, always repeated itself, and he could only hope that nobody almost died this time.
*
AN HOUR LATER the two of them had gotten the last of the tobacco up right as the first sheet of rain came down. They walked to the edge of the barn and glanced up at the sky.
“Got it just in time, didn’t we?” Wayne laughed as he saw the rain begin to make rivers in the mud.
“That we did. Let’s go get some lunch since we’re obviously done for the day. You want to?” Billy asked placing a hat over his graying hair.
Rubbing his stomach, Wayne nodded. He was hungry and lunch sounded perfect. “Yeah, quicker we get there, the better. I’ll drive,” he offered, fishing the keys to the farm truck out of his pocket.
Slowly, almost welcoming the feel of the rain on their bodies, the two men made their way to the truck. It was so hot that the rain only made the air heavier with the humidity, but it at least gave them a break from the relentless sun beating down on them. They hopped in the truck, Billy carefully buckling his seatbelt.
“Keep it on the road today. Don’t know if your old man can handle offroadin’.”
Wayne laughed heartily as he put the truck out on the main road. Usually when driving the old farm truck, Wayne would let it all hang out and just drive. Sometimes that meant getting off the blacktop and going different directions.
“I promise we won’t be doing that today. I’m hungry. Some of Sadie’s country fried steak is calling my name. Can’t ya hear it?”
Shaking his head, Billy chuckled. His younger son was always hungry, but lately he’d really started to fill out. For the longest time he’d been lanky and so skinny that he hadn’t known how his clothes stayed on. In the past six months, however, his muscles had started to form from years of hard labor and working on his car. Now when Wayne got in the car, Billy didn’t flinch thinking he could be broken in half.
“Yeah, I can hear it, Wayne. I think it’s callin’ mine to.”
In minutes they were parking at the popular diner. Wayne reached beside them in the seat and grabbed his shirt. Getting out, he placed it over his bare chest and then walked towards the front door. Opening it, he held it for his dad and offered him a hand as he struggled with the wet steps. As they walked inside, everyone who sat around called out to them.
“You two want your regular table?” Loretta, one of the regular waitresses, asked.
“Where else would we sit, honey?” Wayne flirted with the older woman, who smacked him in the stomach.
“What are you gonna do with this one Billy?” she laughed, as she looked back at his father.
“I just don’t know. We’re either gonna have to watch him get famous or give him to another family.”
“Ouch, Dad, that was harsh.”
“That’s alright, we’ll take good care of ya,” Loretta assured him. “You two want your usual?”
They nodded, turning around to talk to some of the other regulars who had gathered in the diner to get out of the rain. Wayne laughed at something someone said to him before glancing outside. A slow smile covered his face as he saw a familiar car pulling up in the parking lot. He watched as she got out and threw a jacket over her body, before coming into the diner. Walking up to the counter, she smiled at the cashier.
“My daddy should have called in an order about fifteen minutes or so ago. Is it ready yet?”
“Lemme go see just real quick, Clem. I’m sure Sadie probably moved you to the front of the line. Give me just a minute.”
Clementine nodded, having a seat on one of the stools at the counter. Wayne excused himself and went over to sit next to her.
“What’s a pretty girl like you doing in here all by yourself?”
She whirled around on the stool and grinned as she saw him. “Let’s just say we got hungry at the store and it was daddy’s turn to cook. What are you doing here? I figured you’d be out at the farm.”
“We were until the rains came down. We just got done putting up all the tobacco when the bottom dropped out. We were both hungry so we decided to come get some lunch.”
“You were lucky to get all your stuff put up before the rain came. That would have ruined the crop for you, wouldn’t it?” she asked, grabbing a piece of straw paper to play with.
Wayne couldn’t help but feel all eyes on them as he discreetly looked around behind him. “Yeah, somethin’ like that. Do you feel everybody staring at us?”
She giggled. “Yeah, it’s like they expect us to go at it right here in the middle of Sadie’s with your daddy sitting right over there. Who knew us going out on one date would cause such a huge reaction.”
“Small town, huge rumor mill. Isn’t that what they always say? Anyway, the reason I came over was to ask if you wanted to come to the shop tonight. I’m going to be workin’ on an old car of my cousin’s. I’m experimenting. I figured you could come and watch.” He shrugged, watching her eyes light up.
“Here’s your food, Clem, and Wayne, I’m fixin’ to deliver yours to your table,” Loretta interrupted, handing Clementine a large bag.
“I’ll be over there in just a minute.” He turned back to Clementine. “So whatdya say? Want to come out?”
“Will a lot of people be there?”
“Just me. This is my personal idea for something I wanted to try. I don’t want nobody to laugh at me if it doesn’t work.”
Biting her bottom lip, she glanced down at her hands. “I’m closing the store tonight at eight. Can you come pick me up?”
“I’ll be there at 7:45 to help you, then I’ll bring you home. How’s that sound?”
“Great!” She smiled. “It’s a date. I’ll see ya later on.”
As she got off the stool, he handed her the bag and made sure her coat covered her head. “Yeah, see you,” he called out as she made her way from the diner. After she’d walked out the door, he noticed that the patrons still stared. Giving them a wave, he walked back over to his table.



Chapter Seven
‡
“SO WHAT ARE you going to do to your car that you don’t want anyone else to know about?” Clementine asked, leaning up against the shop door as she waited for him to unlock it.
After much coaxing, he got the rusted lock undone and opened the doors to the barn that doubled as his racing shop. She walked in, noticing the mugginess of the night. It seemed hotter than when they had been there the night before. Sweat trickled down the small of her back and she found it hard to breathe.
“I know it’s hot in here, just give me a minute to open the doors and turn on the fans. It’ll at least get the air movin’ around. And then I’ll tell you what I plan on doing to my car.” He grinned.
She nodded, again looking around. It still amazed her that he allowed her in the shop. It was one thing for him to take her there as part of their date. It was another altogether for him to ask her to come try something out with him.
“There, I think that’s got it all,” he said as he took off the T-shirt he’d had covering his chest. “Sorry, but it’s hot as hell in here.”
Her mouth turned into the Sahara as she watched him mop up the sweat on his chest with the shirt. He ran it across washboard abs that turned into a ‘v’. She figured it was a good thing it was a basic white one; otherwise, he had just ruined it. Licking her lips, she shrugged. If he wanted to strip she was way more than okay with it.
“Follow me over here. I don’t want to try it on the car I’m gonna be racing this weekend. That’ll up my chances of something going wrong. What I want to do is try a different carburetor. While the rulebook is clear about specifications, there is a gray area, and changing the carburetor could get me more speed. I’m going to try it on this old car I got over here. It’s got the same kind of engine and everything in it. It just doesn’t have the same body. That will make a bit of a difference, but I’ll still be able to tell if it’s going to work or not.”
She nodded, following him over to a darker part of the shop. “You don’t mind getting a little dirty, do you?”
“Not at all. I’d like to help out. It seems like it would be fun.” She grinned enthusiastically.
He couldn’t help but smile back at her. “Atta girl!”
With strong arms he lifted the heavy hood up for them to peer at the engine. “So you want to go ahead and get your hands dirty?”
Nodding eagerly, she waited for him to tell her what to do. Quickly, he handed her a wrench.
“Now I want you to loosen those bolts right there.” He pointed towards the pair holding the carburetor in place.
Leaning over on tiptoe, she stuck her bottom lip between her teeth, biting it in concentration. Wayne couldn’t help but notice that as she worked trying to get the bolt undone, her tongue swept over her bottom lip before biting it between her teeth again. He watched as she applied more pressure and then squealed happily as it gave way, turning for her.
“Did you get it?”
“Sure did! Didn’t even need your help either.”
Knowing that the other bolt was on just a little bit more snug, he pointed to it. “I’ll help you with this one. Traditionally it’s on a little bit tighter.”
Stepping up behind her, her back to his chest, he leaned in, placing his hands over hers. She watched as his forearms tightened, helping her loosen the bolt. So focused was she that as it gave way she lost her balance and squealed, knocking into him. With his arms on either side of her, he grabbed hold of the car, using it to support them.
“I gotcha. I ain’t gonna let you fall,” he assured as he steadied them.
Inhaling deeply, she didn’t make a move to disengage their bodies. There was something very scary but also very exciting about being here with him like this. They were alone, it was hot, and she was very aware that his arms enclosed her tightly. Clearing her throat, she turned to face him. “So now what do we do?”
Wayne caught the look of excitement but also the look of trepidation in her eyes. Almost reflexively her hands came up to rest on his bare chest. Deciding not to take notice of them, he also cleared his throat. “Now we switch it out. It won’t take long at all.”
Working the same way they had to loosen the bolts, they replaced the carburetor and tightened it so that it would stay in place. When it was done, he slammed the hood down, handing her a towel to wipe her hands off.
“Do we get to test it out now?” she asked, eyes sparkling.
“We sure do! We have a test track on the property, nothing big. Just something we like to get out and play on every once in a while. Let’s go.”
The two of them hopped in the beat-up car, and she buckled her seatbelt as he turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life and then purred as it idled. “It’s a kitten I tell you, a kitten, until you get it out onto the track. This baby can fly.”
In the heat of the night, the two of them rolled down the windows and took off for a pasture. If it had been anyone but Wayne, Clementine would have been scared out of her mind, but he knew how to drive. Even in the dark, he knew exactly where he was going, and she trusted him with her life.
“You scared?” he asked loudly over the engine as he maneuvered his way through the grass and dirt.
“Not with you,” she answered honestly.
A wide smile spread across his face, brightening it up. No one besides his crew had ever given him their absolute trust. It wasn’t something that he was used to, but figured he definitely could get used to it. Especially if it was her blindly offering her trust to him.
“This is it,” he said as they made it to a tiny dirt track in the middle of the land.
He stopped the car and turned it off. “So this is where you guys make all your practice runs?” she asked, getting out to take a look.
Reaching into the backseat, he took out a flashlight. “Sure is! Give me just a second, gotta turn the lights on so that we can see.”
She watched as he got out of the car, turning the flashlight on. He ran a few feet from the car and then fumbled with an electric box. With a flip of a switch, lights appeared above their makeshift track. The dim bulbs gave just enough light to see the outlines of the small dirt track. He jogged back to the car and climbed inside.
“Tighten your seatbelt. We’re gonna see what this baby can do.”
Eyes widening, she did as she was told. In all the years she’d hung around a race track, she’d never had anyone take her for a spin. Revving the engine, he kicked up dirt and started a stop watch before they took off around the track. She laughed and squealed as he went into the turns, accelerating and then braking at the last second. Her head moved from side to side as he negotiated the track, fighting to keep from spinning out every lap. As he finished ten laps around the dirt oval, he slowed the car to a stop. When he finished that last lap, he pressed the button on the stop watch to record his time.
“How’d you do?” she asked, unable to keep the smile from her face. The excitement of what they had just done had her stomach in her throat.
Checking the stop watch, he frowned. “Not as good as I thought I would do. It’s okay though. For every ten ideas I have, only one ever works out to my advantage. I leave most of the trying to Lee. That way I don’t get so frustrated by it. Did you have fun?”
“It was a blast. I’ve always loved the smell of gasoline and loved to watch the cars go around the track, but to be riding in one, it’s the ultimate adrenaline rush.”
“Finally someone who understands!”
The two of them sat in the car staring at one another for the longest time. Dirt thrown up from the track into the car streaked her face. Reaching out, he tried to wipe off one of the more prominent streaks. “You’ve got dirt.”
“Do you have a mirror?” she asked worriedly. Clementine was almost positive that in these cars you couldn’t flip down the visor and check your makeup.
“No, I’ll get it. You look cute, but you gotta scoot a little closer.”
You look cute. Nobody had ever told her that before. Without hesitation she scooted over on the bench seat of the old car. Trusting him, she waited as he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the spots from her face.
“There, I think I got all of it. At least now you don’t look like you’ve been rollin’ around with pigs in shit.”
She sputtered. “Thanks, Wayne. I really like to know I look like a pig in crap.”
“Can you not say it, honey? Can you not say ‘shit’?”
“Daddy don’t like cussing, and all my life I’ve heard it’s not proper for a lady to say those kinds of things. I find it difficult,” she admitted, looking a little bit uncomfortable.
“You’re one in a million, Clem. You know that, right?”
Shaking her head, her eyes moved down to the hands in her lap. She didn’t know she was one in a million, not at all. Seeing him here, she knew he was telling the truth. It shone in his eyes, and she wanted to scream to the world that someone finally saw her. The real her.
“Well you are! Don’t let nobody tell you any different.”
A smile couldn’t help showing on her face. It brought out the twinkle in her eyes, the dimple on her cheek. Wayne couldn’t help himself. Leaning towards her, he placed a kiss on her lips. It was tentative at first, but then she gasped which automatically pulled his tongue into her mouth. He pulled away, not sure what they were doing, not sure if he could control himself. This hadn’t been his plan when he’d invited her out, but now that he’d tasted heaven, he wasn’t sure he could ever let it go.



Chapter Eight
‡
WAYNE AWOKE WITH a start, sweat pouring down his body. In his mind he heard the roar of the fire, the crunch of metal. Almost as if he was still in the car, he could feel the heat and taste the smoke as it filled his lungs. Chest heaving for air, he set up straight in his bed.
“What the hell?”
Glancing at the clock he realized it was 5 AM. His brain fought through the haze to realize it was Saturday and he was racing tonight. It had been a long time since he’d woken up this early the day of a race. It’d been an even longer time since he’d had a dream like that. Back when he’d first started racing they had come often. There had even been a point where he had been scared to get behind the wheel of a car. As he had proven his ability, especially with himself, he had been able to let go of the dreams. There had even been a time where he thought he would quit. The nightmares seemed so real. Sometimes his skin would even wake up hot, almost like the fire had burned him. Shaking his head to clear it, he got out of bed, needing a cold shower to make him feel like normal again.
Across town, Kevin Grimes woke up screaming for help as well. His hair sticky with sleep and his voice hoarse, he sat straight up in his own bed. Running his hands over his arms, he made sure there was no fire on them. For him too it had been a very long time since he’d had a nightmare about being in a wreck. This, however, had been so real he had all but committed murder. According to his dream, he’d killed Wayne Harper.
*
“YOU READY FOR the race tonight, David?” a customer asked as he stepped up to the counter to pay for his gas.
“Ready as I’ll ever be. I never worry ’bout it though. I just put all my hopes and dreams into Wayne and leave it in the Lord’s hands. If it’s meant to be, he’ll pull it out. If not, well then, we’ll get ’em next week.”
The customer nodded as David counted out his change. “That’s the attitude to take. That Grimes bunch takes this stuff too seriously. While I know that everyone puts their hearts and souls into this, it’s all about havin’ fun in the end. You can tell Wayne has fun out there, and you can tell that you enjoy it as well. I’ll be in the stands tonight, and I’m expectin’ some free ice cream.”
Laughing, David ran a cloth over the counter. “We’ll see what we can do for ya tonight then. As long as they go out and don’t lose their heads we should see a good race.”
“As always, see ya tonight.”
David watched as the customer walked out of the store. Had it not been for his ability to see that Wayne had a lot going for him, he wasn’t sure his store would have stayed afloat. Yes, he sank a lot of money into the Harper Racing machine, but overall he got a lot more than what he paid for. Wayne’s popularity afforded him the opportunity to do things in the community he had never thought possible. For that he was grateful.
“Hey, Pops!” Clem called as she walked into the store.
He watched as she walked around the counter, storing her magazines that she had for later underneath. There was something different about her, he noticed. She held her head high; she was no longer painfully shy and scared of what people thought of her. Wayne Harper was to thank for that, he knew. Part of him wanted to ask what their relationship was. The other part wanted nothing to do with it. No matter what, she was his little girl and nothing would ever change that.
“You ready for the race tonight?”
Rolling her eyes, she placed a hand on her hip. “Duh, Daddy. I’m always ready for the races on Saturday. It’s pretty much what everybody in this town lives for. I’m no different than they are. ’Sides…I always get to have my picture made in Victory Lane with the winner. What’s not to like?”
He chuckled. “You do have a point there. Were you out with Wayne last night?”
“Yeah.” Her face lit up as she bit her bottom lip. “He took me out racing on this old dirt track he’s got. If I wasn’t so scared of the speed and knew how to drive a stick, you would be sponsoring me and not him. It was the most fun I’ve ever had in my life. It’s like you’re on the edge of outta control and you have to hang on with both hands to keep from going over the edge. I tell you what, dad, it’s awesome.”
He knew what it felt like, but he dare not tell her that. That was one thing she didn’t know. He had raced before too, but things had happened and those things had scared him. After the wreck with Billy and Justin, he’d decided never to race again. A lot of people in the town had made the same decision. Such a tragedy it had been, it had caused everyone who spent the weekends on the ovals to re-think if they really wanted to do it. No matter if they loved it or not. They all had to ask themselves one thing: Were they willing to risk their lives? He had not been.
“I bet it is, baby girl. Maybe one day Wayne can take me out, but until then, I’ll just take your word for it.”
*
“YOU BEEN QUIET all day long. What’s going on with you?” Lee asked his little brother as they loaded the car up later that night.
“Got a bad feeling,” he said, taking a cigarette out of the pack his brother offered him.
It wasn’t very often that Wayne smoked. Only when he needed to take the edge off of nervousness and as far as Lee knew, his little brother had never been nervous on the track.
“What kinda feelin’?” he asked, holding out a lighter for Wayne to light the tobacco.
Wayne took a deep draw off the cigarette and then slowly released the air from his lungs. His eyes darted back and forth, searching for something that he couldn’t see, something he couldn’t feel. He wanted to see the dark cloud that had taken residence over his head.
“Don’t rightly know. It’s just a bad feeling. Almost like tonight is gonna change the course of my life. Ain’t never had one this bad before,” he admitted, picking his hat up from where it sat on the hood of Lee’s truck. He smoothed his hair back before placing the hat on his head.
“Do you not want to race tonight? If you told David about your feeling he’d understand. He knows about you and how they make you feel.”
Wayne flicked the ashes over to the side and shook his head. “Nah, I ain’t never accomplished nothing from running from ’em.”
“Nobody ever said you had, but I don’t think you’ve ever accomplished anything by running to ’em either, Wayne. Don’t do something stupid tonight. If you aren’t sure of yourself, if you ain’t sure of this car or this race, don’t get behind the wheel,” Lee pleaded, for the first time his heart in his throat when it came to his brother.
Wayne glanced at his brother, their eyes meeting. “I have no worries; I mean absolutely none, about that car. That doesn’t have me worried at all. You don’t need to worry about it either. Whatever’s going to happen will happen. Leave it up to God. The only thing I can do is go out there and drive my guts out.”
Lee knew that Wayne was right. Anything that was going to happen was pre-destined, but that didn’t mean he didn’t worry. Since they had been little kids, Lee had taken care of Wayne; it wasn’t about to stop now.
“You just go out there and take care of yourself. We’ll do our best to keep you away from Kevin and anybody else who wants to see local-boy-doing-good wrecked. Don’t do nothing stupid.”
A slow smile spread across Wayne’s face, and he ground his cigarette into the dirt with the tip of his boot. “When in the hell have you known me to do something stupid?”
A loud laugh escaped from Lee’s belly, causing him to wipe sudden tears from his eyes. “You really don’t want me to answer that question, do you? I have years upon years of proof of that. Trust me; we don’t have all night to sit here and for me to give you a dissertation of it.”
“Oohh, dissertation, huh? That college girl who just got hired at the mill must be givin’ you some tips on what to say. I didn’t think you knew a word so big.”
“You’re a fucker and you know it! I don’t have time to sit here and insult you and neither do you. We got to get to the track. Better make sure your hair looks good for your Victory Lane photo. You know you’ll be posing with Clem.”
“Whatever, man. She likes the hot, sweaty look.”
Lee’s eyes widened and he took the chance to rib his brother. “Oh she does, does she? Just how did you find out she likes the hot and sweaty look? Ya’ll been hanging out more than you been letting on?”
“No more than you’ve been hanging out with the college girl at the mill. I gotta be outta here. We’re running a bit earlier tonight because of the rain that’s in the forecast. See ya when I get there?”
“Yeah, I’ll be leaving here in less than ten. I’m bringing Momma and Daddy. Be safe, Wayne. Don’t do anything stupid before I get there.”
Climbing into the truck, Wayne flipped him off as he pulled out onto the road heading to the track with the car in tow. Lee hadn’t wanted to tell his brother, but he too had a feeling about tonight.



Chapter Nine
‡
WAYNE GOT TO the track a lot earlier than he figured he would. Instead of staying with the car, he decided to walk around and find out what everyone else would be doing. For some reason, he was more anxious than he had ever been before getting in the car. As he made his way back to the car, he saw his crew had arrived and were going down their checklist to it to assure it was in race shape.
“Hey, fellas. How’s it going?” Wayne asked, smacking high-fives around to the crew that was assembled around his car.
He’d grown up with many of the men who helped out on the crew; most of them had graduated with him the spring before. Since then, he’d been making his living racing cars. He was enrolled in an automotive college already for the fall term. He figured if he couldn’t continue making his living as a race car driver, at least he could work on them.
“You’re gonna be puttin’ this bitch in Victory Lane tonight.” Someone from under the car laughed as the crew hooted and hollered.
“He won’t be if I have anything to say about it.”
Wayne knew that voice well; he’d heard it so many times in his life—since kindergarten, to be precise.
“Well, if it isn’t Kevin I’d-put-my-momma-in-the-wall Grimes.” Wayne smirked as he turned around to face the man behind him.
“Wayne,” Kevin acknowledged with a tilt of his head.
“You really think you’re going to beat me out there tonight?” Wayne asked, putting his hands in his front pockets and rocking back on his heels.
Wayne knew he made an intimidating image. He wasn’t tall by most standards at 6’1, and he wasn’t anywhere near large, weighing in at a lean 190 pounds, but he had a glare that could knock a man down. His eyes were sometimes so intense that they scared his own mother.
“You said it yourself, I’d put my mother in that wall if it came to me or her winning. Suffice it to say, I have no problems putting you there.”
The two men stood face to face, along with their crews that had gathered around them. Kevin wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, but that dream he had pissed him off. He wasn’t going to kill anyone, but maybe it was telling him that he needed to take control of his life. Maybe it was telling him that he needed to take control of his own destiny and show Wayne he wasn’t scared. That he was ready to do whatever it would take to make him win. He was ready to take charge and show everybody, especially his dad, that he deserved everything he had ever been given. No more would he be used as a pawn between his parents. No more would he be laughed at regarding his skills on the track. He wouldn’t be the laughing stock who got made fun of even though his parents had enough money to give him the equipment he needed to win out on the track. Tonight, he would make all those people pay, and tonight he would show them just how good he could be.
“Get out of here, Kevin. Save that shit for the track. You know you aren’t going to get into his head. Just let it be.” Lee was always the voice of reason. He situated himself between the two young men and grabbed his brother around the shoulders, pulling him away.
“What’s going on here?” a female voice asked as she approached the large group of men.
“Nothing, Clementine. We were just talkin’, right?” Kevin smirked.
Clementine looked him over in disgust. “Looked like a little bit more than talking to me, boys.”
“Aww shit, Clem. You know how he is. He’s just blowing smoke up my ass. Go on over there and tell your Daddy he’s going to win tonight.” Wayne winked at the young woman as she smiled.
“Good luck, maybe I’ll be seein’ you in Victory Lane.” She winked, kissing him on the cheek. She really wished she could kiss him the way she had the night before, but it wouldn’t be appropriate with everyone around. Especially not with her dad in attendance, sitting in the stands.
“What about me? Don’t I get a good luck kiss too?” Kevin asked, leaning down to the smaller woman.
“Nope, what you need is something greater than I could ever give you, Kev. You need some divine intervention tonight. I hope Wayne kicks your ass, and if you so much as disturb the air around him, I myself will make sure you are never able to have children,” she threatened, turning on her heel as she waved goodbye to the men in Wayne’s crew.
“Bye bye, Kevin. Go pray for your divine intervention. I have a race to prepare for.”
By this time, Kevin’s face had turned a dangerous shade of red.
“Save it for the race track. You touch my brother, I touch you. Got that?” Lee threatened. “Come on, boys, we got a race to win.”
*
WAYNE WENT BEHIND a hauler and put on the worn out fire suit he always wore. It was a good luck charm for him, his only superstition. It had been passed down from his grandfather, and while it had seen a lot of action, it had carried them through a whole bunch of bad wrecks.
“Wayne!”
He glanced around as he heard a female voice call his name. Looking around the corner, he saw Clementine gazing from side to side.
“Over here,” he called out, waving his arms for her to see him.
She grinned, jogging over, her long ponytail flopping in the breeze as she ran. She stopped in front of him, the top of her head almost reaching his chin.
“What can I do for you, Clem?”
She pulled him into the shadows of the cars and pressed him against the back part of the hauler. “I wanted to really tell you good luck. I wanted to kiss you before you went out there tonight,” she admitted, a blush covering her cheeks.
“You did kiss me. On the cheek back there with the crew,” he reminded her, wondering what she was getting at.
She stopped him, putting her finger up to his lips. “No, I mean the way I did the other night. I don’t want to send you out there without it. I just want you to have something to think about while you’re out there on the track. I mean I don’t want you distracted, but I just want to give you something to remember me by.”
With that she stretched up, coaxing his lips apart as she carefully pressed herself against him. Her arms snaked around his waist and her hands fisted his fire suit. There was something about the heat of the night, about the feeling she had, that made her want to inhale him into her body and never let him go.
“Wayne, we’re ready to go,” Lee interrupted then cursed softly as he saw them. “Sorry, I didn’t know you had company.”
“It’s fine,” he assured his brother. “I’ll be there in just a second.”
Wayne wiped his lips with the palm of his hands. “Is something wrong?” he asked her.
She shrugged, but she couldn’t stop the words that came tumbling out of her mouth. “Can’t you feel it? It’s hanging over this place like a storm ready to rumble. Something’s going to happen here tonight, everybody is talking about it. I hope it’s you winning another race, but be careful out there, huh?”
“I’ll be a careful as I can be. You and I both know that nothing is ever promised in life. Will you be sitting up in the stands with your daddy?” he asked, beginning to walk towards his car in the lineup.
She walked beside him, nodding as they made their way to his car. “I will be. See you later?”
He nodded as he watched her climb the stands and take a seat next to her dad. Lee walked up, clapping him on the shoulder. “Be careful out there and put it in Victory Lane. Don’t make me beat your ass,” he warned.
“You won’t have to beat my ass, I know what I gotta do,” he assured his brother before putting himself in the car.
He was nervous, unusual though it was, it made his hands shake. Taking deep breaths, he looked up in the stands. He saw his mother and father sitting together, Clem and her dad sitting next to them. For once in his life, he wanted a race to be over before it began. Frankly, he just wanted to get out of the race alive. Something about this race, this night, and this time made him pray a little harder as he turned the on switch to the car. As he revved the engine, he wondered what the night was going to bring.



Chapter Ten
‡
“THAT FUCKER!” WAYNE mumbled as Kevin cut him off going into turn two.
The two had been beating and banging for the better part of the 100-lap race. He knew without a doubt that both of their cars wore dents and scrapes like badges of honor. He coughed as the carbon monoxide seeped into his system. Being pissed off always made him breathe harder, and whenever Kevin Grimes was involved, being pissed off was usually the order of the day. Making a snap decision, he broke his car out of line and went directly for Kevin’s bumper, knocking him out of the way. Grinning like the Cheshire cat, he quickly moved his car ahead of the other man’s.
“Stop screwin’ around out there, Wayne,” Lee came over the radio, reprimanding his younger brother.
“What? I can’t hear ya,” Wayne said, slowing down purposely and flipping off Kevin through the window of his car.
“Yes you can, Wayne. Back the fuck off!”
Lee stood atop his perch and watched with baited breath as the two cars barreled around the track. Both drivers were known for their quick tempers and not so good decisions. With them, disaster was just an accident waiting to happen.
*
“WHAT ARE THEY doing? They are going to kill each other!” Clementine mumbled as she stood next to her father in the stands.
She watched in numb horror as Kevin cut up onto the track, effectively cutting off any chance Wayne had to get by. As he did, bumpers and quarter panels touched, sending both cars into a spin. Wayne fought desperately for control and overcorrected, sending both cars tumbling upside down onto the pavement and into the infield.
“Oh fuck!” Lee yelled, jumping down and making a run for the two smoking heaps of sheet metal.
He saw his mother and father running with him along with Clementine and her father.
Wayne extricated himself from the battered car and looked around for Kevin. It was the dream come to life. He could feel the heat, could smell the smoke. Almost immediately he knew what was going to come next. No matter what their differences were, he didn’t want to see anything bad happen to Kevin.
“Get him out! That damn thing is gonna blow up!” Lee yelled, running towards the car. “He’s caught in there!”
Everything happened in slow motion as Wayne fought to help. He could see through the shattered windshield that Kevin was knocked out cold. He was caught in his safety harness, and if the car did catch on fire he was a goner.
“What are you doing, Wayne?” Clementine screamed as he went in through the passenger side window.
“Somebody’s gotta help him. If we don’t, he’s going to die in there. I don’t want that on my hands!”
David grabbed her shoulders as she lunged after him, pulling her back from the car. Gasoline leaked from the back and one spark could ignite a fire that would blow all of them to Charlotte. “Get back and let them do what they need to!”
Wayne shimmied in, removing Kevin’s harness. “Be careful movin’ him,” Lee called out. “His back could be hurt.”
Wayne nodded even though nobody could see him. He was beginning to get claustrophobic. He couldn’t breathe inside the car. The smell of motor oil and gasoline was enough to make him gag. It scared him to see Kevin like this. No matter that they had never been good friends. He would never wish any kind of pain on another person. Ever.
“I’m being as careful as I can, but I can only do so much,” Wayne called back out as he dragged Kevin out of the wreckage. As soon as he got him out and a safe distance from the wrecked car, it exploded, causing everybody to scream.
Lee kneeled over Kevin as Wayne did the same on the other side. “Kevin can you hear me?” Lee asked. He couldn’t tell if the younger man was breathing or not.
“Are his parents here?” Wayne asked, looking around at the people that had gathered.
Clementine stepped forward. “They didn’t show up. I guess somebody on his crew will go get them. Is he going to be okay?”
Wayne didn’t know; he couldn’t tell if Kevin was breathing, and he noticed that Kevin had not made any kind of move whatsoever. However, he didn’t want to move him either. He didn’t want to do any more damage than they had already had to inflict. “I dunno, Clem. I just dunno.”
As he spoke they heard the blaring of sirens. The paramedics arrived and pushed back everyone that had gathered. They had to work on the young man. Wayne paled as he saw them lift Kevin onto a stretcher and into an ambulance. He felt like what Justin Grimes must have felt like the day he almost killed Billy.
“Are you okay?” His father’s heavy hand came down on his arm. Wayne looked at it, a blank stare covering his face. If Billy didn’t know better, he would say his son was in shock and incredibly angry at what had just happened. Wayne took off at a walk and tried to keep going even when Billy’s hand reached out to pull him back to stand with the rest of the family.
“Let me go. Just let me walk it off, alright? I don’t wanna deal with anyone right now.” He shook his father’s heavy hand off his back and stalked off, tying the fire suit around his waist.
*
WAYNE CURSED LOUDLY, still feeling the anger and fearfulness coursing through his veins. What he really wanted was to jump into a car, any car, and just drive until he felt himself calm down. Either that or pound in Kevin’s face for scaring the shit out of him, until he felt the anger leave his body.
“You okay?” He heard a soft voice ask as it approached.
“Clem, I thought I told everybody to leave me alone. Newsflash, honey, that included you,” he spat, pulling a cigarette out of his pocket as he continued walking.
“You don’t need to be alone right now, Wayne. You’ll just go off and do somethin’ stupid.”
She watched with wide eyes as he lit the Marlboro Light and inhaled deeply. She’d never seen this side of him, sure not a lot of people had. The violence she could feel emanating from him scared her. It was obvious that he was angry with himself, but she felt like there was a part of him that was angry at Kevin.
“I’ll be fine, Clem. I’m sorry I’m bein’ such an asshole to you, but I really just need to be alone right now,” he tried again, blowing smoke away from her face.
As they walked further from the track, the only thing she could make out was the dark orange circle of the burning tobacco hanging from his mouth.
“I just want you to know that you aren’t alone, Wayne. What happened out there wasn’t your fault. I know you didn’t mean for anything to happen, but we got to get to the hospital. We got to make sure that Kevin is okay. They were talking about him being really hurt, and I know that no matter what, you want to know what’s going on with him.”
“Yeah, but it also cost me and your daddy a busted up race car.” He flicked the cigarette into the ground and stepped on it, harder than he needed to.
“This is about more than a busted up race car. You and I both know that. You’re feeling responsible. You’re not responsible for that. The two of you were testing each other. You both knew what could happen. Now let’s go and make sure he’s okay. I’ll even go with you.” She offered him a soft smile that he barely made out and grabbed his hand, squeezing it before she walked away.
He watched her until he could no longer make out her body in the darkness. Turning around, he realized that the anger was no longer manifesting in his body. The only thing going through his mind was making sure that Kevin was okay. He had to know that he hadn’t hurt him badly. Until he knew for sure, he wouldn’t be able to drive another lap.
“Clem, wait up!” he called, running to catch up with her.
*
AN HOUR LATER the two of them arrived at the hospital. It was filled with people waiting to hear what was going on with Kevin. Both people who had professed to hate him and others who had professed to love him gathered, all waiting to see what the doctor would say. No matter what, all of them needed to know that one of their own was not hurt. Kevin may have been an outcast, but none of them wanted anything bad to happen to him. His parents had shown up, but as of yet, no one had heard anything. Clementine and Wayne sat huddled together in the corner. Both stood up, however, as they saw a doctor come in.
“All of you here for Kevin Grimes?” he asked, sticking his stethoscope around his neck.
There was a collective “yes” from the crowd. “I’m afraid that I have some really bad news. Kevin for the most part is stable. He is however in need of a blood transfusion. He’s lost a lot of blood. If anyone has the O Type, we encourage you to give.”
“Is that all he needs, Doc?” someone asked from the back of the group.
“I’m going to be quiet honest with you people. He not only needs that. He needs a lot of prayer. You didn’t let me finish. Kevin also has a severe spinal cord injury. At this point, we think he’s lost the use of his legs.”
As the doctor left, the room was blanketed in a silence that no one dared to penetrate.



Chapter Eleven
‡
“I’M AFRAID KEVIN has lost the use of his legs.” Those words echoed in Wayne’s head over and over again as he sat there. His whole life he had watched what limited mobility in one leg had done to his father. His father had always thought he was less of a man. How would Kevin feel when he woke up and the doctor told him he’d never again be able to drive a race car? To top it off, Wayne felt ultimately responsible. Wayne had known to stay off him during the race, he had known better than to mess with him the way they had on the track. That was something a rookie did, but not someone who had the experience they had. Looking around the room, he saw that most of the townsfolk sat in shock. Getting up, he walked out of the hospital. As he got out into the muggy night, he walked towards Lee’s truck and had a seat on the tailgate.
“I figured you’d be out here.”
Wayne looked up, seeing Clementine walking towards him. “I don’t think I’m gonna be much company.”
“That wasn’t your fault, Wayne. Things happen in life that we can’t prevent. God has a plan for everybody; this must be His plan for Kevin. None of us can mess with that,” she tried to comfort him, taking a seat next to him.
“I was the one in the car that was racing with him. Fuck, Clem, I had a feeling all damn day long. I woke up from a nightmare this morning—I knew I shouldn’t have raced.”
She grabbed his hand, running hers along his palm. “What kind of nightmare?”
He took comfort in her slight touch. Tears made his throat clinch. “Back when I first started racing I would have dreams. A lot of times the dreams were prophetic. If I had a dream, whether it be winning or wrecking, I would usually have that happen in the race on Saturday. I had a dream last night of fire and wrecking. I should never have taken to the track tonight. I shoulda known better.”
“Wayne, you couldn’t have known what would happen. Are you scared to get out there again?” she asked quietly.
“I think so,” he whispered, tears streaming down his face.
Grabbing his hand, she pulled him off the truck. “C’mon, let’s get outta here.”
*
“WHAT IS THIS place?” Wayne asked as he pulled up next to the river.
He’d followed Clementine’s instructions to a tee and they’d ended up at what looked like boat docks.
“This is where me and my girlfriends come to get a tan. None of the guys know about it, so we don’t have to worry about anyone seeing us sunbathing topless.” She laughed.
His expression changed as she said that to one she’d never seen before. His eyes became more intense, and he slid over on the bench seat until he reached her side.
“You sunbath topless?”
“Of course. I hate tan lines. I thought all girls did,” she explained, running her tongue along her dry lips.
Wayne suppressed a shudder. The two of them had been through a lot, and he knew that sometimes desperate situations brought forth feelings that simmered under the surface. Leaning forward, he kissed her, harder than he ever had before.
“Wayne?” she asked, feeling the intensity behind it.
He grabbed her to him again, pulling her so that she sat on his lap. “Make me forget what a horrible night this has been, Clem. Make me forget about all the mistakes I’ve made. Please? You’re so perfect. Wrap me up in it.”
Clementine heard the desperation in his voice and couldn’t help but answer it. He had been through a lot of emotional anguish and so had she. She knew from a psychology class she’d taken that people often looked for physical comfort after those. Damn her, she wanted it too.
She moaned as he stretched her out on the bench seat of Lee’s old truck. She’d never done anything like this before, only heard her girlfriends whisper about it after long weekends. His mouth captured hers as his hands moved up her T-shirt covered arms. Skillfully, his tongue coaxed hers into a dance that she’d never taken before. Her fingers tangled in his hair, and she moaned as he lifted his knee up, rubbing it against her crotch.
“You’re so good and pure and wonderful. You’re nothing like me,” Wayne breathed as he took the shirt off his body and threw it in the floorboard. She had to touch him; he needed it like he needed air in his lungs.
Her hands ran up over his chest and then his shoulders and onto his back, pulling him closer to her body. “Wayne, I’ve never done anything like this before.” She breathed heavily as she broke their kiss.
“It’s okay, I’m not gonna hurt you,” he assured, running his hand down to the hem of her T-shirt.
Without protest, he took it off and then unhooked her bra, exposing her breasts to his hungry gaze. They were full, high, and swollen as he took them in with his eyes. Her nipples tightened as he continued to gaze at them. Smirking down at her, he leaned and took a nipple in his mouth, covering and circling it with his tongue. She felt an answering heat between her legs; something she had never felt before tightened low in her stomach. Between them, she could feel a hardness that she had never felt before, but she knew it was him. She knew that he was happy to be with her. His mouth on her breast sent her to another level. If anyone had asked her where she was and what she was doing at that moment, she wouldn’t have been able to tell them. All she knew was it felt better than anything she’d ever felt before.
Wayne fought against his head. He knew she was a virgin. He knew he didn’t have any protection, but he also knew that he wanted her. He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything in his whole life. Seeing Kevin in that car had done something to him. It had given him a fear he’d never felt in his life before. She could help him with that. She could restore his faith in mankind, in humanity. Before he knew what he was doing, he had all their clothes off and two fingers ready to enter her.
“Wayne,” she moaned, her voice deep as he thrust two fingers into her. She was wet, probably wetter than any other girl he had ever been with.
Sweat poured off his forehead and down his chest. He was on fire for her. In her innocence, she was the most responsive thing he had ever seen.
“You sure you wanna do this?” His Kentucky accent seemed more strained than ever. A deep longing could be seen in his eyes; they were almost black, his passion was so intense.
She knew what he was asking her. He was asking if she wanted to give herself to him. After what had happened with Kevin, both of them knew that when they awoke the next morning nothing would ever be the same again. This moment was all they had.
“Yes, I’m positive,” she whispered on a moan as he continued to manipulate his fingers inside her. She had never felt the sensations he was awakening within her body. She wasn’t sure she’d ever feel them again.
He groaned loudly as he pulled her body flush with his. He didn’t want to frighten her, but at the same time he needed her to know just how much she affected him.
“Fuck, Clementine. You’re a natural.” He grinned, noticing the blush on her cheeks. “Don’t get shy on me now, Clem. Who knew you had so much fire inside you? You hide it well, baby.”
He pushed her down into the seat of the truck. Frankly, he wished there was some other place he could have taken her virginity. He knew she deserved more than he was giving her, but he was doing the best he could with what they had. She grasped his hair with her fingers as he trailed kisses from her neck all the way down her chest, his hot tongue bathing her nipples in heat. Before she knew it, she was panting, not sure of what she wanted, just knowing that only he could give it to her.
“Wayne, please…” she moaned, her head thrashing above him.
He pulled her arms from his waist and held them above her head. His mouth came to her ear and he whispered. He’d held back for as long as possible and he had promised he wasn’t going to hurt her, but it was time. He knew he wouldn’t be able to keep from hurting her.
“This is gonna hurt, baby. I’ll be as gentle as possible.”
With that, he sheathed himself inside her, groaning at the tight heat that welcomed him. Shocked, she cried out in pain, her eyes squeezed shut, tears rolling down her cheeks. He stilled inside her, waiting for her to adjust to him, his heart breaking at the mere thought of hurting her.
“It hurts,” she gasped.
Tentatively he began to move inside her. What had once been pain, was now replaced with pleasure as her hips moved up to meet his. He smiled down into her eyes as she finally opened them. As he began to move faster and his hand moved in between their bodies to cause a sensation she’d never known before, she got lightheaded. It was as if her spirit had left her body and she was looking down upon herself. Scared, she tried to fight the feeling, not sure of what would happen once the tension left her body. Seeing this, Wayne spoke to her in low tones.
“Don’t be afraid, baby. Just let it go, it won’t hurt you. It’s incredible if you just let it happen, Clem. I want it to happen for you.”
Taking his advice, she screamed as she let the feeling overtake her. It happened so suddenly, she wasn’t exactly sure that she was still lying underneath Wayne. She looked up at Wayne and watched as his face became a mask of what looked like pleasure and pain.
“I’ve got to pull out, baby, let me pull out,” he gasped, pulling out of her body and releasing himself onto her stomach. She gasped herself as she felt it against her body, heaving deeply as he leaned against her. He stroked her hair and whispered her name as she tried to focus again.
What they had done she’d never be able to take back, and she was quiet sure she never wanted to.
“Here.” He handed her his shirt so that she could wipe her stomach off. “I got to get you home, don’t I?” he asked softly.
Without a word the two of them drove home, both embarrassed, both thinking about what was going to happen now.



Chapter Twelve
‡
TWO WEEKS LATER Wayne wiped the sweat from his brow and released a breath he had been holding. In all the years he’d been racing he’d never been this nervous. He stood next to the hauler that had brought his car to the track and swore softly. He could feel a tension headache threatening to overtake him. Nerves were getting the best of him.
“You gonna be okay?” Billy asked, concern in his voice.
Wayne nodded. “I think so. Nerves. I’m not going to miss this for the fuckin’ world though. When I win I’m going to take the trophy to Kevin’s room and put it in there. Ya know, it might give him something to look forward to.”
Placing his fire suit over his body, Wayne zoned out. His head had to be in the game for this.
“Your momma didn’t show up,” Billy observed, his throat tight. She’d been pissed at him, and the boys. She hadn’t wanted Wayne to race again after Kevin had almost died.
“Kinda figured she wouldn’t. She cursed me to hell a few days ago. She thinks I’m gonna kill myself out here tonight. Women just don’t get it, do they?”
Placing a toothpick in his mouth, Billy grinned. “They don’t understand how much we love it. Your momma has never understood why I love this so much. She doesn’t get the smell of the gas, the roar of the engines, the cheer of the fans. The adoration. I loved it, I still love it, and I want it for you. There’s no woman that’s gonna understand that though. I hope you plan on being single for a while.”
Behind his father’s shoulder, Wayne could see a woman approaching them. He had to grin as he saw Clementine. “Nah, Dad, I do think there is one woman on this earth that loves the smell of gasoline and the roar of engines just as much as I do. If not more.”
“Hey, Mr. Harper. Wayne, how ya feelin’?”
“I’ve never been nervous before. I want to take a trophy to that hospital room for Kevin so bad that I can taste it.”
“You will, son. I’m gonna go get me a good seat for the race. Come join me when you get done, Clementine?”
“Will do!”
They watched as Billy limped off. Clementine turned to face Wayne and looked him over critically. He was very pale; his normally tan skin a pasty white.
“Are you positive you’re okay? You don’t look so hot.”
He nodded. “I just want this shit over with. I want my family back to the way it was, and I want to be able to get on with my life. I’m even kind of excited to be welcoming Kevin into the family. I know, crazy, right?”
“Not crazy. I think you’re trying to make the best of an awkward situation.”
“At least you don’t think I’m crazy.”
She smiled slightly and grabbed his hands with her own. “I could never think that about you. I like you too much.”
He reached down, gathering her up in his arms. For a few moments, he closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her.
*
“OH MY GOD, I can’t watch!” Clementine screamed as she sat in between Billy and David in the stands. They had one lap to go, and it was a door-to-door battle, just like it had been the whole night. Wayne and another competitor that Justin had hired for the night were going at it for all they were worth.
“He’s settin’ him up,” Billy said as they came around the first corner. Wayne stayed back, waiting until the third corner to start accelerating with all his might. He came out from behind Brent, a young kid from Hardin County, and beat him into the last corner. As they came around the last turn, Wayne accelerated, leaving Brent behind in his dust. He had done it. He’d won. Despite all the nerves and the fear, he’d won for both himself and Kevin. He couldn’t wait to take his trophy to the hospital and show him what he’d done.



Chapter Thirteen
‡
“DO YOU MIND if we don’t go straight home? I have someplace I’d like to show ya.” Wayne reached over the console and grabbed her hand, running his thumb over the back of her hand.
“Sure, I’m not tired or anything. Wherever ya wanna go is fine with me.”
After the dinner for Kevin was done, the two of them decided they would spend some time together. Before they knew it, it would be time for her to go away for college and their time together would become precious. Even more precious than it was in these brief moments they got alone.
“It’s a beautiful night out, I figured we could drive around for a little while,” he answered winking at her with a smirk.
There was something about that smirk and wink that told her they were about to have a good time. The summer hadn’t been everything they had wanted. Time together hadn’t been plentiful, but they’d made the best of a bad situation. She nodded as she stuck her hand out the window of the truck. She sighed as the breeze flew back in her face. She laid her head back on the seat and enjoyed the silence of the night. The only thing that could be heard playing was the local country station in the background—that being the only thing they were able to pick up as far out as they were. A song started playing and Clementine laughed.
“What?” he asked, grinning over at her. Her laugh did funny things to him and he wanted to bottle it up. Take it with him wherever he went. “This song gives me an idea.” He turned an unexpected left and took a gravel road.
“Where we goin’?” she asked, sitting up a little straighter as he took the road to an old boat dock she’d heard about while she was in high school.
“You ever been here?” he asked as he got out of the truck, leaving the radio playing.
The spot he had taken her to was known far and wide by high school and college kids alike. It was far enough off the road that a little lovin’ could occur without anyone seeing, but was close enough so that you could hear someone coming.
“Nope, no guy ever wanted to bring me here. They knew my daddy would kill them. See why I had to take you up on the offer of a summer fling? I’m really sheltered.” She laughed as he came around and opened her door.
He grabbed her hand and took her to the back, letting the tailgate down. He picked her up and placed her there, stepping in between her legs. Moving her hair back from her face, he tried to memorize every part of her. She would be leaving soon and so would he. It wasn’t written in stone when they would be able to see each other again and that worried him. It scared him even. Better relationships, he knew, had not been able to stand the test of time and mileage. And not even he could say how much mileage would be separating them when he started traveling with his team.
He cupped her face in his hands and bent his head down far enough so that his lips could catch hers.
“Have you ever brought anyone out here before, Mr. Harper?” she asked as he pulled away.
He grinned and she laughed. He had a devilish glint to his eyes, and she wasn’t sure if she really wanted to know what had taken place with him at this particular spot. She’d always known he was popular; she just wasn’t sure how popular. A part of her was a teeny bit jealous; the other part was proud that he had picked her.
“Yeah, I been here before, but let’s just say it never worked for me the way it did for other guys.”
“You mean you struck out, huh?” She tickled his stomach and hooked her hands in the waistband of his jeans.
“Yeah, struck out big time. One night Daddy drove by and saw my truck here. Needless to say, I went home with a huge welt on my ass and a hard-on that never got taken care of.”
She laughed loudly, throwing her head back. He never failed to make her laugh. Everything in their lives together just fit.
“So you mean to tell me no guy ever brought you out here? I find that hard to believe. A pretty little thing like you.” He ran his hands down her back, stopping where her shirt rode up, revealing a small portion of skin visible between that and the waist of her pants.
“Nope, no one. I guess they just thought I wasn’t worth the trouble.” She wrapped her legs around his body and pulled him closer to her, to keep them from hanging off the truck.
“I think you’re worth it. It’s the rest of ’em’s loss that they didn’t see what an amazing woman was being held back in those pageant costumes,” he whispered, toying with the hair that lay on the nape of her neck.
“Why, Wayne, are you trying to get me to have sex with you?” She laughed, scooting back into the bed of the truck.
“Maybe when you get your dorm room. We’re not doing it in the truck anymore.” He reluctantly released her from his arms and watched as she scooted all the way back, her head hitting the glass in the back window.
“Why not? It’s not like we haven’t before. In fact, the first time we did it in a truck was pretty spectacular, if I do say so myself.” She reached into the opened back sliding glass window and extracted a blanket he kept there for emergencies.
“What if we get, ya know, something on the truck? What if my boys or Lee saw it? I’ll never live it down. This is Lee’s new baby. I know he didn’t care if we did anything in the old one; hell, he didn’t know about the old one. This one makes me nervous though.”
She could see his will weakening as she grabbed the blanket and kneeled, spreading it over the truck. She got down on all fours and spread it into the farthest corners. She inhaled a deep breath as she felt his arm snake around her waist as he settled her soundly on his lap.
“Thought you wanted to wait.”
“Fuck what Lee or my boys think. They’re just jealous ’cause I got to you first.”
He turned them around and laid her down, grabbing his jacket from inside to serve as a pillow for her.
“Lift your head up,” he said softly as he stuffed it under her neck and arranged it just so for her.
He ran a hand over her stomach as he leaned down and captured her lips with his own. There was something different about the atmosphere, something different about them. Instead of the passionate encounter, as was the norm, there was something decidedly slow and sensual at work. He took his time and worked his way down to her neck, running his tongue lightly along the sides and moving over to nibble on her earlobes. His tongue made a path to her chest until it encountered the top of her shirt.
He grinned down at her, running the hands that rested on her stomach up to cup her lace-covered breasts before completely removing the shirt that covered her body. He inhaled deeply as he looked in her eyes and ran a finger down her nose in an affectionate gesture. His tongue resumed its path down her chest, running over her lace-encased nipples. She moaned at the sensation he caused. There was something erotic about the whole situation. His fingers reached behind her back and made quick work of her bra as her breasts were exposed to his eyes.
“Wayne?” She cocked her head to the side as she looked at him.
His gaze made it seem as if he’d never seen her before. His big hands cupped her breasts lightly, and he ran a finger over her nipples. The touch was so light and tender that if her nipples hadn’t reacted she wouldn’t have really been sure he had even touched her. Her hands that had lain still at her sides moved to his hair and pushed his mouth down to where his fingers caressed. His mouth formed a suction around her nipple, and his tongue flicked a steady rhythm as she grabbed the back of his shirt and started pulling it up over his body. He lifted up from his task long enough to get the shirt off and then resumed the task at hand.
“You’re so beautiful. I’m gonna miss you so much. I never thought it would be like this,” he breathed as he let his tongue travel low enough on her body to reach the buttons on her jeans.
Grinning up at her, he used his teeth to unbutton and unzip them. It took a lot longer, but she wasn’t complaining about it. He ran his hands all the way down her legs and feet as he took the jeans and underwear off her body. He traveled back up, stopping to flick his tongue at her clit one single solitary time as her hips bucked toward him.
“Not yet.” He grinned at the frustration showing on her face.
He ran his hands down to the warm heat that brought him so much pleasure and ran a finger across it. Not giving her the pleasure she wanted. He poised two fingers at her entrance and laughed as she moaned loudly.
“If you want it baby, come and get it.”
Her hips bucked up so far off the blanket that her shoulders and head where the only thing that remained touching. He groaned as his fingers slid into her.
“Wayne, can we please stop with the teasing now? I want you.”
It looked as if she were almost in tears. Wayne quickly divested himself of his pants and boxers. He plunged into her, his mouth at her ear.
“God, I love you!” he panted as he pushed himself up on his arms. It was the first time either of them had ever spoken of love. It wasn’t that she hadn’t been feeling it for a while now, but she was scared. It was all new to her and she knew that this part was new to Wayne as well.
“I love you too,” she whispered, her heart in her throat. This was no longer a fling of any kind and they both knew it.
He set a slow, steady pace. There was no deliberate quickness as there had been in the past. He whispered into her ear as he slowly built her up to a crescendo. She grasped his hair in her hands as she bucked herself up to meet every thrust. He could feel his release about to come and quickly stuck a hand between their bodies. He rubbed her clit furiously as she shouted her release so loud he was sure the people in the next county could hear. He groaned loudly as he came to a rest on her body, his arms finally having given out.
He tried to regain his breathing and heard a noise come from Clementine. He glanced over and saw tears streaming down her face.
“Clementine? Are you okay? Did I hurt you, baby? What’s wrong?” he asked, concern evident on his face.
“That was beautiful. This isn’t just some fling anymore, is it? This is for real,” she whispered.
“You’re right, baby. This is the real deal. Never thought I’d be sayin’ that when we started out, but it’s become that. God, I don’t wanna let you go to school, but I know that I have to. I can’t hold you back, and we have to let each other go. We’ll make it work.”
“I really hope that you’re right, Wayne. I hope that you’re right.”
He tightened his arms around her, kissing her forehead. He refused to let her go and give up the feeling she gave him. Wherever life took him—whether it was staying in Soggy Bottom, Kentucky or moving to the mecca, Mooresville, North Carolina to race—he knew that Clementine Lewis would be right there with him. He couldn’t stand to have it any other way, and he would always remember these hot, summer nights.
The End
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Chapter One
Heath
‡
NOTHING I’D RATHER
do than fuck, fight, or trip a pipe.
Yeah, the sticker on the back window of my jacked up Chevy truck sums me up. I live for fucking, fighting, and my job as a roughneck. I worked construction for years. My long-time friend, Maverick Collins, got me a rigging job when the economy took a downward turn and houses weren’t being built as much.
Oil rigging is a way of life here in the great state of Texas. Our economy, in Midland, survives off of it. I am a derrick-man or derrick hand, whichever you prefer to call it. I work the top of the derrick, where I guide the strands of the drill pipe into the fingers at the top of the derrick, while tripping the pipe out of the hole. It is hard work, but it feels good to get a little dirty every day that I am on the rig. It isn’t an easy job and it comes with its own set of dangers. Leaving at the end of the day is a reminder I made it through.
It is more than a dirty job, but hey, someone has to do it. Me – I love a hard day’s work. Call me a good ole boy if you want. At the end of a long day, I want to feel it in my bones. I work hard and I play even harder. I am Heath ‘Hitman’ Thomas.
The job I do, the life I lead, is far from easy. It sure isn’t the life for a pretty boy. There was a time when I could have had more opportunities…maybe.
If I am real with myself, there was a time in my life where I had the potential to leave this town and avoid this life. Fate, karma, decisions of a teen boy all played a hand in where I am today.
Fucking, fighting, and working day in and day out is what I do.
The Basement. My home away from home. Who am I kidding, this gym is my real home. My ‘home,’ according to legal standards, is merely an address to send my mail, and a place to shit, shower, and sleep. I live, really live, here. This is the place I let myself feel alive. Here, at The Basement, is where my focus is, where my life is outside of my work.
The Basement is the gym my childhood friend, Wendol, owns. Ever the observer, Wendol has been in my corner long before I ever stepped into a ring.
Side by side, we survived being the small guys together. Neither of us hit our growth spurts until after high school. This made us both victims to bullies. After losing consciousness from having his head in a toilet one too many flushes, Wendol made a change in his life.
The lanky five foot five inch, barely one hundred twenty five pound, flyweight started running and lifting. He turned his parent’s basement into his own personal gym. Add a bag and he started boxing. Seeing the changes in him, as the months passed on, I wanted that too. He wasn’t gaining weight, no he was packing on muscle by the pound. I started spending my afternoons and weekends training right alongside him. It wasn’t long before those same bullies were trying to be our best friends. Fuck that and fuck them.
The girls noticed the changes too. They were lining up for a round between the sheets with either one of us.
Wendol and I didn’t stop at merely bulking up to prevent being picked on. No we trained. We even managed to get scouted. Wendol’s dreams quickly faded when it became apparent that no matter how good he was, he has a weakness. Glass jaw. Hit him in the jaw and he is out for the count. I have knocked him out more times than either of us care to count. We even went through a phase trying to strengthen it where I would hit him on purpose. It never worked.
On the flip side, I gathered sponsors. I was working my way up. I managed a few professional lower league fights before I was given the boot. Less than two years in and I was handed a lifetime ban in the World Boxing Association.
A league that wants to protect a scumbag, like the one I fucked up, is not the place for me anyway. He deserved what I gave him and more. Walking past his locker room hearing the sounds of his wife saying no as he forced himself on her sent me into overdrive. The adrenaline from my fight, the rage from knowing she was being violated, it was all too much. I beat him to a pulp. He landed in the hospital. I ended up booted out of the association when she wouldn’t back up my story.
That is my past. Lesson learned – stay out of other people’s business. Now it’s me, Wendol, and the underground league. No titles, no trophies, no divisions, no weight classes, just a lottery and cold hard cash.
LoraLeigh
ONE DAY I will be more than an item to be bought or sold, won or lost. One day I will know what it is to be a human being.
Dear Diary,
Today is day two thousand one hundred and ninety, since my mom overdosed. It is day two thousand one hundred and eighty eight since her dealer sold me to the highest bidder.
Today is six years, to the day, I said goodbye to one prison only to fall into another.
At fifteen, I was helpless. At eighteen, I was ruined. Today is day one thousand and ninety five since I tried to run. Today is day two hundred and sixty four since my last thought of suicide. Today is day three hundred and twenty since my last attempt at suicide.
Today is day four hundred twelve with my current owner. Pete ‘Professor’ Charleston isn’t so bad now that we have an understanding. I have certainly been treated worse by others in the past.
Daily reminder-
I will survive another day. I will find hope. One day I will be free. One day I will be me.
Signed,
LoraLeigh Riffel
“Annie, doll up, darlin’, got a fight tonight,” Pete calls to me from outside my bedroom door.
Carefully, I tuck the diary into my pillow. I don’t keep the journals once I fill them, but I write daily to keep track of time. One small notebook slides easily into the seam of a pillow and no one is the wiser.
Annie.
The name sends chills through me.
His words trigger an anxiousness inside me. Fight tonight.
No, no, no. Breathe in. Don’t let the panic win. My heart thunders loudly in my chest. I can’t hear myself think beyond the pounding.
One, two, three, breathe LoreLeigh.
Four, five, six, Pete has won the last seven fights.
Seven, that’s right, breathe. I have to calm myself down.
Annie, they think my name is Annie. Hold on to yourself. Don’t let them break you LoraLeigh. Annie can do this. We will get through to fight another day.
The more time that passes, the harder these ‘pep talks’ become. Pete has been working more. The money should be there. Maybe he is bringing me for good luck not as a payment.
Payment, that word burns into me. At fifteen, my mother’s drug dealer used me as a payment for a debt he claims my mother owed his boss. Whatever.
Giving up my innocence should have been payment enough and then some. It wasn’t. I wouldn’t give him my name so he started calling me Annie. He said I had the freckles and red hair of a raggedy Anne doll. Three years I was under lock and key, a sexual slave to a cartel underboss. One who happened to have a love for underground fight rings. One who then screwed over someone above him and needed quick cash. One who then happened to bet against the wrong fighter. He settled up his debt to the fighter by offering up me. His debt still owed to his boss was settled up with his life.
The closet they held me in had no windows. There was no light except when he brought me out for services. An empty room with a pole, a pot to pee in, and nothing more. The lock would click, the door would open, and I would be given a bag with food and water for my day. At some point – the hours would pass by and night became day, as day became night; he would come in, remove me from the closet where I could empty the contents of my pot, take a shower, and change clothing.
Survival.
The time stuck in that small space broke me. I tried to hang myself from the closet pole. I ripped my shirt to make the noose. Only, he came at some point and pulled me down after I lost consciousness. The first place I was at with the cartel man, I had my bedroom, and I had my journals. When I was in the closet I only had enough time with my pillowcase of belongings to simply make a dash mark to track the times he brought me out. I lost track of time. Days turned into months, turned into years – it was all the same.
Shit, shower, snack, sleep, and survive.
After the attempted suicide, he traded me to a man for someone more ‘compatible’. No, he traded me for someone he wouldn’t have to watch. In time, I ended up here with Pete and his brother Joel. They rotate ‘watching’ me and using me. Pete won me as payment in a fight. Joel was enraged when they first got me home.
I am another mouth to feed. I am another person to take care of. More than that, I am a liability. I know about their world. I know about the death matches. They all could have killed me. I wish someone would have. They all say the same thing, they can’t turn me loose, but they can use me. My tight little cunt was made for them. Same shit different dude. Pete and Joel aren’t tied to some cartel or some drug ring. They seem to work and come home. I don’t know why Pete does the fights, other than he likes them.
All things considered they have been good to me. I have my own bathroom. The one I tried to kill myself in last. I run my finger over the scar on my wrist. The guys didn’t think about the razors they bought me for shaving. They thought I would shave for them, only I took it apart and used the blade on my wrists.
Joel found me. I was then reminded that I can’t go to the hospital. There would be questions. Chills run through me as his words replay in my head.
“Annie, do you want to go to someone else? We don’t beat you. We feed you. We don’t fuck you every day. We aren’t rough with you. We’re tryin’ here, and this is the thanks we get. You aren’t worth the bullshit.”
Since then I haven’t tried to kill myself. I haven’t done anything to draw unnecessary attention to myself. A while back, Pete came home with a few dresses. I started attending fights with him. Apparently money was tight and I was going to be the payment if he lost. Thank goodness he won. Knowing now the guys schedules, Pete has been away more. Joel says he has been working so maybe tonight is about being his lucky charm and not his payoff.
Doll up, he instructed. Okay, time to paint Annie on. I can do this. I will survive another day.
I will survive to fight another fight.



Chapter Two
Heath
‡
“JAB…JAB…LEFT hook.”
Wendol’s instructions come from my corner as I warm up.
We are at an abandoned warehouse outside of El Paso. This world is so far removed from my regular job. Tonight isn’t about the money. Tonight is about aggression.
Rule number one: when dealing with these fucks, you do not give a fuck about these fucks.
Rule number two: never fight in the same location twice.
Rule number three: hear no evil, see no evil, and speak not one damn word about what goes on in this world.
The stakes are high. The players are fierce. The game is hard. Winner takes all.
Unlike a typical match, where opponents are matched evenly, here everything is a lottery. Fighter’s names are drawn just before each match. Bets are set up like picking numbers for a lottery. Buy in is five hundred per fighter, one chooses to back. Each fighter pays two hundred to fight.
Ten percent off the top goes to The Lottery fund. Fifteen percent is used to pay the winning bets their prize. The only way to win is to pick the overall fighter who tops them all. With the fighters it is simple, pay in the winner of each fight who moves onto the next round.
The goal as a fighter is to pay a two hundred buy in and win all your rounds, all the way to the top. Make it to the top, the lottery is yours. Side bets are placed between patrons and fighters alike. Money talks and the pussies hope they are able to walk at the end of the night.
The odds are always against you. There are too many variables, too many unknowns. We all go in blind. We are blind to the location until three hours beforehand, unless the drive is further away. We don’t know how many fighters will show up or to what caliber they train and fight. We don’t know shit until we show up, basically.
Tonight is full. The Lottery is a club of sorts. There is a buy in to even receive the location information. There is a buy in to be a participant at any level. Money. This is all about money for everyone involved, except maybe the fighters and trainers. Of course some of the fighters do this for money, but most are looking for experience or release.
Me, I am looking for validation.
Validation that I am not the piece of shit my father always said I was. Validation that I am not the scrawny kid who got pushed around until he was too big to be pushed around. Validation that I am not like these fucks in their suits betting on these fights, all looking to make another dirty dollar. Validation that even though I lost something good I can still do something good.
I hop around on the balls of my feet trying to loosen up. Once a professionally trained boxer, now a scrap fighter, looking for validation. What a story this could be.
Fight One – Hitman versus Lights Out
Boxer versus boxer. How many hits below the belt will this fucker try just simply because he can?
Boom. Boom. Bam. Two rounds and he is out. Hands up, protect yourself. He didn’t. I did. He will remember for next time when he comes to from my knock out.
Fight Two – Professor versus Spaz
Mixed martial artist trained in Brazilian Jiu Jitsu versus a mixed martial artist trained in Muay Thai.
Both lack stamina. In a sport run by criminals, in a league such as this, one must prepare that it won’t be a regular cage match. No, The Lottery is fights consisting of seven, three minute rounds inside a square cage, not the octagon of the MMA leagues.
Why the change? Simply because the people who created it can.
By round six the fatigue shows, by round seven Spaz is no longer looking like the definition of hyperactivity but rather a worn out, overly worked man. The three judges tally their scores and Professor wins by two points.
The night continues on and I finish winning two more fights.
Final Fight – Hitman versus Professor.
“He’s sharp, he’s powerful. Don’t let him get to you to the mat. He has tapped out more fighters than anyone in the league. Watch his legs, he has kicks that will break your ribs. Don’t let him get in there. One hit, man – get in, get out, and go the fuck home. Do this, Heath!” Wendol pumps me up from my corner.
I watch from his corner as he arrogantly stares me down.
“Teach him a lesson. The fucker has a side bet with us for five large. Only three peeps backed you tonight, me and two Joe Shmoe’s so this could lock us in for twenty tonight. That will finish the center. One hit – all it takes. Break him.”
On his final words the bell rings and we are drawn to the center. The referee gives the usual mutterings keep it clean and all that bullshit that is far from anything to stand up in, in a place like this.
The crowd is loud. The beat of my heart as the adrenaline courses through me thunders in my chest. The sweat runs down my face as I eye up my opponent.
I am a lion. He is my prey.
I am on my throne. He will not defeat me.
Welcome to my kingdom. He who enters will forever know my name.
Time to protect my pride.
We dance around each other. His fatigue shows behind the glint in his eyes. He has underestimated me. The kick comes. I take the hit to my thigh.
The burn is welcome. The pain is intense. The power shows. I will bring him to his knees.
Impatience builds inside him, the jab is predictable. I move, he misses. I swing with a right hook to his jaw. The impact shows. His mouth bleeds as his head comes back around. He shakes it off as he tries to focus on me and my next move. The uppercut to his abdomen takes his breath away.
He is off his guard.
We dance around. He moves to take me down. I counter. The minutes tick by feeling like hours. My body is on a high I will soon crash from.
Round after round we are matched evenly. The Professor has studied me and has come back from everything I have thrown at him.
We move. He backs himself into the corner.
Final mistake. I pin him there with a left, right, left, right, left. He becomes my bag and I land hit after hit after hit.
He is limp in front of me as I continue to land punch after punch before being pulled away. My arm is raised up.
Victory.
Pete ‘Professor’ Charleston is laid out in a pool of his own blood and saliva in the corner of the ring. Medics rush over and after a moment he comes to. Wendol and I make our way out after he collects our envelope from the coordinators. Pete’s brother, Joel, informs us that our payment will be made at my house the following morning as Pete apparently needs medical care.
“If he doesn’t pay up, we’ll come for him and it’s more than money we’ll seek,” Wendol warns.
The high of the night quickly wearing me down, I don’t care to discuss the details any further. I need to get home, get showered, and ice up.
He will pay up. This is not the kind of league where you short change anyone.
LoraLeigh
BRUTAL. WATCHING THE last fight of the night…watching Pete lose is brutal. Joel practically carries him to the car. We arrive home and I immediately get the antiseptic and begin to clean up Pete’s cuts. He winces but remains silent.
We all go to bed. Something feels off. Normally, after a fight, win or lose, Joel comes for me. Pete never has sex with me the day before or the day after a fight. Joel, though, after a fight is a guarantee. I have always assumed it was because he didn’t actually fight but needed to work off some pent up testosterone.
Neither man has ever been overly rough with me. They aren’t what I would call gentle, but it has been a far better experience than any other place I have been to.
Maybe it is me. Maybe I have finally come to terms with my life. Either way, sex is sex, and although I don’t find that it feels good, it doesn’t rip me apart painfully like it once did.
Morning comes. The light filters in from my bedroom window.
Dear Diary,
Today is day two thousand one hundred and ninety-one since my mom overdosed. It is day two thousand one hundred and eighty-nine since her dealer sold me to the highest bidder.
Today is six years and a day ago I said goodbye to one prison to fall into another.
At fifteen, I was a mess. At eighteen, I was beyond help. Today is day one thousand ninety six since I tried to run. Today is day two hundred sixty five since my last thought of committing suicide. Today is day three hundred twenty-one since my last attempt at suicide.
Today is day four hundred thirteen with my current owner. Pete lost his match last night. Something isn’t right. My gut is screaming at me something isn’t right. I have certainly been wrong in the past. Let me be wrong today.
Daily reminder-
I will survive another day. I will find hope. One day I will be free. One day I will be me.
Signed,
LoraLeigh Riffel
“Pack up, Annie, everything,” Joel’s voice comes from the other side of my bedroom door. I drop to my knees.
“Dear God in Heaven, if you could lend me your ears, grant me your strength, and give me hope. I want to find it in my heart and in my soul to believe. Dear God, give me something to believe in right now,” I whisper, my sobs to the silent room around me.
I sit there in the middle of the room on my knees, quietly sobbing as the fear of the unknown grips me.
“Grab your shit, Annie. Let’s go,” Joel pounds at my door.
Funny, the one time I don’t care if he walks in and beats the ever loving daylights out of me and he knocks. Life is one cruel joke after another to me. Scrambling, I change into yoga pants and an old t-shirt of one of the guys. Over the years, I have managed to acquire a few articles of clothing, but I have never had much. Pete and Joel have been the only ones to actually go out and purchase clothes for me outside of what I am expected to wear to fights.
Wiping my tears away, I roll my shoulders back and ready myself to face whatever comes next. My pillowcase in hand, filled with my belongings, reminds me of the orphan I am and have been practically my entire life.
When will it end? When will I be free to find me?



Chapter Three
LoraLeigh
‡
AFTER A LONG ride in the car overnight and alone with Joel, I am put out in a strange front yard. I don’t know where I am other than somewhere in Texas. We crossed the state line from New Mexico and I remember the sign.
“Get inside. He has to accept you as payment from Professor. If he doesn’t accept you, Pete’s dead.”
My mind tries to comprehend what he is telling me.
“You get me, Annie?” Joel yells.
Joel never yells. This is serious. I don’t move. I don’t blink. I don’t know what to even think.
“If Pete’s dead, you’re dead Annie. Now get on the porch and get Hitman to take you in.”
Without another word, Joel gets in the car. I make my way to the porch. When I knock there is no answer. I wait on the porch as I look over to see Joel has parked just down the street. Great, no escaping.
What will Hitman be like? I remember him from the final fight. He is tall, muscular, and he has longish blonde hair. He has tattoos over both shoulders, his back, and his chest. I was so caught up in my fears I didn’t take in any details. Will Hitman take the payment? What will he do to me?
If he doesn’t accept, what will Joel do? Is he waiting to pick me back up and take me home? I almost laugh at the thought – home. I have no home. Pete and Joel, their house was far from being my home. God, I really am a mess. Who gets sucked into this kind of life and actually somehow twists it in their mind to call one of their captive’s places home. There isn’t enough therapy in the world to help me sort my life.
Why go on living? I have no family. I have no home. I have no job. Hell, I don’t know anything about myself but my damn name. I don’t have a birth certificate. I am another Jane Doe. Would it matter if I died? No one would even be around to bury me.
I look around me to see if there is something sharp. Joel pulls the car closer. He is watching. He will step in and save me. I can’t do this from here.
Okay, he said get inside. Once I get inside, there has to be something I can use to end my misery before I completely give in to this world that has become my life.
Get him to accept me as his payment.
Get inside.
End it all.
Heath
IT IS A long damn day. The work day passes on as I push through. The combination of the Texas heat and my stiff muscles are still sore from the exertion two nights before, only add to my agitation at being ripped off. All put me in a foul mood for the day at hand. Fight money isn’t bill money.
Drill money is bill money.
I fight to give back. Every dime Wendol and I make on my fights goes into the House of Hope, a battered women’s foundation. More than a shelter, House of Hope rebuilds each woman from the ground up. They provide food, shelter, clothing, education, counseling, and so much more for women of abuse, rape, assault, and young women who have been abandoned.
Wendol grew up with a mom and a dad who were soul mates. His parents have the kind of marriage they should write instructions manuals based on. His sister met a guy when she was sixteen. He was twenty three. It started out okay, despite the age difference. Unfortunately, it did not end okay. His sister, Shayla, ended up in a casket and her boyfriend got a reduced charge to manslaughter and is currently serving time in a correctional facility.
My upbringing was far different from my best friend’s. My dad is a lowlife. A drunk. A user. And, although not physically, he is an abuser. I know all too well how words can hurt.
Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me – if that isn’t the biggest line of bullshit we ever teach children, I don’t know what is.
When Wendol opened The Basement we immediately began offering free self-defense classes to all women. You have got to stand for something… as the saying goes…and this is what we stand for.
The Professor owes me money. He owes House of Hope this money so they can help a single mom of two cover her attorney costs for her custody hearing. They also have four women who are in need of scholarships for the GED program at the local community college. We have children who need clothing and women who need general physicals as they haven’t been seen by a medical professional in years.
I have had a long day on the rig and my mind is racing over last night. Why place the bet if he didn’t have the funds? I mean sure we all get desperate for money. Not paying up in this league though, that could get you entered into a death match – where the winner is the only one left alive – or get you dead at the hands of a goon. Either way, you have a low chance at being able to breathe much longer.
Pulling up to my small house, I have to blink as I see a stranger on my porch. All funds donated to the facility are done anonymously. No one knows I fight to give it to charity. House of Hope certainly doesn’t know the money comes from me. It isn’t exactly taxable income so I don’t need a donation voucher. Why is there a red headed woman on my front porch?
Parking my truck, I hop out with questions running through my mind. I am dirty, sweaty, tired, and hungry. I am not in the mood for company.
“Can I help you with something?” I ask as I approach. She stares up at me blankly. Maybe I should have started with a hello, but I didn’t. I am not one for apologies either so moving on. She doesn’t answer only continues to stare.
“You a mute?”
She shakes her head no as she looks around as if something is going to jump out and get her.
“You on drugs? You high? You lost? You drunk? Are you just plain fuckin’ nuts?”
She stands finally. Walking to me she rolls her shoulders back as if she is trying to gather some sort of courage. She looks around nervously again as if someone is watching her.
“I’m your payment.” The words come out barely above a whisper.
My head pounds. She is my what?
My question must show in my face as she repeats herself with her voice a little stronger. “I’m your payment from Professor.” She looks over my shoulder nervously.
“You are sadly mistaken. He owes me cash. Don’t take this wrong, sweets, but you are a far cry from cash.”
She tears up as she continues to glance behind me. Her hands are shaking as she tries to keep her emotions under control.
“Please,” she whispers, “please can we go inside?”
Without another word, I unlock my door. She steps inside as a car pulls around the corner and drives away. She exhales loudly and it is then I realize someone was watching her to see if I accepted.
Well, I don’t fucking accept.



Chapter Four
LoraLeigh
‡
I
GOT INSIDE. I got inside. Step one to end my misery is a success. When Hitman approached, I froze. Doesn’t matter now, I am inside and I can’t help but exhale when I hear Joel pull away.
“Sit,” Hitman instructs from behind me.
Slowly I make my way inside his home and over to his couch. The living room screams bachelor with nothing more than a brown couch, brown recliner, and an overly large television. He has a plain wooden coffee table littered with remotes. The entertainment system is stocked with multiple gaming systems but void of any pictures.
In fact, the entire space is void of anything personal, I noticed, as I walked through the entryway and got a brief glance at the kitchen.
Sitting down, I start to think over what will happen next. How can I get through until he leaves me alone long enough to end it all?
“Who brought you here? Where are you from?” He starts to fire out questions at me. “Wait, let’s start with what is your name?”
“Annie,” I reply firmly.
He watches me in a way no one has before. His eyes tell me he doesn’t believe me.
“Annie, I’m Heath. I would say nice to meet you, but I’m rather lost for words at the moment. I’m not sure it’s nice to meet you. I’m a lot of things, but a liar isn’t one of them.”
He runs his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Look sweets, I’m not trying to be a dick, but I want the money, not a girl.”
He is going to send me back. Pete’s dead if I go back. I am dead if Pete is dead. Heath gets up and leaves the room. I am alone. I am not bound. I could run. Where do I go? I have no money, no car, and I don’t even have proof of a name.
The kitchen calls to me in my desperate frame of mind. I can hear Heath in the other room talking on the phone. He is telling someone he didn’t get the money. There is a knife set on his bar. All stainless steel, very shiny, very clean, very sharp, and very much what I need.
The bite of the blade as it pierces the first layer of my epidermis is almost heavenly. The red of my blood seeps out and runs down the blade, down my small wrist, and onto his off-white laminate countertop. One line didn’t work last time, it takes too long to drain. I don’t have time. I pick up the blade, biting my lip in pain, and run another diagonal line parallel to the first. This one cuts across the scar of my last attempt.
I watch as my blood spreads across the countertop. I remove the blade and slice again. My skin tingles as the blade cuts deep. Noise behind me does nothing to distract me as I pull the knife across my wrist yet again.
Swiftly, effortlessly, the knife is out of my hand. Heath shuffles me to the sink to let my arm bleed into the basin. He grabs a towel from a drawer beside us and wraps my wrist. Firmly, he holds it in place while making a call.
“Tapper, I need Kenzy over here now. Bring her kit.”
I am dizzy from blood loss or fear, of which I am not sure. Who is Tapper? Who is Kenzy? What kind of kit? Does it really matter?
None of it does. I don’t matter and I never have to anyone. Why can’t it all just simply end?
Heath
WHAT IN THE hell have I gotten myself into now? Not only do I have some strange chick on my doorstep, but when I call Wendol to give him an update, this same chick tries to chop her hand off. Professor owes me more than money now.
Maverick ‘Tapper’ Collins and his wife MaKenzy arrive before Wendol. Kenzy is an ICU nurse and Tapper works with me on the rig. Kenzy doesn’t say a word when she sees me holding Annie’s arm in a bloody towel. She steps in and takes over.
Annie, yeah right. There was a twitch to her eye when she said her name. No way is she telling the truth. What the hell is going on here really?
I go into my bathroom and wash her blood off before I meet Tapper in the living room.
“Who the hell is that?” He questions knowing I just pulled him and his wife into some shit.
“Fuck if I know, man.”
Wendol doesn’t bother knocking and walks right in as I am getting ready to get Tapper up to speed. He takes a quick look in the kitchen before shaking his head and coming over to us.
“Legit, she’s your payment,” Wendol states like we inherited some estate from a dearly departed aunt.
“Fuck that, I want cash. The fight was for cash. The center needs the cash.”
Wendol looks over his shoulder at Annie. “Maybe she needs the center.”
“So take her there. I want no part of this, man,” I reply as my temper builds.
“Can’t,” he comes back calmly.
“What the fuck do you mean can’t?”
“Come on, Heath. We don’t know what she knows. We can’t risk exposure,” Wendol informs me.
Tapper used to fight. One too many concussions and he stopped, but he knows what I do and why I do it.
“Why not do for her what the center would?” Tapper chimes in.
“Have you lost your fuckin’ mind? I’m not equipped to handle a woman that has been through God knows what, at the hands of the criminals that bet against us and fight alongside us.”
“Keep her here for now. Let’s see what she knows. If she doesn’t know much, we take her to the center. Otherwise, we rebuild her life for her.”
Wendol makes it sound so easy. Then again, it would be easy to me too if I was leaving her with someone else.



Chapter Five
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SUNLIGHT FLOODS MY eyelids. I blink back tears as the change in light burns. Looking around it takes me a minute to remember where I am. Heath. More specifically, Heath’s room and Heath’s bed, wearing Heath’s t-shirt.
After Kenzy stopped the bleeding and bandaged me up, he sent me here to his room for the night. Feeling overwhelmed and defeated, I fell asleep. Now he is in front of me in a pair of basketball shorts and a t-shirt, pouring in sweat.
“Good morning, sunshine,” He greets almost sarcastically.
Timidly, I get out of bed. Then it hits me. I am in his room. I am in his bed. He owns me. He is probably pissed I haven’t offered before. Will he hurt me? Is he going to beat on me? Will he lock me in the closet?
Before I can earn myself further punishment, I begin to pull his shirt over my head. My hands go to the band of my panties when a hand reaches out to my unbandaged wrist to stop me.
“What are you doing?” Heath asks nervously.
“Giving you your payment.”
Immediately, he drops my wrist like I am diseased. Maybe I am. I haven’t seen a doctor since I was fourteen. No one has seemed to care before. Heath, he is different though.
“No!” He barks out at me.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” I whisper.
“Nothing. Dammit, I want nothing from you because I don’t fuckin’ want you.” He paces the room running his hands through his untamed hair.
“I…I…,” I stammer. He throws his hand up to silence me.
“Get showered, get dressed, and meet me in the living room. You’re going to start your job today.”
Dread fills me. My job? What is my job?
In the shower, my wrist stings as the hot water washes over me. I wish I could hide out in here forever. I lean against the shower wall and let the water cascade aimlessly over me. If only it would wash what is left of me down with it. The water turns cold and yet I remain unmoving. Suddenly, there is a crash as the bathroom door flies open and in comes Heath. He yanks the curtain back. Grabbing the towel on the rack, he covers me and pulls me out of the shower.
Despair floods me. Desperation fills me. Dread once again consumes me.
I lay limp in his arms as he carries me to his bed. No words are shared between us. Emotions fill me that I have long suppressed. Tears run down my face that I can’t hold back. Sobs come out that I can’t push down. My throat burns, my eyes hurt, and I just cry. Heath does nothing but sit behind me against his headboard and hold me in his strong arms as I let everything out.
He says nothing.
I say nothing. I simply cry. I cry for the innocence of childhood lost. I cry for the dead mother who I never really knew because she was always strung out. I cry for the little girl inside of me who wanted, with everything, to believe that fairytales do exist to some degree. I cry for the false hope those stories gave me. I cry for the realities of my mere existence. I cry for the woman inside me who has learned there are no knights in shining armor, there are no men to save the day. I cry for the woman inside me who has no will to go on. I cry for the fear of the unknown that cuts me to my core. I simply cry.
Heath never moves only keeps his arms holding the towel around me. His shirt is soaked from my damp hair and the tears shed. When I get myself under control, he tightens his grip only enough to silently tell me not to move yet.
“I don’t know what your story is. I don’t know the hell you have been through. You gotta know, sweets, I’m not like the rest of them. Your life begins today. Cry it all out. Wash it all down the drain. You’re safe with me. You’re safe with Wendol. No one will touch you. No one will take you. No one will bring any harm to you.” Heath doesn’t raise his voice. There is no tone of anger, disgust, or anything more than a firm resolve to keep his word.
“Why?” I hiccup from crying so hard. My situation hits me. “Why did you get me out of the shower?”
He lays his head back against the headboard. “Old house, old hot water heater. After twenty minutes the shit runs not just cold but freezing. When the time passed and the water was still running I was afraid it was a repeat of last night.”
“Oh,” I simply reply.
“Tell me your name.”
I hesitate.
“I can’t help you if I don’t know what I’m up against.”
I breathe deeply. “My name is LoraLeigh Riffel.”
Heath
I HAVE NEVER been so scared in my life as I was when she had her wrist laid out over my counter and bleeding. I don’t know what it is about this woman that has everything in me wanting to hold her, save her, and make everything okay. When Kenzy cleaned her up, I had her sleep in my bed for the night. My two bedroom house is a place to sleep. It is not cozy and my spare bedroom is not set up for guests. I put my ass on the couch and attempted to sleep while my mind raced with a million possibilities of who this woman is and what she has been through.
Now, after taking another year off my life with her overly long shower, she is safe, secure, and sobbing in my arms.
“That’s a start, LoraLeigh. It is a much more suiting name for you than Annie.”
She laughs a little in my arms. She is naked and wet but relaxed in a way that makes all of this feel almost natural, strangely enough.
“I was born to an addict. My mother died when I was fifteen. Her dealer took me to what was supposed to be an Uncle’s house. Only Uncle Julio was far from being any relation to me. I had no money, no family, no friends, and nowhere I could think of to go. I was scared and alone. I learned I was a payment for a debt owed to Julio. After a few years, Julio lost me to a fighter. Then they lost me in another fight, landing me with Pete for over a year now. For a while, Pete didn’t put me up as payment in the fights. Then I guess he had to and now I was left with you.”
There is a void in her voice that kills me inside. She needs to be at House of Hope where they have victim counselors trained to assist individuals like her. Knowing the underground world, I will have to make a show of accepting the payment to keep her out of danger. If anyone in the league thinks she will rat, she is as good as dead.
“I’m not going to use you. As of today, all debts are paid in full. You are free. Well, as free as you can be. We will go to The Basement in a little while. That is my trainer and friend’s gym. He’s gonna hook you up with a job. You’ll have to live here with me for a bit. Once you’re on your feet you can move on and leave as much of this behind you as you can.”
Tears fall on my already wet shirt from her face. “Why are you helping me?”
“Well, sweets, I like to think of myself as a good guy,” She laughs lightly. “My dad was a sorry son-of-a-bitch that my mom should’ve left but didn’t have the tools necessary. Seen a lot of woman broken by the hands and words of a man. I don’t wanna be like that when it comes down to it.”
“Thank you, Heath.”
“You think you can manage to cover up with that towel and climb off me. I’m sure Wendol is wondering where we are by now.”
Less than an hour later and we are walking into The Basement. Wendol is eyeing me suspiciously as he takes in the red puffy eyes of my companion.
“Hi Annie,” he greets.
“LoraLeigh. My name is LoraLeigh,” she responds quietly but confidently.
“Okay, LoraLeigh. We need to get some paperwork done for you. Tax forms and such. Have you ever had a job before?”
As he asks the questions and, as I watch her tense beside me, I realize, yet again, that we are in over our heads on this one. Going into Wendol’s office, he pulls out employee forms as she takes a seat in front of his desk.
“Heath,” she whispers looking up from the papers. The tax paper sits with only her name filled out.
“Address, you can use mine. One eighteen Applewood Drive.” She points to another line cutting me off.
Social security number.
“I don’t know my social security number.”
Of course she wouldn’t. Her mom was an addict that didn’t teach her daughter anything about life. She has never had to fill out insurance paperwork or had a job and needed to know her social. Her mom died, in essence, taking the number to the grave with her.
“Do you have your birth certificate?” It is a shot in the dark but with that we can apply for a new social security card to get the number. Her eyes glaze over in unshed tears as she fights to keep her emotions in check. She shakes her head no.
“It’s okay. We can file for a new one of those too. Do you know what city you were born in and your mother’s full name at the time of your birth?”
“Yes,” I do know all of that.
Wendol moves over to sit behind his desk and turns on his computer. “We can file online for a certified copy of your birth certificate. Heath will probably be at work so I will take you after we get that to get your social security card. From that we can also secure a state issued identification card or a license.” I shake my head no at Wendol so he understands she doesn’t know how to drive.
LoraLeigh looks up at me. Something pulls inside of me to hold her, but I resist the urge and simply squeeze shoulder.
“One thing at a time, sweets. We’re gonna get you on your feet.”
LoraLeigh
THE KINDNESS OF a stranger. I want to believe in him. I want so badly for Heath to be different. I want this chance at my own life. Wendol says I can work for him under the table until we get all my paperwork sorted. He laughed when I asked what under the table meant.
My mom never had a real job. She sold her body and lived off welfare. I don’t know about taxes and social security numbers. The last twenty four hours have been a complete whirlwind. I don’t know if I am coming or going.
Heath turned me down. He could have had sex with me, but didn’t. Either he is gay or he is genuinely trying to help me. Back at his house, I go through the meager contents of my pillowcase. The small spiral bound, three by five, notepad that is my current journal sits in front of me. I haven’t written in it in since I left Pete’s. I run my fingers over the tattered edges. I don’t open it. I have never opened any of them when I finish. I simply throw them away and find the next one to write in. Over the years it hasn’t always been easy to keep track. Sometimes I couldn’t write, I could only give myself a hash mark to tally the days. I want to write in it. I turn the page to start.
Something inside me stops. Is that hope I am allowing myself to feel? I really have allowed myself to envision working for Wendol. I begin my letter to myself only today it all feels different.
Dear Diary,
In moments of desperation…in moments of survival we need something to believe in. Today is day one that I allow myself the freedom to believe.
Today is day one I allow myself to hope. Today is day one I allow myself to think about the possibility of tomorrow. Today is day one of my future.
Today is my birthday. Today is the first day I allow myself to live and be free.
Daily reminder-
I have survived another day. I have hope. I am free. I am simply finding me.
Signed,
LoraLeigh Riffel



Chapter Six
Heath
‡
Four Months Later
THE AIR MATTRESS in my spare room isn’t so bad to sleep on. It is far better than my couch. Truth be told, I end up in my own bed most nights anyway. She has night terrors. Once I climb in behind her and hold her she sleeps through the night without another issue.
LoraLeigh is working for Wendol. She has her birth certificate, social security card, state identification card, and she is learning to drive. Kenzy took her shopping so she has all the essentials. They had a spa day, as Kenzy calls it; LoraLeigh came home with her hair cut and colored. She has this natural beauty about her, but add those highlights and she came in the door looking drop dead gorgeous.
She wants to be independent from me, from Wendol, from her old life. We slip her extra money with her paycheck as if it is part of her job – not because we feel sorry for her. Truth be told I don’t pity her.
I am in awe of her.
The strength she has to keep pushing through, even when the shadows go bump in the night. I don’t know anyone who could go through everything she has been through and still work to be free of it all.
Fighting for the center has always been nice. It has always fed a part inside of me that longs to be part of the greater good. Helping her, watching her grow into her own, feeds part of my soul. I can’t explain the connection I have to her. It is deeper than anything I have had with any other human being in my entire life.
Making the drive home from a long day at work, I continue to think of the amazing woman sharing my house. Having her here, I actually enjoy coming home. Walking in, I take a quick shower to wash off the grime of my job before grabbing my bag and heading to The Basement.
She is in Wendol’s office with him when I walk in for my training. She looks up from her paperwork when I walk in and smiles. Everything around me falls into a place at that smile. I run my hand over my chest as I realize I have these feelings for LoraLeigh beyond friendship.
She is so much more.
Wendol hops up and we get started on my training. Finishing up, LoraLeigh comes out to wait for me to take her home. Walking out, I lace my hand in hers. When she doesn’t resist, I squeeze her hand, needing this connection to her more than I can put into words.
“Heath, got a fight coming up,” Wendol says as a last thought when we reach the door.
LoraLeigh tenses beside me. We take the ride home in silence. Inside, I can feel her pulling away. All this time, building this solid friendship and something more, and one word, one thing brings it crashing down.
When she goes to walk into my room, I reach out and grab her wrist. My calloused fingers run across the scars from the first night she was here. She stops midstride and looks up at me. I continue rubbing the scars as I pull her to me. With her arm between our two bodies, I keep my thumb running over her wrist and my other around her waist to hold her to me.
“Don’t shut me out. Talk to me, sweets.” Tears fill her eyes.
“Am I your payment for your fight?”
“Fuck no. I have cash for my buy in. You’re free, LoraLeigh. The fights aren’t part of your life anymore.”
“Why do you have to do it? What if you lose?” She sobs, “what if you don’t come back to me?”
I rest her hand on my chest as I tip her chin up to look at me. I place my lips against hers. I don’t press the kiss to move more. Just a simple my lips to hers. A connection. A solid foundation on which I wish to continue build something more. I rest my forehead on hers as I move my hand back to the scars.
“I won’t lose. I’ll always come back to you as long as you’ll have me. Don’t worry over the fights. I only do them when the center needs something big or it’s one I have to do to stay in The Lottery.”
“Why do you do it, Heath?”
“Some people have scars on the outside.” I bring her wrist to my mouth and hold my lips against her marks as I kiss them. “Some people have scars burned into their souls.”
“Some people have both,” she whispers to me.
“I fight to lessen my scars. I make decent money on the rig, but House of Hope needs larger funds than what I can bring in on the oil rig. Shayla was like my sister too. Knowing how many women suffer at the hands of fucked up men, I can’t sit back and do nothing. Wendol and I do this in memory of his sister. We do it for the women like my mom. We do it for women who need a helping hand. I fight to leave a door open, somewhere, for any woman who may feel trapped. When that woman feels death is her only escape, I want her to know there is a place she can go.”
“Hope,” she whispers at me.
She licks her lips. Her shaking hands come up around my neck. She pulls me to her and she kisses me softly, timidly. When her lips part, I slide my tongue over them. She pulls tighter, opens more, and her tongue comes out to meet mine. We kiss slowly and delicately. All of the doubts I had about my feelings wash away with every swipe of her tongue against mine. I have never felt for anyone what I feel for her.
LoraLeigh
ONE STEP CLOSER. Kissing him is one step closer to having something real in my life. Every day that passes by, the more I learn to trust in Heath. He has held my hand and my heart every step of the way as I learn to live my life – really live my life.
He pulls away kissing my nose gently before cupping my chin to make me look at him. His eyes are searching mine to make sure I am okay with all of this. Heath is always making sure I am okay. He is a man of honor. He is a man of value. He is the man they write books about.
He doesn’t fight for the money. I am trying to wrap my head around all of this. Working so closely with Wendol, he has talked about House of Hope and his sister.
“It’s late, I gotta work in the morning. Get some rest. LoraLeigh, don’t worry about the fights okay. Now, get some sleep.” He starts to turn away when I reach out to stop him. I lace our fingers together and lead him to his room.
“Stay with me.” I invite him. Heath knows me better than I seem to know myself and he nods before going to get ready for bed, as I do the same. He lays down and pulls me against him. We sleep like we always do after my nightmares. For the first time since I was a teen, I can say I sleep through the night.
It feels good.
Three weeks pass as Heath and I both work and cohabitate together. He has taken me out to dinner twice in what were our first dates. He brought me flowers and kissed me goodnight both times. Who am I kidding, he kisses me goodnight every night. We sleep in his bed together as well, but he doesn’t push me for more.
Tonight is fight night. Dread fills me. Kenzy is supposed to come to the house for a movie night. Honestly, there is nothing that will take my mind off the fight. It isn’t about what the fights mean to me; well, not completely. More so, I don’t want Heath injured. He has come to mean too much, he has gotten too close.
“Let me go with you,” I blurt out as we are closing up the gym.
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Why not? If Pete is there, they will see I’m still doing my part. Anyone questioning what I may or may not have leaked will see I’m where I’m supposed to be.”
Heath blows out a frustrated breath as Wendol shakes his head. “She makes a valid point man. I gotta know, though, will she be a distraction for you?”
Without a word, Heath is standing in front of me. He cups my face in his hands, his eyes searching mine for answers to what I am unsure. His lips meet mine and a cascade of unspoken emotions washes over us in this moment. He pulls away slowly pulling my bottom lip out as if he doesn’t ever want to let go.
“I gotta know you’re okay.”
“I’m fine.”
“Call Tapper on the way. Have him meet us there. He and Kenzy can sit with her. He’s on the list anyway so we won’t ruffle feathers having them there.”
*
THE RUN-DOWN BUILDINGS are all the same in fashion. The smell of sweat, body odor, and too many people in a closed room all assault my nose as I make my way to the front with Tapper in front of me and Kenzy close behind. I sit like a statue through round after round. I compose my features, my emotions like I did for how many fights in the past. Final match is called.
Hitman versus Professor
I can hear Pete taunt Heath from where I sit.
“Lose to me and you don’t need to pay up, you can just give me her back.”
“Better kill me here and now, the only way I’ll be apart from her is when my body no longer works,” Heath grits back at him.
“Her pussy is golden. It’s like a vice around my cock. Miss that shit. I get it man. I’m just sayin’ you lose, I’ll take her over the cash.”
“Fuck you, fuck your cash, and fuck your cock. She’s mine.”
“Careful, Hitman, people might think you have a weakness,” Professor smirks before looking at me and grabbing his crotch.
Bile rises up in my throat as all the memories of my past flood my mind. Pushing them down, I focus on Heath. The bell rings and he is like a lion protecting his territory. He circles Pete before he straight pounces. He takes him and down and the punches fly as Pete wraps his legs around Heath and tries to gain leverage from the bottom.
Heath rises up from his knees to standing. He is holding Pete immobile with his legs wrapped tightly around his sides and he has crossed Pete’s arms over his chest. Dropping to his knees he slams Pete’s back into the mat. Both men cry out. Pete is strangled in pain. Heath’s sounds more like a war cry as he releases Pete’s hands and pounds away at his face and ribs.
The round ends with Pete unable to get up without Joel coming over to assist him. I can hear Wendol trying to calm Heath down.
“Gotta slow down. If he bounces back, you won’t have the stamina to finish him.”
“I’m gonna fuckin’ finish him, mark my words. I’m ending him tonight.”
The bell rings and the round begins. Pete tries to take Heath down, but he keeps them standing. Separating, they exchange a few jabs before the right hook makes contact on Pete’s jaw. He takes two steps in a stumble backward before his eyes visibly roll back in his head and he hits the mat. Lights out, knock out. Heath wins.
I breathe. Heath exits the cage, ignores the crowd making his way to me, and he kisses me in a passion filled dance of ownership.
This is one ownership I could get used to. This is one ownership I welcome with open arms.
We get home and I can’t think beyond my need to be with this man. He showers and changes into low slung pajama pants. He climbs into bed beside me. I am wearing one of his t-shirts and my panties. As he lays there, I climb over to straddle him. He starts to speak, I bring my index finger down over his lips to quiet him.
“I want this, Heath. I need this. You have made everything in my life better. Make this better for me too. Give this to me – give this to us.”
Before he can respond I bring my mouth crashing down on his. I roll my hips dragging my center over his quickly hardening erection. His hands come up to cup my ass sending tingles up my spine. I have never been touched because I have wanted it, until now. Needing more, I pull away and remove his shirt. My breasts rub against his bare chest causing me to moan from the contact.
I kiss across his jaw and down to his neck. When I suck on his earlobe his hips rock up as his hard cock rubs against my core, dampening my panties. His hands cup my ass, as his fingers trace the edge of my panties at my center teasing me. Slowly, he circles my opening. Gently, he dips one finger in. The sensations overwhelm me as I stop sucking on his neck and ear to feel what he is giving me. He bends his head to take my nipple in his mouth as his finger begins working me in a steady pace.
When I start to take more from him, he adds a second finger, working me, stretching me, preparing me. I can only mumble as I feel this need build up inside me.
“More,” I cry out.
His teeth graze my nipple. “Heath. Need. More,” I cry out each word needing him. “You. Want. You. Now.”
“We can stop, LoraLeigh.” His words come out with a bite that reminds me how hard this is for him. I look him in his eyes.
“I want this. I want you. I love you, Heath. I don’t know much about real feelings, but I know I love you.”
My words break the last barrier between us as my panties are ripped from my body at both sides. He slides his pants down enough to free himself before reaching into his nightstand for a condom. He covers himself. Impatience overtakes me as I take him in my hand and guide him into me. He fills me emotionally and physically, in a way I have never had before. Slowly, just like everything between us, I slide up and down on him. Giving and taking, we equally balance each other both in bed and in life. His fingers make their way to my clit, a few soft touches and I explode around him as my pussy continues to milk him until he goes over the edge behind me.
Today is the day I willingly give myself to a man. Today is the day I know what it is to be loved, completely and unconditionally.



Chapter Seven
Heath
‡
One Year Later
THINGS CAN CHANGE in the blink of an eye. I never would have thought I would win everything in winning one fight. My life was okay before LoraLeigh, but it was unfulfilled. The day she was on my doorstep, she wasn’t my payment, she was my lifeline.
My life has become so much more than working, fucking, and fighting since she came into it. To see the world through her eyes, as she experiences so many things we have all taken for granted, reminds me of how much she has survived.
In all our efforts, we never could find out who her dad is. Her mom truly had no family left. She should have ended up in foster care. It would have been an easier life than what she lived, that is for certain. She survived, though, and it dropped her off on my doorstep.
I was never one to really believe in fate, karma, love, or any of that. I believed you played the hand life dealt you and moved on.
Until LoraLeigh.
She taught me fate will bring two people together when it is meant to be. Karma will reward your goodness even if you have to see beyond the moment to find it. Love is a powerful emotion that can heal the most tattered of hearts. LoraLeigh taught me, most of all, you don’t merely play the hand life deals you and move on. You fight when you can’t fight anymore. Days will get dark at times and you may want to give in, but there is a reason for your being.
She hasn’t harmed herself since the first day in my kitchen. I hope I can be the light to her dark, as she is my inner strength when I feel weak.
We pull up to the court house and LoraLeigh looks over at me. I simply smile at her. Walking around my truck, I open her door and take her by the hand to guide her out. Lacing our hands together, I shut the door and lead her down to a small bench off to the side. Dropping to one knee in front of her, I pull out the ring and pour out my heart.
“Today, I want to make your life not about survival anymore. We’re here at the courthouse. I want today to be the first day of the rest of your life as my wife. LoraLeigh, I love you. I want to spend the rest of my days protecting you, cherishing you, and growing with you. I want to spend the rest of my nights making love to you. As long as I live you will be my first, my last, and my only. Karma saw fit to bring us together. Cupid saw fit to shoot his arrow straight at my heart. Sweets, can you see it fit to be my wife? Share my life with me. Marry me?”
Tears fill her eyes as she nods her head yes.
“You gave me the fight inside to overcome all of my past. I love you, Heath. I want nothing more than to be your wife.”
Nothing I’d rather do than hold this woman close today, tomorrow, and the rest of my days. Love isn’t a fight. Love isn’t supposed to be painful. Love is pure. Love is raw. Love is passion. Love is all consuming.
~ Nothing more I’d rather do in my life than love this woman, love my wife. ~
And they lived happily ever after…
The End
Maverick and MaKenzy have their own story available in the Moments in Time: A Collection of Short Fiction available on Amazon.
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Prologue
‡
WE TALKED AT midnight with the stars in the sky and smiles in our eyes. Twist loved the night and the darkness; he said it made him feel alive and safe. I never understood the safe part. I couldn’t imagine him feeling scared or threatened by anything. He was a six-foot warrior, usually dressed in ripped jeans, black biker boots, and a tight black T-shirt that wrapped around his muscled chest and arms like a second skin. Even at seventeen, he was strong and dangerously beautiful.
Twist and I never met, at least not at a time in our lives that we could actually remember. Our families lived next door to each other, and we were three years apart in age. Our mothers were best friends back then, so we were together from the very start, our mothers putting us to bed together, bathing us together, feeding us together. His real name is Tristen, but I couldn’t pronounce it when I was little and could only manage to call him Twist, which became his permanent nickname.
Twist has always been consistently laid back and unnerved. He watches the world around him like a languid black cat, blinking slowly and taking in every detail. He notices everything and forgets nothing. He seems decades older than me and our friends and always looks older than he really is somehow. When the other boys his age were scrawny and pimply, Twist was already muscular from lifting weights with his older brother, Riley.
Twist’s father, Mr. Jacobs, is a biker and owns a motorcycle shop in town, so he was always tearing a motorcycle apart in their garage, teaching Riley and Twist how to put them back together again while I sat on a cinder block in the corner and watch for hours. When I was big enough, Twist taught me to ride his dirt bike, something my parents weren’t exactly happy about, but I absolutely loved it because I wanted to be involved in everything Twist loved.
As we got older and Twist started high school, I was afraid we would drift apart and he would start to hang out with his friends and date a bunch of pretty girls, but that didn’t happen. He still hung out with me every night, watching movies in my parents’ basement or sitting by the bonfire in his backyard, talking way past midnight. The girls in school were gaga over him, loving his gray eyes, dark messy hair, and tattoos he was way too young to have. He smoked cigarettes, and the occasional joint, and got into a little bit of trouble, like boys do. My girlfriends were jealous that an older, hot boy in high school would be waiting to walk me home after school every day, but to me, he was just my best friend. I didn’t yet view him as the cool, hot guy next door like they did.
But when I turned fourteen, things started to change. Twist held my hand when he walked me home, and it made me tingle and blush. We sat closer together when we watched television on the old couch in the basement, and he started to pull me against him halfway through the movie. I loved how it felt to be so close to him, to feel his arm around me. I didn’t even pay attention to the movies anymore; I would just sit in quiet anticipation, waiting for him to finally put his arm around me, hoping the movie would never end. I just wanted to bury my face into him and breathe his scent for hours.
After six months of holding hands and snuggling on the couch, Twist gave me my very first kiss. I wasn’t sure if it was his first, and I was too scared to ask, but I hoped it was, because I wanted us to share all of our firsts together. Being kissed by Twist was like nothing else I had ever felt before. He gave me butterflies and made me shiver when I wasn’t even cold. Spending time with him took on a whole new meaning. I started to dress prettier and wear a tiny bit of makeup. He made me feel special and adored, always noticing little things I did, like changing my hair or wearing a new outfit. Our friendship grew into something much stronger, and even at such a young age, we knew there was something so much deeper happening between us. We spent every waking moment together, and when we weren’t together, all I could think about was when I would see him again. My best friend turned into my first love, and it felt so right, like it was always meant to be.
When I turned fifteen, we made love for the first time, and it was perfect. He was gentle and slow and made me feel loved and cherished. He told me he loved me over and over. After that, he brought me flowers and stuffed bears and hid little love notes in my room. We made plans to get our own place after I graduated high school. Yeah, we were young, but we were so in love and believed we were soul mates. Neither one of us could imagine ever being apart. Even if one of us was sick, the other would sneak over for a short visit until our moms shooed us home. We were living the perfect fairytale romance all little girls dream of, and Twist was the prince in my happy world.
And then my father found out we were having sex, and to say that knowing his baby girl was having sex with the bad boy next door upset him would be a severe understatement. He called Twist’s parents. And the police. And my uncle, who was good friends with a judge and the DA. They dredged up the two times he got caught with a little weed. They painted him as a bad kid who took advantage of the sweet, shy girl next door. Who was a minor. I was too young to understand what a sexual misdemeanor was and all the legalities of it, but apparently our age difference was an issue. A week after Twist got sent to jail for a twelve-month sentence, my father shipped me off to my aunt’s house halfway across the country.
To get away.
From the boy I loved.
To start over.
Without the boy I loved.
To forget.
My best friend. The one I loved.



Chapter One
Marlie
‡
I
STARE AT MY phone, long after I ended the call, until my vision blurs. I know the offer was a bribe of sorts. A peace offering. An apology, even. I’m certainly not above making deals with the devil, though. Especially if I have a lot to gain from it, and in this case, I do.
My mother and I have had a very formal relationship since she and my father sent me to live with my aunt. I know that was all my father’s doing, and my mother just went along with it because she really had no choice due to the fact that my dad made the rules. That was that. It doesn’t stop me from holding a grudge against both of them, however. My father expected I would “get over it” in a few months, maybe a year, tops. He completely underestimated the depth of the damage he created—not only for me and Twist but also between me and my parents. Ten years later, I still have not forgiven them, and what he caused.
So today they are extending an olive branch in the form of a lifelong dream of mine—to own and operate a pet shelter. My mother recently inherited a very large amount of money from her great uncle, and she wants to use a portion of it to help me fund the shelter. Of course there is a catch. The shelter is in my hometown. Apparently, it’s a start-up shelter that lost its funding. Everything is in place—a new building on four acres of land, a van, transport cages, safe traps, a few volunteers and foster homes, everything. I’ve worked in fundraising for the past few years. I could really do this. I’ve loved animals since I was a little girl. I volunteered at a shelter for eight years after I moved; my aunt got me involved to keep my mind busy, and it turned into a huge passion for me. After losing Twist and everything else I went through, I needed to thrust myself into something that would consume me and help heal my broken heart. That came in the form of a bunch of little broken animals that needed love, and I had a lot of love to give. And I’ll admit, I missed being loved. The way those puppies wagged their tails when they saw me and the kittens purred when they rubbed on my face was the closest thing to love I had for a long time.
But…moving back to my hometown in New Hampshire scares the shit out of me. Starting over with my parents. Seeing my old friends again. Facing the old memories and ghosts. Possibly running into Twist, if he is still there.
Do I want to put myself there again?
Fuck yeah.
*
I WAITED SEVEN days to call my mother back to tell her I would come home. I knew right away I was going to accept, but I didn’t want her and my father to know how excited I was about their offer. I’m trying to let go of the grudge I’ve been holding against them, but it’s going to be a slow process.
“Marlie, this is going to be wonderful,” Mom says excitedly. “As soon as you get here, we’ll meet with the lawyer and get all the nonprofit documents signed, and the fund transfers—”
“Mom, that’s all great, but there is something else I want to be clear on. I’m not going to stay at your house.”
“What do you mean? We have your room—”
I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “Mom, I can’t stay there. For so many reasons that I can’t get into right now. I’m used to having my own place; I haven’t lived with you guys since I was fifteen. And there is just no way I can live next door…” I let my voice fade off because I can’t even say the words.
“Marlie, they don’t even live next door anymore. They moved to a different part of town a few months after everything happened. Why would you want to live alone when you can live here with us until you get settled?”
“This is non-negotiable, Mom. I’m sorry. I can’t live with you and Dad. I’m not a little girl anymore.” I flop down on the couch and pull a pillow into my lap. “I’m twenty-five years old. If you can try to find me an apartment—something nice and close to the shelter, it doesn’t have to be big, one bedroom is fine—then I can just move right in as soon as I get out there.”
“All right. If that’s what you want.” The disappointment in her voice makes me sad, but I can’t budge on this issue.
“I really appreciate everything you’re doing, Mom. I know things haven’t been great—”
She interrupts me before I can finish. “Marlie, you don’t have to thank me. I’m just glad you’re giving me a chance. And I don’t want you to think I’m trying to buy you, because that’s not the case at all. I’m proud of everything you’ve done, and I want you to have this opportunity to do something that’s important to you.”
“I know. Thank you. I’ll call you in a few days? I need to start packing and all that fun stuff.”
“I’ll start looking for an apartment first thing tomorrow. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
I hang up and look around my tiny, sparse apartment. It isn’t going to take long to pack up my small amount of belongings. I have a living room and bedroom set, a bistro table, my clothes, and some odds and ends, like collectibles and wall art. That’s it. And my car of course. Oh—and the motorcycle. The motorcycle is kind of a funny story. Last summer I was dating a guy who was into bikes (I know, I know, I should stay far away from bikers) and we went to a bike show, and I saw this gorgeous black and chrome custom cruiser. It was so beautiful that I completely fell in love with it and kept going back to look at it. I always wanted a bike with an awesome paint job and lots of chrome, and this bike was absolutely beautiful, unlike my last bike which was a little beat up. My brain was already spinning with ideas of how I could have it painted. Jimmy had been nagging me since we started seeing each other to get a bike, and once he saw I was interested in this bike, he really started ramping up to convince me to buy it. Finally, I caved and bought it. The problem was I was too short for it and couldn’t reach both my feet to the ground, so I couldn’t ride it. Jimmy promised to have his mechanic lower it for me, but then I found out Jimmy was boning a stripper, so I had to dump his ass fast. I’m way more upset about my bike not getting fixed than I am about losing him, though. I’m going to put the bike in the U-Haul with the rest of my things and bring it to New Hampshire with me.
Before going to bed, I’m drawn to the small maple box on my dresser where I keep a few pieces of jewelry and little things I saved over the years that mean something to me. Underneath all the mementos is a handmade ring of thin twisted metal with a small chunk of polished green bottle glass set within. Twirling it in my fingers, I can remember the day Twist gave it to me, just a few weeks before it all ended.
“I have something for you,” he whispers, reaching into his pocket. When he withdraws something small, I notice his fingers are shaking slightly as he holds it.
“A present?” I ask, wondering what could be making him so nervous his hands would tremble.
He nods and turns towards me on the park bench. We used to play in this park when we were little, and now we meet here at night to kiss.
“Yeah…I made it for you.”
He opens his hand, and there in his palm is a ring made of metal and glass. Twist loves to make things out of metal, and he is incredibly talented, but I have never seen him make jewelry before.
I gasp and look up to meet his eyes. “For me? You made this?”
His smile reaches his mischievous dark eyes. “Of course for you, silly.” He grabs my hand and slowly slides it on my ring finger. It fits perfectly. My shaking hand matches his now.
“Twist…I love it.” I throw my arms around him and hug him tight, my heart swelling with love for this boy.
He pulls away slightly and softly kisses my lips. “I wanted you to have something from me, as a promise.”
“A promise of what?” I breathe, kissing his cheek as his warm hands slide up the back of my T-shirt.
“That I’m going to love you and take care of you for-fucking-ever.”
I don’t know about that promise from him anymore, but I still feel exactly the same as I did that day. No one has ever made me feel as magical as he did. None of the men I have dated since could compare to the eighteen-year-old boy who stole my heart. Maybe it’s because we had no closure, and I’m stuck back in time as a fifteen-year-old girl with her first love, or maybe we just never truly get over our very first relationship. Perhaps the first person to capture our heart always holds onto a piece of it and haunts us forever, never letting us forget them. Maybe that’s the right of our first love.
I wonder if Twist still thinks about me and if there is any part of his heart I still hold or if it shriveled away and died long ago. He probably doesn’t even remember who I am anymore and is fat, bald, and married with three kids by now.



Chapter Two
Marlie
‡
I
NEVER WANT TO move again. Even with my few belongings, packing and driving a truck halfway across the country while towing a car is a huge pain in the ass. The rental truck was dirty and smelly and bounced so much I thought my ovaries were going to fall out on the interstate. I counted ten dead deer on the side of the road, two dead raccoons, three garbage bags that looked suspiciously like they could be holding body parts, and a hot shirtless hitchhiker. I debated picking him up, but seriously, who picks up hitchhikers anymore? I’m not fixing to get murdered, no matter how hot the dude might be. I’ll stay single and alive, thank you very much.
The apartment Mom found me is adorable. It’s a two bedroom studio over a rich woman’s three-car garage. It has a private entrance and a small fenced-in yard area, which is great in case I get a dog. And the kicker? The woman travels constantly, and if I take care of her birds, cat, and simple housekeeping, the rent and utilities are free. I cannot believe the luck of this score. My life is really starting to look up, and I am getting out of the rut I was in. It’s been a long time coming, and I am excited to finally have things to look forward to in my life rather than an endless pit of boredom and loneliness.
*
AFTER A WHIRLWIND two months of getting the shelter started with a grand opening, taking in our first animals, and getting settled in my new place, I finally start to relax a little. One morning, as I’m sitting on my little balcony sipping coffee, my mind wanders back to my motorcycle. The weather is beautiful, with a warm breeze, and the mountain roads would be so nice to ride on right now. I haven’t ridden in about five years, but I miss it after having to sell my last bike to pay off some bills.
I get on my laptop and do a search for local bike shops that do modifications and air brushing. There are two. TWO. One being the shop that Twist’s father owns. Oh hell no. I call the other one and explain what I need, but the guy barely speaks English, and I am pretty sure he said he was busy for the next three months. Or maybe he asked me to marry him. I’m not really sure. Shit.
Tapping my finger on the table, I debate my options. Waiting three months doesn’t sound like fun. If I have to go to Mr. Jacob’s shop, it might not be all that bad. Last time I saw him we were still on good terms; he didn’t blame me for my father’s assholery. The chances of Twist actually being there are slim to none, since I’m pretty sure as soon as he got out of prison he high-tailed out of this town as fast as he could. I decide the best thing to do, given our past history, is for me to drive over there and talk to Mr. Jacobs in person about what I need.
I’m a little nervous as I drive to the bike shop, but I refuse to let myself turn around and go back home. I can’t start my new life here hiding from people. I’m surprised when I pull up in front of the shop to see it’s changed quite a bit by expanding to the building next to it, and has a new logo and signage. It looks like the past ten years have been good to them, and I’m sad I wasn’t around to see it happen.
I give myself a quick mental pep talk and go inside, where I’m met at the front counter by a pretty, young blonde girl.
She looks up from her cell phone and gives me a bored look. “Can I help you?” she asks.
“Hi…is Mr. Jacobs here?”
“Which one?” She puts her cell phone down and makes a face at me like I am super annoying.
Which one? Shit.
That means there’s more than one. Which could mean Mr. Jacobs and Riley. Or Mr. Jacobs and Twist. Or Mr. Jacobs, Riley, and Twist. Or Riley and Twist!
“Uh, Senior?” I reply.
“He’s not here today; he only comes in a few times a month now. What do you need?”
I clear my throat. “My bike needs some work.”
“Lucky you. That’s what we do here,” she says sarcastically then proceeds to literally scream through the doorway behind her into the mechanics’ shop area. “Riley!”
My stomach jumps. I’m not ready to see Riley. But I don’t have time to run, because he’s already coming through the doorway. Riley is two years older than Twist, and the brothers always looked very much alike. And holy shit, if Twist still looks like Riley, all my daydreams of Twist being fat and bald just went up in flames. Standing before me is a brick wall of hotness, all muscle, tattoos, and grease. He’s wiping his hands on a rag as he looks from me to the girl.
“What’s up?” he asks. The girl gestures at me. “I’m not sure what she wants. Not sure she knows either.”
I turn to her, tired of her attitude. “Excuse me, I know exactly what I want. I have a 2006 custom sportster. I need the suspension lowered and custom artwork airbrushed on the tank and fenders. I also need some new mid controls and leather saddle bags, possibly more, but I’d rather the mechanic tell me what else that may be.”
“Ho-lee shit,” Riley says, eyeing me. “Is that you? Little fucking Marlie?”
I blush under his intense stare and nod. “Yes, it’s me.”
He looks me up and down and shakes his head, whistling. “Wow. The naughty little girl next door grew into a hot chick. I always wondered what happened to you.”
“You’re looking pretty good yourself. You haven’t changed much.”
“You two know each other?” The girl at the counter asks, turning to Riley. “Is this one of your many exes, Rye?”
He throws the rag at her. “Actually no, she’s one of Twist’s. She grew up next door to us.”
“How nice,” she says with sarcasm, picking up her cell phone again.
“So you got a bike?” he asks in disbelief.
I nod with a little bit of a defensive tilt. “Yeah, I’ve been riding for a few years. I picked this bike up a little while ago but didn’t have a chance to have the work done yet. The suspension is too high for me. I just moved here about two months ago, and now that I’m settled, I’d like to be able to ride it before the season is over.”
“You’re back here permanently?” He leans against the doorframe and crosses his big muscled arms.
“Yes. I’m running the new pet shelter, Perfect Paws, over on Elm Street.”
Riley raises his eyebrows with what might be a sign of being impressed, but it’s hard to tell with him. “Does Twist know?”
My eyes dart from him to the girl, who is still making a bitchy face at me. “No. I haven’t talked to him since I left years ago.”
Riley turns his attention to the girl. “Go get me a soda, Lisa.” She rolls her eyes at him but leaves the front area we’re standing in, disappearing into the shop.
“We’ll do the work for you. Do you need me to come pick it up with the flatbed?”
“Yes, I have no way to get it here. It’s not safe for me to ride because I can’t touch the ground without leaning the bike way over, and I don’t know anyone who could ride it here for me.”
He pushes a pen and a work order sheet across the counter to me. “Write your address and phone number on here, and I’ll swing by tomorrow to pick it up.”
He watches me as I write down my info. “Once I get it, I’ll work up a quote for you and give you a buzz.”
“Thanks, that would be great.”
“I have a condition.”
My heartbeat quickens. Riley has always scared me with his cold eyes and domineering, deep voice; that hasn’t changed since I was a little girl. In fact, he’s a little bit scarier now.
I adjust my bag on my shoulder. “What’s that?”
“You need to tell Twist you’re here. He’ll be doing some of the work on your bike—he’s our airbrusher.”
“What? He’s here?” I ask, shocked. I honestly never thought in a million years that he would stay in this town and work with his father.
Riley rubs his face with his hand and glances to the doorway to the shop. “Yeah. He’s here. We’re all partners now. I know this is none of my fucking business, but I’m making it my business. You need to go back there and say hello and let him know you’re back in town. I don’t want my brother running into you in town someplace getting blindsided, and I’m not going to tell him you’re here. You owe it to him to do it yourself.”
I chew my lip, knowing he is right. I just was not ready for this today. Or maybe any day, to be honest.
Taking a deep, shaky breath, I nod. “Okay, Riley. You’re right. He does deserve that.”
“Glad you agree, Marlie. Head out back and take a right, he’s back there in the corner at his workstation.”
As a kid, I spent a lot of time in this shop, and much of it looks the same now. My heart is pounding hard and my palms are sweaty as I cross the floor, my heels making way too much noise. I can see him, sitting on the floor working on a bike, his back to me. When I stop next to him, he slowly looks up at me, and I see how his eyes take in my curves. I feel an ache deep between my thighs that I haven’t felt in years.
Butterflies soar and flutter in my stomach. I gulp and take in the sight of the man who had been my best childhood friend. Ten years has changed him a lot. The once adorable boy with the crooked grin, messy hair, and sparkling eyes has turned into a man with chiseled muscles adorned with tattoos, dark sensual eyes, and a sexy heart-stopping smirk.
Twist. My first friend. My first love. My first heartache.



Chapter Three
Marlie
‡
“CUSTOMERS AREN’T SUPPOSED to be back here,” he says, turning back to the motorcycle. He doesn’t recognize me.
“Twist, it’s me.”
He drops the wrench and looks back up at me. “Marlie?” he says in disbelief.
I nod, but I can’t find my voice. God, he looks so good. He must work out every day to have a body like that. And those eyes, just as I remembered only so much sexier. Fuck.
Standing, he wipes his hands on his jeans, looking at me as if I’m a ghost. “What are you doing here?” His voice is filled with disbelief, not anger as I expected from him when I played this moment a million times in my head.
“I moved back here about two months ago.” My voice shakes a little, and I hope he doesn’t notice. I can still see glimpses of the boy I loved in this hot-as-hell man standing in front of me. Much like Riley, Twist is tall and broad with defined muscles, and he still exudes that same magnetic allure he had when we were teens. His eyes, always dark and expressive, lock onto mine. I see pain, and my heart clenches. I never should have come here.
“Oh.”
I cough a little and look down awkwardly. “I’m sorry; Riley made me come back here. He’s bringing my bike in tomorrow to do some work, but he wanted me to let you know in person that I was back in town.”
“You have a bike?”
“Yeah, I guess I fell in love with riding when you taught me…”
“I thought you fell in love with me,” he says, and the glue holding my broken heart together lets loose. He went straight for the jugular with that one.
“Twist…” Tears brim in my eyes, and I blink them away.
“You never even visited me,” he says lowly, his voice spiked with pain. “Or even wrote me a fucking letter, Marlie. You just left me.”
I swallow back the lump in my throat, completely unprepared for this. “My father sent me away a week after you went in.”
He scoffs at me. “You can’t write a fucking letter from a different state? You just forgot all about me, after everything we went through together. After all the plans we made. I know we were young, but I meant Every. Fucking. Word.” The last words come out like bullets as he turns away and walks over to the utility sink in the corner. His arm muscles flex as he washes his hands. The anger coming off of him is palpable. This is exactly what I was expecting, though, if we were ever to come face to face again.
I take a few steps towards him but stop before I get too close. I ache to touch him and put my arms around him, to tell him how sorry I am and how much I’ve missed him, how I’ve never stopped thinking about him, not even for a day.
“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say. It’s not nearly enough, but to say more would just throw salt on our wounds.
“Sorry?” he repeats, drying his hands off on a gray towel before angrily tossing it to the side. “I am too.”
I cross my arms, hating myself and feeling awkward and too much like a grown woman. I want to be his fifteen-year-old girlfriend again, innocent and happy. “I can take the bike someplace else,” I offer. “I didn’t want to do this and dredge this all up.”
“Don’t worry about it, Marlie.” He walks by me as he talks, his shoulder accidentally brushing mine, but the brief touch gives me a heat shiver. “This is my job,” he continues, not looking at me. “And I don’t turn work away because that affects Riley and Pop. You’re a customer, that’s it.”
My chin quivers, but I hold my head up. “Thank you.” I turn on my heel and leave the shop, ignoring the girl at the counter as I bolt out the front door to my car. I’m crying by the time I get behind the wheel, tears streaming down my cheeks. He hates me. The only man I’ve ever loved hates me.
I drive to Perfect Paws and head straight to the kitten room, nodding quickly to Wendy, my volunteer who works the front desk. There are eight kittens in the kitten room. I love how we set up this room with two big cozy chairs for prospective adopters to sit in and added several cat condos in bright colors for the kittens to play and sleep on. As soon as I sit in one of the chairs, the kittens flock to me, one snuggling up on my lap and purring and two others perching on the chair arms begging to be petted. These little guys came in two weeks ago after being found under someone’s porch. They were a little skittish at first, but with a lot of attention and cuddles, now they love people. My bad mood starts to slowly fade as I cuddle the kittens. This is what matters. Unconditional love from these precious little pets is what gets me through the days.
*
SETTING THE HAVE-A-HEART humane trap on a milk crate next to the garage, I drag the hose over and start to spray the trap down to make sure there aren’t any remnants of old food stuck in it from its last use when I’m startled by a loud truck pulling into the driveway with Jacobs Motorcycle Shop emblazoned across the side. Shit. It’s the flatbed to pick up my bike. I thought Riley would call me before he came to pick it up. I go back to spraying the cage.
“So this is how you catch men now?”
I’d know that voice anywhere, even though it’s deeper and cockier than the younger version I grew up hearing.
“Very funny,” I say, trying to compose myself as I’m standing in a puddle wearing old sweatpants, a hoodie, and of course no makeup. Why couldn’t Riley come pick up the bike? Having to see Twist is like a knife in my heart all over again. He saunters closer to me, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth and a black thermal shirt stretched over his muscled chest and arms.
“Seriously, what are you doing with that?” he asks.
Sighing, I push my hair out of my face with the back of my hand. “There’s a little stray dog over in the fields by the old train station. He’s been out there for a long time; he won’t last much longer if he’s not eating. I’m hoping if I load this up with chicken, I’ll catch him. So far I’ve only caught a raccoon.”
He nods, taking a drag on his cigarette. “You catch dogs now?”
“I guess you could say that. I run the new shelter over on Elm Street. So yeah, part of that is catching stray animals, getting them vet care, and finding good homes for them.”
Surprise crosses his face. “Wow. Good for you. Is that why you came back here?”
Winding the hose up, I nod. “Yes. My mom inherited some money and offered to give me funding to get it going. She knows it’s something I’ve always wanted to do. It’s a nonprofit rescue, so everything is based on volunteer work and fundraisers.”
His face softens as he watches me set the hose on its hanger. I hate that I am dirty and sweaty and totally shaken by seeing him again. In all my stupid daydreams of him, I imagined myself being pretty and composed, not a wet mess of nerves.
“It’s good you’re doing something you love, Marlie.”
“I do love it,” I reply, smiling. “The bike is in the garage.”
I watch him walk to the garage and pull up the heavy door. Even from the back, he looks amazing, his shoulders broad and strong, and the way those jeans fit him…
“Nice choice on the bike,” he says when I come up behind him. He’s standing in front of the motorcycle and looking it over.
“Thanks. It was a bit of an impulse buy.”
“Nothing wrong with that. You got the keys?”
“They’re inside. I’ll be right back.”
Once I get upstairs in my apartment, I wash my face quickly and try to fix the mess on my head that is supposed to be my hair. I hate the formal awkwardness between us now. We used to be able to talk about anything and everything so naturally. Half the time he could read my mind without me having to say one word, and I loved that. Being with someone who knows your heart and mind so well is the best feeling in the world, and even at fifteen, I knew that was rare. And I lost it.
When I get back to the garage, he’s sitting on the bike, leaning it this way and that. I admire how much he loves working on motorcycles and how passionate he always was about making them perform at their best, just like his dad.
I hand him the keys, our fingers touching. His eyes meet mine and then quickly dart away. “You should come by the shop on Saturday so we can talk about everything that needs to be done. I’ll have to lower the suspension and slam the seat. I don’t think you’ve grown an inch since you were fifteen,” he jokes. “You’re still short, exactly how I remember you.”
“Yup, still five foot three.”
He smiles and starts the bike up. “We’ll get it all fixed for you. And we’ll talk about how you want it painted, too.” He glides his hand over the tank, and I can already see his imagination working. I’ve always envied his creativity and the beauty he could create from almost anything.
“That would be awesome. I’m excited to see it all finished.”
“You’ll love it, I promise.” He winks at me and my heart jumps a little. God, how can he still make me feel so shaky and lightheaded?
Once the bike is all loaded up and secure, he jumps down off the back of the truck.
“Good luck catching your dog,” he says. “I think what you’re doing is great, really.” He glances at the huge house. “Mrs. Montagne is good people. You got really lucky getting this place. Her niece used to live here, but she got married last year. She married a friend of mine, actually.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that. She’s really nice, I only met her briefly. She’s always jetting off someplace.”
“Come by Saturday around noon?” he asks.
“I’ll be there,” I answer. “Thank you for doing this. I know you don’t want to—”
He puts his hand up to shush me. “I was a douche the other day, I’m sorry. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, and a lot of shit I’d buried came back up. Regardless of what happened ten years ago, you’re a customer now, and we treat our customers good. See ya Saturday.”
I stand in the driveway and watch him pull away. A customer. That’s all I am to him now.



Chapter Four
Twist
‡
I
BARELY LOOK
up from the bike I’m working on as I hear the click of high heels coming towards me. Wiping my hands on a rag, I’m just about to stand as a pair of black boots stop in front of me. Waiting.
My gaze slowly creeps up the leather boots, up a leg clad in skin-tight faded jeans with holes that were made from wear and not bought that way, over a slim hip, and finally pausing on a pair of gorgeous tits hugged by a tight pink V-neck T-shirt with a black heart splattered across it.
“Ahem,” she says as my eyes stay on her chest a bit too long.
Looking up, I’m met by ice blue eyes that have been burned into my soul since I was five years old. They used to belong to a cute little girl who lived next door and giggled at everything I said. Now they belonged to a drop-dead hot babe.
Marlie. My first friend. My first love. My favorite mistake.
I keep playing our first disastrous meeting over in my head. She came to us with her bike, and I let my emotions take over and treated her like shit. I was a fucking dick to her. And maybe she deserved that, but I like to be in control of my emotions and actions.
When I heard Riley was going to pick up Marlie’s bike today, I took over and told him I was going to do it myself. I was hoping to talk to her more and dig further into her life and what she’s been doing, but once I got there, my fucking brain just went stupid. And while she looked hot as hell the day she came to the shop, today she looked adorable all messy. She looked like the Marlie I remembered, cute and shy. My girl.
Hearing she was living here permanently rocked me. This is a small town. Everyone knows everyone, and it’s kinda hard not to run into people. I hated her for abandoning me all those years ago. I did a year of time for loving her, and I did it gladly, without regret. I loved her fiercely back then and would have done ten years if I had to. I never took advantage of her. She knows that, and so does anyone else who knew me. Except for her asshole father who, for whatever reason, wanted to punish us. Maybe knowing your only little girl is having sex makes you go insane. I don’t have kids, so I’m not sure what that feels like.
I want to scream at her and demand answers. I want her to tell me how she could forget about me so easily after being best friends our entire lives. How could she throw away all the plans we made? How could she walk away from fifteen years of seeing me every day, talking to me every day? Every day while I was in prison, I waited and hoped for a letter or a visit, but it never came. At first I thought something awful happened to her, but then Riley came to visit and told me she moved away to live with family. Every fucking day my heart grew harder and colder. As much as I tried to hate her, there was always that part of me that hung on to my love for her. And now that I’ve seen her again, ten years later, that little part has sparked up again.
We’re not kids anymore, though, and I’m gonna make sure Marlie gets a good hard look at the man she gave up. If she thinks she forgot me, she’s in for a rude awaking, because I aim to make sure she never forgets me again. Payback is a bitch, honey.
*
I START TEARING down a wall in my house because the destruction helps me deal with my frustrations and anger. I was going to put this project off for a few months, but now feels like a good time. I bought this house last year as a fixer upper, but I could see the potential it had. It’s on ten acres of land, so no one is near me, which is exactly how I like it. I can sit on my farmer’s porch and drink beers and smoke cigarettes and blast music, and no one gives a shit. There’s an old two-story barn I’ll be fixing up and turning into a workshop. In my spare time, I still like to make metal sculptures and woodcarvings. Who knows, maybe someday I can sell some of that stuff. For now, though, it’s all sitting there for my eyes only.
Already, with this wall down, I can envision the open concept kitchen and dining room. I’m going to put hardwood floors throughout because I love the warmth and character of wood. Tile is too cold for me and will only go in the bathrooms. I plan to make the kitchen killer, with stainless steel appliances and broken glass backsplash that I’m fabricating myself. I wish I had a woman to share this with me, but that isn’t in the cards it seems. I’ve yet to meet a woman who makes me feel anything more than of the urge to have sex for a few hours. Seeing Marlie all grown up stirred a lot of desires in me. I can only imagine how hot sex would be with her now that we’re both adults. Her body looked fuckin’ slamming in those tight jeans the other day. She may be short, but damn she’s got curves in all the right places. I’ll lose my mind if I see her around town with another guy, especially if it’s someone I know.



Chapter Five
Marlie
‡
I’M WHITE-KNUCKLING the steering wheel as I’m driving over to meet Twist to talk about my bike. I wish he didn’t make me so nervous.
Bitchface Blondie is at the front counter again when I arrive.
“Can I help you?” she asks with that same bored expression. I can’t believe they would hire someone like this to be the first person to greet their customers. Bike shop or not, no customer wants to deal with an attitude from someone. Or maybe she only treats me like this.
“I’m here to see Twist.”
“Are you Mary?”
“Um, Marlie,” I correct her.
“Whatever. He said you could just go back.”
“Thanks, sweetie,” I say, just to annoy her as I walk by.
Twist is in his work area blasting rock music so loud that I have to yell to get his attention.
“Hey!”
He turns suddenly and flashes me his panty-dropping smile. Damn him.
“Good, you’re here,” he says. He’s got my bike set up on a small lift already. He turns down the music a little so we can hear each other and turns to face me. “I went over your work order with Riley. We’re gonna have to lower the front and rear suspension, and I can cut some of the padding out of the seat and shove some gel padding under there for you; that should give us another inch off the height.”
“Awesome,” I reply.
“We’ll get you some new mid controls and order you some black leather saddle bags. I saw some cool vintage-style ones with rivets that would look really nice on this. How about those?”
I nod enthusiastically. “Yes, that sounds great. I trust you.”
“Cool. I’m not going to go over all the mechanical details of what we’re going to do unless you want me to.”
“No, that’s okay. I just want to be able to reach the ground—however you get me there is fine with me.”
“Got it. So…paint job. What are you thinking?”
“Hmmm…ya know, this is the hardest part. I really like the black base but want something really unique over it. At first I was thinking airbrushed wolves, but that’s not very original, is it?”
He’s staring at me, contemplating. I know that look well—it’s what he looks like when he is thinking up something great.
“I do have an idea,” he offers, raising his eyebrows at me. “But, you’d have to trust me with complete creative control and let me just do my thing.”
“So no hints at all what you’re thinking? How do I know you won’t put something butt-ugly on there?” I tease.
“I would never do that. Trust me, it will be hot as hell. Just like its owner.” His gaze lingers over my body as he says it. Holy shit.
Is he flirting with me?
I swallow as my body wants to melt into a puddle at his feet. “Okay. Do whatever you want,” I finally say.
He smirks like the devil and walks around the bike. “Oh, I plan to, and you’re going to love it when I’m done.”
Heat spreads over my body at his words. Ten years has not erased the memory of his touch. My body remembers how his tongue once slid over every inch of my body, how he rocked into me so slowly, whispering in my ear, lulling me into my first orgasms.
“Marlie?”
“Huh?”
“Daydreaming, are we?” he teases.
“You wish,” I shoot back, hoping to hide the way he’s flustering me. What is this game he’s playing now?
“I think I have everything I need, then,” he replies. “Do you have any questions?”
“How much is this going to cost me?”
“I talked to Pops and Riley, and we’re not going to charge you for the labor, just parts.”
I’m taken aback by this nice gesture that I don’t feel like I deserve. “Oh no, I can’t accept that, Twist. That’s not fair for you.”
He shakes his head. “It’s fine. Pops likes that you’re doing community service with your pet rescue. He’s always liked you; he wants you to stop by and say hi, actually.”
“I would love to see him again. Does he still come in here at all?”
“He’s had some heart issues, so he’s kinda retired. He still comes in here and hangs around, though.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. How’s your mom?”
“Very good. She would also love to see you. She misses you.”
I miss them too. They were all like a second family to me. “I miss her too,” I reply. “I’ll try to stop by if you’re sure it’s okay?”
“Of course. They don’t blame you, Marlie. Not a bit.”
I still feel guilty over the fact that my father sent their youngest son to prison for a year. I don’t know how they got through that. Or how Twist got through that. Without me.
“Let’s say about two thousand, on the high end, for parts and the bags. I’ll keep it as low as I can,” Twist says. “That okay for you?”
“Yes, that’s great. I really do appreciate it.”
“No problem. Did you catch the dog?”
I sigh, thinking about the elusive little dog. “No, but I got a fox. Which makes me nervous that a fox is running around where the dog is hanging out. The little dog could be dead by now. I guess I can’t save them all,” I say sadly. I wish I could, and this is the hard part of rescue.
“I’m sorry, Marlie. That sucks.”
I nod and force myself to smile. “It does. But maybe he’s still out here. I better get going; my number is on there if you have any questions. How long do you think you need?”
He thinks for a minute and chews the tip of the pen he’s holding. “Two or three weeks.”
“That would be great. Thank you for doing this for me.”
“No worries. Do you have anyone to ride with once you get this back?”
“No, not yet, but I just moved here. I’m sure I’ll find someone.”
“It’s not safe to ride alone, Marlie. Especially on a new bike. I’ll go with you on your first few rides. If you want.” His eyes bore into mine, making my heart pause. It may be small, but it’s a crack in the doorway back into his life. A shard of light is shining through, giving me hope. Maybe he can forgive me.
“Okay. Yeah.” My ability to form complete sentences has apparently gone on vacation.
*
THE SHELTER IS busy when I arrive; there are two couples wanting to see dogs, and one family wanting a kitten. I look over their applications and then hand them to Wendy to do some reference checks. Annette, my other volunteer, takes the family to the kitten room, and I deal with the dog couples. Three hours later, they all are heading home with their new pets, huge smiles on their faces. This is the kind of day I love—when my fur babies start on their journey to their forever homes. We take pictures of all adopters with their new pets and post them on a huge bulletin board out front. So far, we have homed three elderly dogs, six young dogs, and twelve cats of various ages. We have a strict contract that requires the adopters to return the pet to us if anything should not work out. I do not want any of my babies out there in unhappy homes, being tied up outside, or given away to some random person.
On my way home, I check the trap for the little dog and add fresh food. I’m really worried about this little guy, as the last sighting for him was two days ago. I say a silent prayer he is safe and I can catch him soon. I’m going to have to research some other ideas for catching elusive dogs.
After taking care of Mrs. Montagne’s house and pets, I eat a quick dinner and head to bed to read. I am exhausted but can’t stop thinking about Twist and the way he acted today and what it could possibly mean. Is it possible, after all this time, we could ever be together again? I just don’t know if he could ever forgive me for not contacting him or telling him the truth about why. I can’t even forgive myself, so I don’t know how I can expect him to forgive.



Chapter Six
Twist
‡
I
FEEL LIKE doing something nice, and a bit crazy. So I pack up my camping tent and some supplies and drive on over to the old train station, which hasn’t been in operation in years. It takes me about two hours to set up, but my timing is perfect because the sun is setting just as I have the tent up. I’m about a hundred feet from the trap Marlie put out, which I hope is a good distance. I also have my infrared binoculars to help me see the dog in the dark if he’s out here.
Not sure why I’m doing this exactly, but it feels like the right thing to do. Maybe seeing how upset Marlie was earlier about this lost dog got to me. Or maybe I’m just bored. Doesn’t matter either way as long as I can catch him and bring him to safety. I’ve got nowhere to be this weekend, so why not do my part to help.
I set up a lawn chair outside my tent and just sit quietly. The air is warm but not humid. There are no lights out here, so I turn on a small, dim lantern so I’m not sitting in pitch-blackness. I have my rifle at my side, just in case something decides to attempt to eat me.
There’s nothing to do out here but wait. And think. And watch. I nibble on the roast beef I brought with me. I’m hoping if I see the dog I can lure him with the beef. Hours pass, and soon I’m under the moon and stars. I wish Marlie was sitting here with me in the quiet, like we used to do when we were kids. One of the things I always loved most about her was that she could just sit quietly and be content. She didn’t have that need to talk and talk and talk like most women do. My favorite times were spent sitting on the roof of my parents’ garage under the stars with her, just holding her hand.
“Don’t you ever get bored of me?” she asks me, squeezing my hand.
“Hell, no,” I roll over to face her. “Why? Do you get bored of me?”
She rolls towards me, and we are face to face. “Never. Every day with you is the best day.”
“What about someday when I’m old and gray?” I tease.
“Nope. Not even then. You’ll still be my best friend. You can’t get rid of me. Just face it.”
I kiss her. “I don’t ever want to get rid of you, baby. You’re what makes my heart beat.”
I hear a soft whimper. Or do I? I tilt my head and listen to the sound amongst the crickets. I hear it again, over to the left. I pick up the binoculars and point them, slowly surveying. Something is there. I put the rifle strap over my shoulder and grab the leash, blanket, and flashlight. I hope the light doesn’t scare him as I slowly and quietly cross the field to the old dumpster that’s still there from years ago. Kneeling, I shine the light under it, and there he is, a tiny black dog, shaking and whimpering.
“It’s okay, little guy,” I whisper, pulling some roast beef out of my pocket. I toss it over to him and he gobbles it. He seems hurt, like he can’t get up. I throw him a few more chunks of meat before I lie on my side and reach for him, hoping he doesn’t bite me. I take the leash, make a loop at the end, and gently lay it over his head. The loop is way too big, but I let it just sit on him for a few minutes while I feed him. Then I slowly tighten it until it’s around his little neck. He jerks back a little in fear but settles when I feed him more and talk softly to him. Slowly, I reach for him and gently tug the leash, but it seems like he can’t get up. Fuck. I should really call Marlie, but her number is scribbled on a piece of paper in my truck, and I don’t want to leave the little dog now that I’m so close to him. I spread the blanket out in front of him and gently lift him and place him on it then slowly pull him out from under the dumpster. He’s shaking in fear but lets me gently pet him. He’s really furry and dirty and tiny, like five pounds, if that. I wrap him in the blanket and gently carry him to my truck. I can come back for my camp gear later.
Once in the car, I settle the tiny dog on the passenger seat and dial Marlie’s number from my cell.
She answers on the fifth ring. “Hello?”
“Marlie, it’s me.”
“Twist?” her voice is groggy and confused.
“I got the dog. I think he’s hurt, he can’t stand up or walk.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“The little train station dog you’ve been trying to catch. I got him.”
“Oh shit. Twist, you are awesome! He’s hurt?”
“I’m not sure. I think he is though. He’s really tiny, Marlie. I don’t know if he’s a puppy or just small, but he’s tiny and scared.”
“Do you know where the twenty-four hour pet hospital is? Can you meet me there? I’ll head over there now and call them to tell them we’re coming.”
“I’ll meet you there.”
I end the call and pet the dog’s tiny head. “You’re gonna be okay, little dude.” He looks up at me with huge black eyes, and his tail wags just a tiny bit. I hand him another piece of meat before I start up my truck.
I can totally get why people do this now. I have a major adrenaline rush as I race over to the animal hospital. Marlie is already there, waiting outside. She runs to the truck and waits for me to give her the okay to open the door.
“Twist, I can’t believe you got him.” She’s crying as she gently picks him up.
We head inside where a technician is waiting and immediately takes him to an exam area, leaving us alone in the waiting room. She throws her arms around me and hugs me tight. “Thank you so much. I don’t know how you did it, but thank you.”
“I just dug him out from under the dumpster. I set up a tent and sat there in the dark, and I heard him cry.” I hug her back as she clings to me.
She pulls away and wipes at her eyes. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me. I just wanted to help. Your fucking trap doesn’t work if the dog can’t walk,” I tease, trying to make her smile.
She playfully slaps my arm. “I guess you’re right. I’m new at this, okay?”
“Obviously.”
“Well, thank you, either way. I owe you. You can leave if you want; I’ll stay and take care of all this.”
I can’t resist touching her cheek and wiping her tears. “I’ll stay. I caught the little fucker, now I want to find out if he’s okay.”
We wait, mostly in silence, until a veterinarian comes out to talk to us.
“He’s going to be okay,” she starts. “He’s got a broken back leg, he’s very malnourished and dehydrated, has some ticks, and an ear infection. He’s a Pomeranian, looks to be about four years old. We’ll get him all cleaned up, start him on antibiotics, and get his leg wrapped, the works. He’ll need to stay here for a few days. Great job catching him, I don’t think he would have lasted more than another day or two; he’s very weak from not eating, and these little dogs don’t last long with no food or water.”
Marlie hugs me again when the vet leaves. “Thank you so much. You don’t know how much this means to me.”
“Stop thanking me. Friends help each other, right?”
She pulls back and searches my eyes, trying to read me. “Are we? Friends?”
I nod slowly and let my guard down a little. “We’ll always be friends, Marlie. As pissed as I am at you, I’ll always be your friend.”
“Well, that’s a start.”
“I better go get my camp gear and head home. You’ll be okay here?”
“Yes, I just have to make payment arrangements. Thank you again. Can I call you and let you know how he’s doing?”
“You better; we bonded under that dumpster. I better go take a shower too. I have no idea what the fuck I was lying in under there.”
She crinkles her nose at me. “You did an amazing thing. You saved his life.”
“I want to see him when he’s better.”
She grins at me. “Deal.”
I head for the door but turn at the last minute. “Hey…I’m gonna go riding up the mountains tomorrow. You want to come?” It’s a last minute decision that I better not regret.
Her eyes light up. “I’d love to, but my bike isn’t ready.”
“I meant with me. On the back.”
“Oh.” A smile spreads slowly across her face. “That sounds great.”
“I’ll come around ten?”
“That’s perfect.” For a moment she’s looking at me just like she used to, like I’m the most interesting person in the entire world and nothing and no one else matters. I’ve been with lots of women, and they all look at me like I’m a piece of meat. Not one of them has ever looked at me like Marlie does. I forgot how good it makes me feel.



Chapter Seven
Marlie
‡
I
WAS SO wired last night from the little dog and Twist asking to see me today that I barely got any sleep. I take a long, hot shower to try to wake myself up then dress in jeans, black motorcycle boots, a purple T-shirt, and my old black leather jacket. Once upon a time, this jacket belonged to Twist, but he gave it to me, and I’ve worn it ever since. It’s old and soft and smells like a thousand memories. At the last minute, I slip on the ring he gave me, which still fits perfectly.
At exactly ten, I hear Twist’s bike roar into the driveway. I peek out the window to see if he’s wearing a helmet, and he’s not. New Hampshire doesn’t require a helmet. I contemplate for a moment and decide not to wear one either. I know Twist is a safe rider, and the wind will feel good.
“Holy shit is that my jacket?” he asks when he sees me.
“Yup!”
“Fuck, that’s like fifteen years old! And it still fits you.” He laughs and shakes his head. “I wouldn’t be able to get one arm in that thing now.”
“That’s not a bad thing,” I say, eyeing his muscular arms. He looks incredibly hot wearing dark sunglasses, faded jeans, and a new black leather jacket.
“Duly noted,” he says with a grin. “How’s the dog?”
I tie my long hair back with a hair tie. “I called the vet earlier, and she said he’s doing great. I can pick him up Tuesday.”
“Cool. Get on.”
If you think it’s not sensual to be on the back of a motorcycle with your legs wrapped around a hot guy, think again. It is. I put my hands on his sides and hold onto his belt, not ready to wrap my arms completely around him. That just feels too intimate right now.
His bike is jet black, with a slight chopper rake in the front and an amazing paint job of metallic flake over a skull design. I can’t wait to see what he does with my bike. His engine is loud, but my ears quickly adjust to it. As they say, loud bikes save lives because cars can actually hear them.
He takes us way up into the White Mountains, and at about two hours in, he stops at a beautiful, secluded lookout point. I try to untangle my hair a little while he pulls a water bottle out of his saddlebag and takes a long drink. He offers it to me, and I take a few sips.
“Let’s go sit,” he says, leading us to a big rock at the edge of the mountain. We are really high up, and the view is absolutely breathtaking from here. We sit on the rock in silence for a few minutes before he starts to talk.
“I want to hate you, Marlie, but I can’t.”
“Okay…” I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel about that, but relief comes over me knowing he doesn’t hate me. I couldn’t live with him hating me.
“I don’t understand why you just fucking forgot me. I thought we could have gotten through that, ya know? A year isn’t that long. I mean it sucked, but didn’t you think what we had was strong enough to get through it? Or was I just stupid to think that?”
I touch his hand, and he doesn’t pull away. “No, Twist, not at all. I loved you with all my heart.”
“Then why did you just abandon me? Do you have any idea how that felt, being in fucking prison and not having you to be there for me? My best friend and my girlfriend? If you had written to me and if I could have written to you, it would have made that time so much fucking easier for me.”
“I know, and I’m so sorry. If I could go back and change it, I would. I really would, Twist. But I was only fifteen, and I made a lot of bad decisions. I was scared.”
He looks at me harshly with so much pain in his eyes I want to crumble. “My name was the first word you ever said, or tried to say,” he grins. “How many couples can say that? We had something special. I thought we would be together forever. I believed in that.”
“I did too.” I take a deep breath. “I still do.”
He stares out at the mountains. “My fucking life has been in limbo. I lost a fucking year and came out even more lost. You were my compass, Marlie. Without you, I’m just wandering around aimlessly, and I hate you for that. I don’t want you to have that much fucking power over me, but you do. I want to forget you like you forgot me.”
“Twist, I never forgot you. You have to believe that. I’ve thought about you every single day. I can’t even feel anything for another man—”
“I don’t want to hear about you with other men, Marlie. That’s something else I thought was sacred, just for me. To be with a woman who was only ever with me. You destroyed that too.”
“You’ve been with other women,” I say back, hurt that he would throw that in my face.
“Only because you left.”
“I’m sorry, you just don’t understand all of it.”
He grabs my arm. “Then make me understand, Marlie. Why the fuck did you just forget me and leave me there alone?”
A deep, shuddering breath escapes me, and I close my eyes. “My father said horrible things to me. He called me a whore and a slut. He threw me in the car with just a few of my things and drove me across the country to my aunt’s house without saying one word to me the entire drive. He refused to let my mother come. When we got to my aunt’s, he told me I was a huge disappointment, and he couldn’t bear to look at the slut his daughter turned into. No one has ever talked to me like that before, Twist. He was insane with rage over us having sex. It, like, snapped him mentally or something. I don’t know why. I was scared out of my mind. I took a bunch of sleeping pills I found in my aunt’s bathroom…” I pause and take a big gulp of air. “I just wanted to go to sleep and make all the pain go away. I know it was stupid, but I was so young and scared, Twist. I was in a coma for two weeks and then in a mental health facility for almost eight months. At first I had some memory loss, but it came back with therapy. By the time I was released and back at my aunt’s house, I didn’t know how to even begin to tell you what happened. My aunt homeschooled me; I couldn’t deal with going back to any kind of school and being around kids my age that were happy. I’m so sorry.” His mouth hangs open further and further as I talk.
“Fucking shit, Marlie. Are you serious?” His voice is raspy and strained with emotion.
“Yes. I’m so sorry…”
He grabs me so hard I almost get whiplash as he pulls me into him.
“Stop saying you’re sorry,” he whispers, holding me tight. “I can’t fucking believe that happened to you. If your father had just left us alone, none of this would have happened. I want to fucking kill him.”
“Twist, he’s not worth it. I’ve barely spoken to him since. I was just young, way too emotional, and probably too attached to you at too young of an age. At least that’s what the psychiatrist said. I’m okay now.”
“You should have told me, Marlie. I would have been there for you as best I could and come to you as soon as I got out. I hate that you went through all that alone; it kills me inside.” He strokes my hair, soothing me.
“Twist, it’s over. I just want to forget it. It was a long time ago.”
He leans his forehead against mine. “We lost so much time,” he whispers.
“I know, and I hate that so much. I never, ever stopped loving you. You have to believe that.”
He leans in and kisses me, softly at first, then deeper and stronger as we lean into each other. Every fiber of my being seems to sigh. He feels so good, so right. He feels like home.
He pulls away for a moment and stares into my eyes, his hands on my neck. “I have never, ever stopped loving you either, baby. Not for one fucking minute.” His lips come down on mine again, possessively, his tongue tangling with mine. He pulls me onto his lap, his hand going around my waist as my arms go around his neck. Every touch feels so natural with him, as if the time spent apart has faded.
After a few minutes he reluctantly pulls away. “We should head back,” he says. “Otherwise I’m not going to be able to stop.”
On the ride home, I wrap my arms tight around his waist, not wanting to let him go. I’m not sure exactly what’s happening between us, but it feels good to have that huge, horrible weight off my shoulders. Just the thought of starting over with him makes me breathless, because to me, that would be a dream come true.
*
“DO YOU WANT to come inside and have dinner with me?” I ask nervously when we get back to my house.
He cringes. “Oh fuck. I forgot to stop for dinner. My head is tweaked, babe.”
Grabbing his hand, I tug him towards the stairway to my apartment. “It’s okay, I’ll give you a pass for today for your bad dating skills, if you give me a pass for only having sandwiches for dinner.”
“I want you to make me one of your amazing grilled cheese sandwiches.”
“Oh my God, you remember those?” When we were kids I used to make us grilled cheese almost every single day, and he loved them.
“Are you kidding? How could I forget my favorite meal?”
I unlock the door and kiss his cheek. “You’re in luck then, because I have bread and cheese.”
“Make yourself at home,” I tell him, heading for the bathroom to freshen up. When I come out, he’s sitting on the couch with his boots off.
“This is a really nice place,” he calls after me as I head into the kitchen area.
“I love it. My last apartment was so tiny and kinda dreary. This place is just bright and happy. Where do you live now?” I inquire, pulling everything I need out of the refrigerator. He joins me in the kitchen and leans against the counter while I start making our sandwiches.
“I bought a house on the edge of town; remember the old Thompson farm?”
“Wow, you live there?”
“I’m renovating the entire place.”
I smile over at him. “Then I’m sure it will be beautiful when you’re done.”
He pulls me into his arms and kisses me before letting me go back to the stove to flip the sandwiches.
“I have to tell you, when you showed up the other day, you blew me away. You’ve always been pretty, but damn, you are a beautiful woman now.”
I feel my cheeks flush. “Thank you. You look amazing yourself. I was hoping you would be bald and fat, actually.”
He cracks up. “What? Why would you wish that on me?”
“It was easier to picture you that way than to think of you being all hot and sexy and with another woman.”
Handing him his plate and sandwich, I sit at the table and he follows me. “I haven’t been in a relationship in a long time,” he tells me. “How about you?”
I shrug. “It’s been a while and nothing serious. I just never met someone I really clicked with.”
“This sandwich is exactly as I remember it. I could eat twenty.”
I laugh and playfully kick him under the table. “It’s bread and cheese! It’s nothing special.”
“It’s special because you made it. That’s always been the best part.”
Sexy and charming. What else could a girl want?
I feel awkward once we’re done eating. Should I ask him to stay, or is it too soon? If I let him leave, does that make me seem uninterested? Ugh, I hate being a grown up.
“What are you thinking about, Marlie?” he asks, sensing my hesitations
“Nothing…”
“Tell me to leave,” his voice is low and sensual, not wanting to leave at all.
“No,” I say softly, shaking my head.
“Then ask me to stay.”
“Stay.”
Before I can blink, he’s up off his chair and pulling me into his arms for a long kiss. He picks me up and starts to carry me out of the kitchen.
“Where’s your bedroom?” he asks between kisses.
“Who cares? Pick any semi-flat surface,” I answer, only half kidding.
He laughs against my lips. “Keep making me laugh and I’m going to drop you.”
“Down the hall to the left,” I tell him, kissing his neck.
When we get to my room, he lays me on the bed and falls on top of me. I tug his shirt up, because if I can’t touch him, I am going to lose my mind. Being so close to him on the bike for hours, feeling the muscles beneath his clothes, drove me mad all day long.
“Please take your shirt off,” I whisper. “I’m dying to touch you.” He leans up and pulls his shirt off, grinning down at me with that sexy, devilish smirk of his.
“You can touch me as much as you want, and you can bet your sweet ass I’m going to be touching you.” His voice is husky with desire.
Reaching up, I pull him back down to kiss me, running my hands all over his back. He feels incredible, all rock-hard muscle and smooth skin. I wish I had those pervy ceiling mirrors just so I could see his inked body moving on top of me.
He slowly pulls my shirt off and unhooks my bra, his hand gently cupping and squeezing my breast as he continues to kiss my lips, softer and slower now.
“I missed you so much,” he says softly. “Everything is happening so fast; are you okay with this?”
I love him for thinking about my feelings, confirming that he is still the thoughtful boy I grew up with.
“I’m fine with this,” I whisper back. “I’ve dreamed about this for years.”
His head bends down, and I feel his lips on my chest, licking my breasts and teasing my nipples, slowly moving down to lick and tickle my stomach while he unbuttons my jeans and finishes undressing me. He sits back and stares at me for a few moments, gently running his finger down from the middle of my chest, between my breasts, down my stomach, and stopping to gently stroke me between my thighs, making me squirm with desire for him.
Sitting up, I reach for his jeans, unbuttoning them quickly and tugging them down. His cock is huge and hard, pressing against his stomach. When we were young, I never kissed or sucked his dick because I was shy and still working up to that, but I make up for that now by dragging my tongue from the base of his shaft all the way up to his glistening head, my hand gently squeezing his balls. He leans his head back and lets out a soft groan, fisting my hair in his hand and coaxing me to keep going. Licking the crown, I slowly take his length into my mouth, sucking gently inch by inch, then slowly sliding my mouth back up to start all over again. I feel him swell and harden more as I suck him, until he pushes me back on the bed.
“We’ll resume that another time,” he growls. “Are you still on the pill?”
“Yes.” Not sure why, as I haven’t had a need for it in a long time, but yay for being on it now.
“Thank fuck,” he says. “I want to feel you.” He crawls between my legs and tongues my folds, licking and sucking my delicate flesh while he slides one then two fingers inside me. I moan and clench my thighs around him. As he licks me, my body turns to jelly for him, and I have to fight to keep from having an orgasm too soon.
“Twist…” I gasp, sitting up and reaching for him. Grabbing his shoulders, I pull him up to my lips and wrap my leg around his waist as I feel him slowly slide into me. I arch my back with the sheer ecstasy of finally feeling him inside of me again, filling and stretching me.
He pulls my leg up higher and drives harder and deeper into me, his eyes locked on mine as he thrusts into me with a pent-up possessive force we both have quelled for way too long. He’s hitting my G-spot just right, making it impossible for me to stave off my orgasm.
He groans against my lips as I buck against him, and I can feel him surge inside of me. My hands grip his muscled ass, pulling him deeper inside me as I meet his last thrusts.
“I still love you,” he admits when his breathing has calmed down.
My soul stills as I stare up into his dark eyes. “I still love you, too.”
Rolling onto his side, he pulls me up against him. “Do you think we can start over? I know this is fucking crazy, but this isn’t my dick talking. I still want all the things we talked about when we were young. I want you to have my kids and be on the back of my fucking bike and spend every day with me.”
“Whoa, kids?” I tease.
“Maybe not soon, but yeah, Marlie. I want to have some kids.”
Laying my head over his heart, I look up at his face. “I want those things too. It’s just been a long time since I let myself believe they could happen. You were the only one I could ever imagine a life like that with, and I thought that possibility was gone forever. I’m a little bit in shock, I think.”
He pushes my long hair away from my face. “I’m in shock, too. You’re beautiful, and you have my heart just like you always have,” he says. “We’ll take it one day at a time, baby.”
Twist spends the night, and we stay up late talking, hands clasped, catching up on the ten years we missed. He makes love to me again before he leaves for work in the morning, and apprehension fills me as I watch him ride off down the road, worrying that once he’s had some time to think, he’ll change his mind and not want me after all. Not want us.



Chapter Eight
Twist
‡
IF I DIDN’T have so much shit to do at the shop today, I would have called Riley and told him I was taking the day off. Leaving Marlie this morning gutted me. Knowing the girl I’ve loved my entire life almost died and lay in a coma without me even knowing about it made me murderous inside. I want to rip her fucking father’s head off for driving such a sweet, loving girl to a mental breakdown. I want to stay in bed with her all day and just hold her and make love to her and try to make up for all the time we lost.
“What’s up?” Riley says when I get to the shop. “Didn’t you have those clothes on yesterday?”
“Seriously, dude, you pay that much attention to what I’m fucking wearing?” I open up my tool chest and start pulling out what I need. I’m starting on Marlie’s bike today.
My brother narrows his eyes at me. “It’s her, isn’t it?” he guesses.
“Who?”
“Don’t play stupid, man. You’re hooking up with Marlie?”
“Yeah, we’re working on getting back together.”
He shakes his head in disbelief. “She’s gorgeous, I’ll give ya that. But what about what happened when you were in prison? For fucking her.”
I glare at him. “We talked about that; it wasn’t her fault. That’s all you need to know. And that shit that happened when we were kids was my fault. I should have known better than to be having sex with her at her age, no matter how we felt about each other. I was young and dumb.”
“Well, you’re not now, so I’m gonna trust you know what you’re doing. She seems to have her head together at least, unlike that twit at the front desk you were dipping into a while back.”
I wave my hand at him. “Please, don’t remind me.” Bile rises in my throat remembering the brief stint with that chick.
“If Marlie can make your miserable ass happy, you’ve got my support, man. How fucking cool would it be to end up with the chick you grew up with? The first chick you did? It’s kinda cool. And she rides.” He nods at her bike. “She’s kinda bad ass.”
“Don’t get any ideas,” I warn him. “And next time you see Lisa fucking off up front, fire her. She’s useless up there, and Pop hates her.”
“With pleasure.” He smirks. “I love to fuck up peoples’ days.”
On my lunch break, I call the veterinary hospital and ask to speak to Dr. Ackerman.
“Can I help you?” she inquires politely when she takes the phone.
“I’m the guy who caught the little black dog the other night, me and Marlie brought him in.”
“Oh yes, I remember you.”
“Can you tell me how he’s doing?”
“He’s doing wonderfully. He’ll take a few months to recover fully, but he’s a terrific little dog. No owner has been found, so I believe Marlie will be taking him to her shelter when he’s ready to be adopted. He’s a very sweet dog. Great job catching him; you saved his life.”
“I’d like to pay for his medical bills anonymously, if that’s all right?”
“Of course, that is very generous of you. We have a payment plan worked out with Marlie for her rescued pets, but as I’m sure you know, all her funds come from donations, so money can be tight at times, especially when there is a case like this where the expenses are high. We do give a discount as much as we can. It would help her immensely to have this bill taken care of, I do have to admit that.”
“Consider it done.”
After I hang up I send a text to Marlie’s phone:
T:
Just thinking about you, beautiful. Dinner tonight?
M:
I would love dinner with you xox
T:
Six okay for you?
M:
That’s perfect! Should I cook? More grilled cheese? :)
T:
LOL Tempting but no. I’m taking you out
M:
Can’t wait!
Last time I took Marlie out to dinner it was to a cheap fast food diner, so I’m looking forward to having a real date with her now and treating her like a princess.



Chapter Nine
Marlie
‡
ON MY WAY to the shelter Monday morning, I make a quick stop at the veterinary hospital to check the little black dog. I barely recognize him when they bring him into the exam room and set him on the floor with me. One of the techs had given him a bath, and now sitting in front of me is a tiny black puffball with big black eyes and a curly, fluffy tail. He’s tiny underneath all the poof, and I can pretty much hold him in one hand.
“Oh my God,” I exclaim to Dr. Ackerman. “I cannot handle the cuteness of this dog! How on earth does an adorable little dog like this end up lost with no owner to be found?” I gently pick him up and cradle him in my arms, and he just relaxes there against me.
“It happens more than I care to think about. He’s doing great though; you can take him home tomorrow. His leg just needs to heal. His ear infection is clearing up, all ticks are gone, he tested heartworm negative. We have some supplements for him to help get his nutrition back up, but he’s going to make a full recovery. He had two bad teeth that we extracted, and we gave him a good dental cleaning. I’m guessing he’s about four years old, and a purebred Pomeranian.”
“Thank you so much for caring for him. I love him.” I lean down and kiss his little head.
“He looks pretty content with you. Maybe you should adopt him?” she hints, grinning at me.
I beam at her. “I was just thinking that, but isn’t that bad? To keep one we rescued? I don’t want to become one of those rescuers who ends up keeping all the pets.”
She laughs. “I think in this case it’s totally fine and acceptable. He’s going to need a lot of love, and you can give him that. And how can you give up a dog your boyfriend saved for you? If a man who looked like that caught a dog for me, I would never let him or the dog go.”
My boyfriend.
I like how that sounds. And Dr. Ackerman is right, how can I possibly give this little guy up when Twist saved him?
“All right,” I relent. “This will be my first adoption failure. I have to keep him.”
“Congratulations. Oh—and we received an anonymous donation; his bill has been taken care of in full.”
A huge smile spreads over my face as I hand the dog back to her. Anonymous donation? I know exactly where that came from, and he’s going to get a big kiss for this.
*
“WE JUST GOT a call you need to hear about,” Wendy says as soon as I step foot into the shelter.
“Uh oh, what’s wrong? You look serious.”
“I am. Very. A woman called and said she thinks her neighbors are running some kind of beginner’s dogfighting in their back yard. She said there’s a hurt dog tied up back there.”
“Oh shit,” I say, as fear clenches me. Dogfighting is something I had hoped never to have to deal with. It’s evil on so many levels I cannot even wrap my head around it.
“We’re going to have to check it out. Has she called the police?”
“She’s afraid to. You know how this stuff goes. Nobody wants to get involved. She says the guys she has seen are young—like early twenties. Maybe we can just go in there nicely and tell them we are taking the dogs, and if they relinquish them, we won’t get the police involved. That might be the best way to tackle this.”
“Sounds good. Let’s take the van over there now and see what’s up.”
The house with the dogfighters is in a bad area of town, so Wendy and I are both nervous. We enter the yard next to the house in question and peer over the fence, and sure enough, there is a dog tied to a tree, and the animal appears to have puncture wounds seeping fresh blood.
“This isn’t good,” I say to Wendy. “I feel very nervous about this.”
“Me too. I don’t want to get shot out here in the ghetto.”
“Me either, but we have to get that dog. He’s hurt.”
Thinking quickly, I say, “I’m going to call a friend and see if he can come help us. I’d feel better if we had a man with us.”
“Good idea,” Wendy agrees.
I call Twist and tell him what’s going on.
“Marlie, I’ll be over there in fifteen minutes. Do not approach any of those people, okay? You wait for me.”
“I promise, we’ll wait. I’m so sorry to bother you with this, I didn’t know who else to call.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just stay put.”
Soon we hear the telltale roar of two bikes coming down the street, stopping to park behind my van. Twist and Riley get off their bikes and walk towards us looking like two huge muscled wrestlers covered in ink—and each of them wearing a gun on their hips.
“You have a gun?” I whisper to Twist. “Are you crazy?”
“You’re in the fucking ghetto,” Riley interrupts. “There’s a lot of drugs and shit here. Trust me, we’re not going to shoot anyone.”
“Maybe we should just leave?” Wendy suggests nervously.
“No,” Twist replies, looking up at the house. “We’re not leaving an injured dog here to get mutilated and killed.”
Riley smacks his brother on the shoulder. “Let’s go. You ladies stay here.”
“Holy crap those guys are hot!” Wendy whispers to me as we watch the guys approach the front door.
A guy who looks to be about twenty answers the door. We can hear Riley’s deep menacing voice from the street, and the kid is getting paler by the minute.
A few moments later, Twist is coming back towards us. “They’ve got two dogs inside and one outside. We told them if he gives them to us we won’t contact the cops, but we’ll be watching him to make sure he doesn’t try this crap again. You have your cages?”
“Yeah, in the back of the van. Are the dogs manageable or are they viscous?”
“The kid said they’re friendly. He and his dumb friends were trying to force them to fight.”
“Stupid kids!” I say, pissed off, as we open up the back of the van. “The dogs will have to be taken to the vet and checked out and then evaluated for temperament. We can’t adopt out dogs with behavior problems.”
Riley and Twist bring the two dogs out on leashes and load them into the cages. They’re wagging their tails, so I hope they will pass our behavior testing. Twist and I go to the backyard to get the injured dog, who’s cowering and shaking.
“Fucking asshole kids,” Twist swears, gently holding his hand out. The dog sniffs but makes no move to bite or growl. Twist unhooks his chain from around the tree and gently guides the dog into the cage and carries it to the van.
“I think we scared the shit out these kids,” Twist says when all the dogs are loaded up.
“Fuck yeah,” Riley agrees. “You ladies are gonna need us to help you with shit like this.”
“He’s right,” Wendy agrees. “When we have to get abused dogs tied up in yards, and situations where we have to confront owners to get them to let us take the dogs, having guys like this with us is going to help us a lot.”
Twist grins at me. “Looks like you just got two new volunteers,” he says, putting his arm around my waist.
“You two really want to help us with this stuff?” I ask in disbelief.
“I do. I’ll beat down any punk who’s hurting a defenseless animal,” Riley says. “Nobody says no to me.”
“He’s got a point,” Twist adds.
“Alright then, looks like you guys are joining the rescue team.”
“Now that our work here is done, we got bikes to build,” Riley says. “Kiss your chick and let’s go.”
Twist walks me over to the side of the van and kisses me. “We’re gonna help you with situations like this, okay, baby? You can’t do all this alone, not with things like this.”
“You’re right. You guys are awesome for helping.”
“We’re gonna make a great team in every way, I promise you that, Marlie.” He kisses me again, his hands cupping my ass and pulling me against him. “I can’t wait to see you tonight. Get these dogs taken care of and then go home and make yourself pretty for me. We’re going for our first romantic dinner, and then I’m taking you home to ravish you.”
I beam up at his smiling face. “Oooh. Now that sounds great.”
Wendy and I watch the guys ride away and then get in the van to get the dogs taken care of.
“That’s your boyfriend? You are one lucky girl, Marlie.”
I smile and nod at her. “Yup. I fell in love with him when I was five years old.”
I can’t stop smiling as Wendy drives us to the animal hospital. Everything is going to be okay, I can just feel it deep in my heart and in my soul. Twist loves me, and wants to be part of my life again. I look down at the ring on my finger that Twist gave me so long ago, and I know that promise is never going to be broken.
The End
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Chapter One
‡
GRIPPING THE HAMMER tightly in his hand, Boone Caldwell grinned with satisfaction. He was driving the last nail in the last board of his new countertop. It might not have excited some people, but that put him one step closer to having his shop off the ground.
Opening a tattoo parlor, as his grandmother still called it, wasn’t exactly the most traditional route he could have taken. But he’d fallen in love with tattoos and had spent his twelve-year stint in the military sucking up every scrap of knowledge he could. From Thailand to Afghanistan to a couple of hellholes in South America, he’d learned, he’d absorbed, and when he’d finally come home, he’d apprenticed.
For another three years, he’d lived in a city he hated, studying and learning the craft. He’d spent every spare dime he had buying up hams to practice on. The people at the grocery store must have thought he was feeding an army. He chuckled a little, recalling the odd looks he’d gotten every time he’d gone through the checkout line.
The nail sank into the board with a satisfying thud. He ran his hand over the smooth wood. It would need sanding and then a couple of coats of high gloss black paint and it would be perfect. The Inkwell would be open for business by the end of the week.
“Put your shirt on!”
The feminine voice was filled with more command than any drill sergeant he’d ever encountered. Turning to throw a rebellious glance at his sister, he replied, “Or what?”
Lucy glared at him, her hands on her skinny hips and looking so much like their mother it was scary. “Or the woman whose name is tattooed on your chest is going to walk in here any minute and see the proof of your adolescent obsession!”
Boone reached for his discarded T-shirt. “Shit!”
Tugging the shirt over his head, he repeated the curse for good measure. “Shit!”
Lucy’s toes were tapping on the hardwood floor. “You should just cover it up! Put something elseon there,” she suggested.
No was his immediate knee jerk response. It wasn’t the woman. He’d gotten over his infatuation with the woman who’d inspired the tattoo a long time ago. Or so he told himself on a pretty much daily basis.
The tattoo itself had meaning for him. He’d been in a lot of dark and scary places over the years. Guns and bombs going off all around him while he watched his friends die. In those moments, he’d put his hand on his chest, over that tattoo, and he’d think about home. Thinking about Caroline and all the things he’d always dreamed of had brought him out of hell, and he wasn’t ready to let go of that yet.
That’s what it represented to him. Safety. Security. Being in a place where the world was right. There was no way in hell he’d change anything about it. He’d just keep his damn shirt on.
The door opened and she walked in. It was like a punch in the gut. Her blonde hair was still long though styled differently. It fell in soft waves over her shoulders now. The ridiculous curves of her body might have become a little fuller over the years, but that didn’t do anything to detract from their appeal. She smiled at him, and he thought he’d swallow his tongue. Caroline Matthews-Ainsley left him as punch-drunk as always.
“Hello, Boone! It’s been so long,” she said, rushing forward to give him a hug.
Caroline had been Lucy’s best friend in school, and even though she was only two years older than Boone, she’d always treated him like a little brother. He’d felt a lot of things for Caroline over the years, but none of them had been familial. Of course, she was married, and it didn’t matter how crazy he was for her, that was over the line.
“Hey, Caroline…It’s a little late, but congratulations on being Charlottesville’s best looking First Lady.”
The fact that she’d married William “Never Bill” Ainsley just made his skin crawl. He was like the bad guy in every eighties teen movie. All golden hair and star quarterback on the outside and Darth Vader in the middle.
Lucy made a choking sound, dragging her finger across her throat in a silent, age-old, but still effective threat. He frowned at her then glanced back at Caroline. The smile was still there, but it wasn’t quite right. The warmth had left her eyes and she looked—broken, he decided. She looked broken.
After a second’s pause, Caroline spoke. “I guess you’ve been so busy working in here that the gossip hasn’t reached you yet—William and I are divorced, or will be soon at any rate.”
“Oh, fuck.”
Her smile curved upward then, into something ugly and a little mean. “He was doing that too…with his secretary.”
Boone shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. He hadn’t just put his foot into his mouth, he’d chewed up and swallowed both of his damned combat boots. “I’m sorry, Caroline. I didn’t mean—ah, hell. I’ll just shut up now.”
Lucy came forward and placed her bony arm around Caroline’s shoulder. It was the same pose in a dozen snapshots of them taken as children. “Too bad you couldn’t have reached that stellar decision about five minutes ago,” Lucy said acidly. “We’ll be next door if you want to come over and tell us how much weight we need to gain or lose, and how these pants do nothing for our asses. Maybe you can give us each a couple of paper cuts and pour salt in ’em!”
Caroline chuckled, and Boone felt the tension ease in him. He’d gladly take Lucy’s brand of sarcasm if it meant making Caroline feel better. Still, it pissed him off a little that Lucy had kept that tidbit to herself. It was the kind of information that ought to be passed along. Of course, that was partially his own fault. Every time Caroline’s name had come up in the conversation, he’d snapped at her. It had gotten to a point that hearing about her, thinking about her when he knew she’d never be his, had just been too much.
“Lucy, be nice to the poor boy. He’s only been home for a month, and he’s been working day and night in here!” Caroline admonished softly.
One word stuck out for him in her defense. Boy. He was thirty-two years old. He’d been shot three times. He’d killed more men than he cared to count, and he had a trunk full of medals he couldn’t even stand to look at. But he was a boy to her, and that was never going to change. It made him so damned mad he wanted to punch something. But since he wasn’t about to destroy what he’d been working so hard to put together, he figured getting out would be the best bet.
“I’m heading over to the PitStop for a beer,” he said. “I need a break.” And he needed to get the hell away from the woman he could never have.
“Be careful, Boone,” Caroline offered. “It really was good to see you again.”
“My foot in my mouth,” he said with an easy smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Just like old times.”
Grabbing his jacket and keys, Boone left the building. Climbing into the old step-side truck his grandfather had left him, he headed for the bar and enough beer to drown his sorrows.
*
CAROLINE LEFT THE tattoo shop, crossing the hall into the other small storefront that housed Lucy’s bakery. The building had once been a small department store, offering women’s clothing on one side and men’s on the other. Boone had helped Lucy buy the building and start her bakery. He’d signed over his half of the life insurance policy they’d gotten after his and Lucy’s parents had been killed, and he’d done it without a second thought. As far as brothers went, he was just about the best anybody could ask for.
He’s not your brother, and he looked damn good. Ignoring the voice in her head, the one that had been saying all sorts of things only worthy of being ignored, she offered up the apology that had to be made. “I’m sorry I haven’t been by lately. Or called. Or texted. Or responded to your texts…and heaven knows I’m staying away from the pitfalls of social media right now. If one more person tells me how sorry they are, I swear to god, I’m going to climb the water tower buck-ass naked and shout to the whole town that I’m glad the son of a bitch is gone!”
Lucy laughed, the throaty sound seeming at odds with her stick-like frame. No matter what, Lucy never gained weight. Even when she’d been pregnant, she had just looked like a skinny woman carrying a watermelon under her shirt. If she weren’t Caroline’s best friend, the hatred would have run deep.
“The water tower is rusted as hell because your smarmy ex pocketed the money that should have been used to paint it. I hope you’re up to date on your tetanus shots.”
Sinking onto one of the white, wrought-iron chairs with its striped pink cushions, Caroline laid her head on the small bistro table. “I need a cupcake. Or a dozen. Then I won’t be able to haul my fat ass up the water tower.”
Lucy reached into the glass-fronted display case. Another errant thought about Boone and all the wonderful things he’d done for his sister popped into Caroline’s head. He’d found the display case at a flea market years ago and had helped refinished it while he was home on leave and Lucy’s pregnancy hormones had been akin to demonic possession.
When her friend produced one chocolate cupcake, placed it on a small plate, and walked over to the table, Caroline tried not to salivate.
Lucy placed the treat in front of her. “One cupcake. Then you’re going to stop feeling sorry for yourself and tell me what that needle-dicked bastard has done this time.”
Caroline looked at the cupcake. “I can’t pay you for this. My dad has cut me off…I signed the divorce papers this morning and he flipped. Said I was throwing away all that we’d worked for.”
“You earned the cupcake for putting up with my bitchy ass all these years…Although I’m not sure if I’m talking about your soon-to-be ex-husband or your father. Speaking of your father, has he missed the part where your husband killed his political career by stealing from his constituents and sleeping with his married secretary?”
Caroline felt the tears starting then. “According to my father, it’s my fault. If I’d taken better care of myself and not gotten so fat, my husband wouldn’t have strayed and his half-wit secretary—who incidentally can’t tie her shoes without instructions—wouldn’t have been able to sway him. But the real problem—” She stopped abruptly, unable to continue.
Lucy looked at her. “And what?”
The words came out in a rush, running over top of one another. “And-you’re-the-only-friend-I-have-and-I’ve-been-awful-to-you-but-now-I-need-a-place-to-stay.”
Lucy shook her head. “My house would drive you crazy. Between Charlie screaming at the television, the dogs barking, the twins wailing, and the constant sound of video game gunfire accompanied by the random funk of a teenage boy…But I may have a solution.”
“Really?”
Lucy grinned. “Come with me, and bring your cupcake.”
*
BOONE STARED AT his second beer. He’d been sitting at the bar for almost two hours, but getting drunk had lost its appeal. Maybe it was the horrible band or maybe it was the fact that the local college kids were slumming it in the dive bar, but he just felt old and tired.
“Suck it up, buttercup. There’s more where that came from.”
Before Boone could even respond to his sister’s taunt, she tugged the beer bottle from his hand and drained what was left in it. Afterward, she grimaced and wiped her mouth. “Wuss. You know it’s a party foul to let your beer get warm.”
Boone took the bottle from her and signaled the bartender for another one. “I think it’s a party foul for the mother of a sixteen-year-old to use the words ‘party foul.’ Why aren’t you still hanging out with Caroline and bashing anything with a penis?”
Lucy shrugged. “Penises are fine. It’s the men attached to them that are the problem.”
Boone shuddered. “It weirds me out for you to say that word. Let’s just forget it?”
“What? Penis?” She laughed. “There are other words I can use instead!”
“No. Definitely not. Not now. Not ever,” he said emphatically. If she was going to continue hanging out, he was going to need something stronger than beer.
The bartender placed another longneck in front of him, and Lucy promptly stole it. With a weary sigh, he just shrugged and signaled for yet another beer. “Is there some reason you followed me down here? Other than to get drunk off the shit I’m buying for myself?”
She patted him on the back. “You, little brother, owe me. You owe me so big that you’re going to paint my entire shop all by yourself.”
Sipping the beer that finally made it into his hand rather than his sister’s, he said, “You mean like I did last time?”
“I paid you!”
“You bought me pizza…which your bottomless pit of a kid scarfed down half of,” he reminded her. “Now, what is it you think I owe you for?”
She wore a smirk like a cartoon cat with a yellow feather hanging from its mouth. “You owe me, Boone, because Caroline is now your roommate.”
He set the bottle back on the bar. He couldn’t swallow because his heart was in his throat. “What the hell did you do?”
“She needed a place to stay…It seems that Needle Dick’s legal problems have resulted in her losing her house. Her delusional father believes it’s her fault that her shitty husband cheated on her and kicked her out of his house when she signed the divorce papers.”
Boone shook his head. “You cannot do this to me! Do you know what kind of torture it would be to live with her?”
Lucy nodded. “I do. You two have been tap dancing around each other for years. Now maybe it’s time to tango.”
“What? Are we on Dancing with the damn Stars now? I don’t want to tango with her, tap dance with her, or anything else. You heard her, Lucy. She’s never going to see me as anything more than your kid brother, and I can’t keep throwing my ego out there for her to stomp on.”
“She doesn’t just see you that way. She wants to, but Boone, as much as it repulses me to admit this about my own brother, you’re hot. And she’s—”
“She’s what?” he demanded after Lucy’s abrupt halt.
“You look at her and all you see is the beautiful girl you’ve always been crazy about…but other people in this town aren’t that nice. They see the Homecoming Queen, who now wears double-digit dress sizes.”
“That’s bullshit. Caroline looks amazing.”
Lucy’s smile was sad and a little bitter when she answered. “To you and to most other men, but not to the asshole she was dumb enough to marry. It’s women who are the nastiest, Boone. They chew each other up. It’s all smiles to your face, then claws and teeth the minute your back is turned.”
That tore him up. It wasn’t just that Caroline was beautiful to him physically. In all his life, he’d never seen her be anything but kind to everyone else. It was bad enough that her husband had two-timed her, even though the ass-hat had never deserved her anyway. For her own father to kick her out and a bunch of bitchy women to tear at her—it just wasn’t right.
“Okay,” he agreed. “She can stay…as a platonic roommate. I’m not getting involved in anything else with her. I mean it.”
“Of course, you do, sweetie. You mean every word of it,” Lucy said with a laugh. “I just don’t know how long you’ll mean it for.”
Boone placed his head in his hands. War hadn’t made him cry. But his meddling sister might. “You need to leave this alone. She doesn’t want me. She thinks I’m a kid.”
Lucy practically bounced up and down on the padded bar stool. “And this is the perfect opportunity to show her you’re not! Kill spiders, open jars, carry her groceries up the steps for her so she can see how well all your push-ups paid off!”
“I don’t need you to fix my life, Luc,” he said sharply.
She smiled again. “I’m not fixing yours, baby. I’m fixing hers. She needs this way more than you do.”



Chapter Two
‡
TWO BEERS WAS more than he felt comfortable driving after. One and a half, he corrected. Lucy had stolen part of his second beer. Still, Boone had opted to leave his truck parked at the bar, a decision he’d likely regret, and had jogged back to the apartment in the early evening hours. It would have been fine had the heavens not decided to open and douse him with bitter, cold rain. Now it was full dark and he could barely see anything in front of him.
He still wanted to murder his sister. Grumbling under his breath, watching it puff in front of his face, he turned the corner and smacked hard into something soft and yielding. The squeak, as she tumbled backward, had him reaching out to grab her. With his hands wrapped around her upper arms, she was off balance, falling against his chest until they were both backed against the cold, wet brick wall.
Not that it mattered. He was practically sizzling as the rain hit him just from being so close to her. All the things he’d said to Lucy, all the dipshit stuff about being platonic roommates taunted him. Two seconds he’d held her against him and he was rock hard.
“What the hell are you doing out here?”
“Oh, Boone! You have to help me!”
He wanted to. God did he want to, but he imagined her vision of help and his would be very different. “It’s freezing and you’re wearing a—” He looked down and regretted it immediately. The white nightie and the robe that covered it were all but transparent from the rain. He could see everything he’d always dreamed of. “Not enough. Not nearly enough!”
“I can’t reach it,” she said.
His brain was going to the same places it had when he was twelve and trying to watch her change clothes through the keyhole. “What?”
“Boone, are you even listening to me?”
He was trying. He was really, really trying. He forced his eyes to focus on a point just beyond her shoulder, where he didn’t have to see big blue eyes and pink lips or, God above, glistening skin encased in transparent white lace and whatever the hell else her nonexistent nightie was made of.
“What exactly do you need help with?”
“The kitten! It’s trapped in the drain pipe and I can’t reach it!”
That managed to sink into his lust frozen brain. “There’s a toolbox in the living room closet. Go get it…and get a damn jacket while you’re in there!”
“It’s not that cold!”
He shook his head. “Caroline, you’re a bright woman. I’m going to say this one time. You’re standing outside, in the rain, in the cold, wearing something thin and white. Put the goddamn jacket on!”
Her mouth fell open; she glanced down, glanced back up, clamped her lips into a firm line, and headed for the door.
Once she was inside, Boone moved to the corner of the building. He was close enough to hear the pitiful cries coming from inside the white aluminum. Lowering himself to the ground, ignoring the puddle he had to lie in and the rain that pelted him, he reached inside. The little thing had moved back beyond the bend, and his hands were too large to get to it. The dim street lamp illuminated the alley but did nothing to help him see into the downspout.
“Hey, baby,” he whispered. “Whatcha doin’ in there?”
The kitten cried louder. From the circumference of the gutter, the thing had to be tiny. He was going to have to trap it completely, closing off the gutter above and below before he could cut through it and extricate it.
Getting to his knees, still gingerly petting what he could reach of the wet, matted fur, he pressed the aluminum in with his other hand. It caved in about six inches above where the kitten was. Removing his hand from the gutter opening, he did the same thing below the bend. He’d just finished when Caroline came out with the tool box, wearing a black hoodie over her transparent night clothes.
“What are you doing?” she demanded.
“I’m going to have to cut the pipe to get it out. When I saw through it, I don’t want the kitten to panic and take off in case it’s hurt.”
*
CAROLINE DROPPED THE heavy tool box a little more gracelessly than she’d planned. Mortification apparently rendered her clumsy. “Oh,” she said. It also apparently rendered her inarticulate. She’d known that Boone would know what to do. Throughout their childhood, he’d dragged in one rescued stray after another while his and Lucy’s mother had ranted and raved and restocked the first aid kit.
“Can it breathe in there?”
“Yeah…It’s not closed off too tight for air. Just too tight for someone to wiggle away,” he said, sorting through the tool box until he produced a small saw and a set of wicked looking scissors. Probably not scissors, she thought. They undoubtedly had some manlier name, but she didn’t know what it was. William hadn’t been the handy type. She couldn’t recall even seeing him wield a hammer to help hang pictures.
It didn’t take him very long to remove the caved-in section of the gutter. Regardless, the inhabitant was less than pleased. Pitiful yowling and possibly a few growls could be heard from inside. He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “Are you sure this is a cat?”
“Yes?”
He shook his head. “Let’s get it inside and see if it’s friend or foe.”
She reached for the toolbox, but he’d already hoisted it up. Not that she minded. It weighed a ton. Of course, he carried it like it was nothing. And as he climbed the steps to the back door of the building, his wet jogging pants clung to his perfectly sculpted behind in a way that made her mouth water.
No. No. No. Lucy’s baby brother, she reminded herself.
Of course, he wasn’t a baby anymore. He was only two years younger than her.
That’s your sex-starved libido talking.
What could it hurt to look? She was still a married woman, after all, even if she was quickly approaching the expiration date on that mistake. Boone was a good-looking man. One of the best looking she’d ever seen, in fact. It had surprised the hell out of her. Of course, she was also staying in his house rent free. It was a definite complication, but a part of her looked at his chiseled profile and thought it might be worth it.
He’d shown up at Lucy’s wedding, best man to his army buddy who was becoming his brother-in-law. Bringing Charlie into Lucy’s life, and into Nick’s, had probably been one of the best things Boone had ever done. Lucy’s first boyfriend, the sperm donor for lack of a better term, sure as hell hadn’t been any kind of support. The minute he’d found out Lucy was pregnant, he’d bailed on her.
Lucy had struggled constantly until Charlie came along. Boone had been the best man at their wedding. He’d worn that dress uniform with his dancing green eyes, close-cropped hair, and his desert tan. The resulting breeze from women fanning themselves had damn near capsized the wedding cake.
She’d danced with him that night and had tingled everywhere their bodies had touched. At that point, she’d been married to William just long enough to know it was a horrible mistake. But there’d been no getting out of it by then.
Still following Boone, she entered the apartment behind him. She’d nosed around enough before he got home to familiarize herself with the space. When Lucy had shown her into the apartment earlier and given her what had once been the spare key, she’d hesitated. The truth of the matter was, she didn’t have a choice. She had nowhere else to go.
For a man who’d been there less than a month, he’d sure made himself at home. Comfy couch, two overstuffed leather chairs with an old trunk for a coffee table. There were walls of books: art, design, tattooing, travel books, history, and a wide variety of fiction. Posters and a few framed photos covered the walls.
Attempting to make conversation and not think about the fact she’d just flashed him everything God had given her and Krispy Kreme had added to, she said, “You’ve settled in pretty quickly. The apartment looks nice.”
“Yeah. I got tired of living out of footlockers,” he agreed, sitting down at the small, scarred table that had once occupied his mother’s kitchen. He placed the gutter on the table, and with that same wicked looking tool, began to cut the aluminum vertically up one side. Then he did the other. “Come over here. I’m going to peel back the metal, and you grab the kitten. If it is a kitten. If it’s a rat, which is possible—”
“It’s not a rat!”
“Or a possum, or a raccoon, or even a skunk that’s still too young to spray,” he said. “We live in Kentucky, Caroline.”
She bit her lip. “I’m pretty sure it’s a kitten. It sounds like a kitten.”
“One possessed by the devil, sure.”
Caroline glared at him. “Just get that baby out of there, whatever it is!”
“If it’s a rat and you don’t grab it and it gets loose in my apartment,” he warned, his tone and his expression deadly serious, “you will regret it.”
Caroline swallowed nervously. She’d only seen it in dim light. What if it wasn’t a cat? “Let’s just do this already!”
He stared at her for a second, something even more dangerous glittering in his eyes. “I’m in a damned nightmare,” he finally muttered as he peeled back the aluminum.
Reaching her hands between his, her fingers brushed against the warmth of his skin; she felt the jolt of it all the way to her toes. Ignoring that, she grasped the newly freed, ragged bundle of fur, praying with everything in her that it would be feline.
Lifting up the poor, tiny thing, Caroline’s heart melted. It was the homeliest, sickliest kitten she’d ever seen in her life. Its eyes were swollen shut. It couldn’t have weighed more than half a pound, and its whole shivering body fit into the palm of her hand. “Boone, I don’t know what to do for her… is it a her?
He took the kitten from her hand. “Yes. Almost all tortoiseshell cats are female. First thing is to get her warm.”
Caroline followed him through the apartment to the small bathroom. He filled the sink with warm water and then put a little soap on his hand before dunking the kitten in the water. Her docile display of a few minutes ago vanished. In its place was something that defied description. That tiny cat—all eight ounces of her—kicked, clawed, yowled, bit, and generally advised the world of her displeasure.
“Oh, she’s going to be fine,” Boone said with a laugh. It ended on a hiss as one of her needle-like claws sunk into his hand. “She’s a fighter, alright.”
“Her eyes look so bad! Do you think she’s blind?”
He shrugged as he continued washing the tiny little body and avoiding more of its kitten kung fu. He gently cleaned her eyes, patiently wiping them with a damp cloth until they opened. “I’ll take her to the vet in the morning. Let Dr. Banks take a look at her and see what he thinks.”
A disturbing thought entered her mind. “What will you do with her if she is blind?”
“I’ll learn to love the furniture just where it is,” he said.
Relief washed over her. Not even thinking about what she was doing, Caroline leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him from behind. “Oh, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
He stiffened instantly. His whole body went tight, and when she glanced up, he was staring at her in the mirror with a look on his face that made her want to run. Maybe to him, maybe from him, but it defied her to simply just stand still.
*
BOONE COULDN’T TAKE his eyes off her. She was leaning into him, her breasts crushed against his back, her arms around him, and her hand lying on his chest, directly over the tattoo of her. Her hair was wet, and she didn’t have a stitch of makeup on her face, but she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. He wanted her so badly at that moment that his whole body ached with it.
“I can’t do this,” he said, pulling the kitten from its warm bath and wrapping it in a towel. “I’m not your buddy or your pal, or your best friend’s baby brother!”
Caroline backed away from him, her face crestfallen and hurt. “But you’re all of those things.”
It felt ridiculous to say it, especially as he was towel drying a bedraggled kitten while uttering the words, but they had to be said. “I’m a man, Caroline. Full grown and with all my working parts. You’ve been running around here half naked, and you’re practically climbing me in my bathroom! What the hell kind of message do you think that sends?”
She backed away from him then. “It’s not like that, Boone!”
He handed the kitten to her. “Maybe it isn’t for you. You seeing me as a kid doesn’t make me one. Take the kitten and keep her with you. Get her dry and hold her to keep her warm.”
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“I’m going to get her some food and the other things she’ll need…and I’m leaving this room before I do something I ought to regret.”
Without another word, Boone left the bathroom, leaving her staring after him as he headed back out into the night.



Chapter Three
‡
CAROLINE SAT HUDDLED on the ancient couch that also served as her bed. There was a second bedroom in the apartment, but it had no bed in it yet. She’d exchanged her damp nightgown for a pair of yoga pants and a UK sweatshirt. Boone’s hoodie was draped over her curled up legs, covering her bare toes. The kitten was tucked against her chest, huddling beneath her chin and purring so loud it was a wonder the windows didn’t rattle.
“How can you possibly produce that much noise?” she asked.
The kitten responded by stretching out her front legs and arching her back, her claws scraping against Caroline’s neck before she once again tucked herself into a tight, purring ball. The small kitten was content, at least. Which was more than could be said of her.
The scene with Boone replayed in her mind. She’d known about his crush when they were younger. He’d been fourteen to her sixteen and that had seemed like such a vast difference then, and honestly it had been.
It’s not such a big difference in your thirties. The little voice was at it again, chipping away at her arguments and making her question the safe distance she’d tried to maintain over the years.
“Lucy is my best friend,” she argued with herself “Right now, she’s my only friend…and I’m living here on his charity, and I’ve already screwed up.” Just saying it aloud made her gut clench. After twelve miserable years of being married to William, she didn’t have much pride left, but all that she still possessed was protesting. A job, she decided, would be the first order of business. As soon as Boone got back, she’d tell him she would only be here for a few days and she’d find some other solution.
“Where the heck is he?” Caroline asked. “He’s been gone for hours.” Looking at the clock, she noted it was nearing midnight. The options for where he might be in Charlottesville were limited.
The kitten did not provide a pithy answer or any particular guidance. It just snuggled against her, warm and content, the unusually loud and gravelly purr reverberating against her chest. “You’re no help at all,” Caroline said to it.
The door swung inward and Boone frowned at her. “That’s really stupid. We have locks for a reason.”
“It’s Charlottesville,” she pointed out.
“Really? You’re going to tell me there’s no crime here? Where is your soon-to-be ex-husband right now?”
“Out on bail,” she admitted reluctantly.
“You should have locked the door,” he said, placing the bags on the counter of the small kitchenette.
“I didn’t know if you had your key with you,” she replied. Staring at the haul he’d brought in, she asked, “How much do you think she’s going to eat.”
“A lot…every two hours. I’m not even sure how old she is. I bought formula and kitten food…I know she’s got teeth,” he remarked. “She’s a biter.”
She’s not the only one. The mental image of sinking her teeth into the thick, heavy muscle that curved between his neck and shoulder had her salivating. It had been more than a year since she’d had sex. Even though it had only been four months since she and William had separated and filed for divorce, he hadn’t touched her in ages, and even then it had been sporadic. He’d blamed it on her weight gain when all along he’d been screwing around with his secretary.
Those thoughts doused her ardor quickly. William had sported thinning hair and a slight paunch, his own body far less than perfect, yet he’d criticized hers. The idea of getting naked in front of someone as fit, and lord was he fit, as Boone was terror inducing. Stretch marks, cellulite, and to be perfectly honest, she’d passed from muffin top to full blown pop-over years earlier.
“Earth to Caroline.”
She jumped, realizing that he’d been talking to her while she’d been mentally cataloging her numerous flaws. “I’m sorry. What?”
“Bring her over here and let’s see what we can get her to eat,” he said. “I know she’s gotta be hungry.”
As he said it, Caroline’s own stomach growled. “Yeah, she’s not the only one.”
Boone shot her a concerned look. “Haven’t you eaten?”
She shook her head. “I went to the grocery store earlier, but people just kept staring…so I wound up just leaving the cart and running away.”
He opened one of the cans of kitten formula and filled a bottle with it. Turning on the hot water, he held the small baby bottle under the stream, letting it warm. “I don’t mean to be nosey, but what are you doing for money, Car?”
Hearing the shortened form of her name made her smile. It was like putting on old, comfy clothes. “I’ve got a little money in the bank but not much. We’re close enough to Lexington that I might try to get a job there. There’s not a lot I’m qualified for, since being First Lady of Charlottesville pretty much involved smiling and not saying anything when my husband was an ass.”
With the bottle warmed, Boone took the kitten from her. It protested with a loud grunt, which made him smile and made Caroline’s heart leap. “Let’s see what this little girl likes,” he said.
Caroline looked at his large hands, callused and scarred, cradling that tiny kitten with such gentleness it made her ache. Then the kitten began to eat, greedily, and thoughts of Boone’s manly, sexy hands faded. She had to suppress her squeal at the cuteness when the kitten’s ears began to wiggle as she suckled the small bottle.
“Thatta girl,” he encouraged. “You know just what to do.”
It didn’t take long for the kitten to finish. She protested loudly when the bottle ran dry. “She’s still hungry.”
Boone took a baby wipe from the package and began rubbing her bottom. “Yeah, but I don’t want to feed her any more right now. I don’t know how long she’s been without food, and too much too soon might make her sick.”
Caroline watched him with concern. “What in the world are you doing?”
“Caroline, didn’t you ever have kittens or puppies at your house growing up?”
She laughed. “In that mausoleum? Please! The only time I ever got to play with kittens and puppies was at your house.”
He nodded, but his expression was full of pity as he explained, “Mama cats clean their babies’ bottoms after they eat…it stimulates them to go to the bathroom. And since this one doesn’t appear to have a mama, that’ll be your job from now on.”
“What?”
“I have to get the shop opened,” he reminded her. “Since you’re not working anywhere at the moment, you get to be the kitty mama.”
Caroline watched as he put the kitten on some kind of waterproof pad where it promptly peed. “How do you know when she’s about to pee?”
He laughed. “You don’t. It’s going to get messy, princess.”
“Don’t call me that!” The protest was more heated than his teasing tone had warranted. But William had always taunted her about being a spoiled brat, being a princess that couldn’t do anything but take up space and look pretty. Then he’d add the last part was getting harder and harder to manage as her ass kept getting wider. Of course, he’d always attacked when she’d made suggestions about spending more time at home or going to marriage counseling, or asking if he’d be home for dinner.
“I should have known,” she muttered.
*
BOONE KNEW INSTANTLY that he’d said something wrong. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything by that.”
She looked up at him, her big blue eyes full of hurt, and it was like a punch in the gut. He wanted nothing more than to make that look go away.
Shaking her head, her reply was soft. “I know. I’m sorry for being…overly sensitive, I guess.”
As she started to move away from him, Boone knew he couldn’t let that happen. Capturing her hand, he tugged her back. “No. If something hurts you, Caroline, you need to tell me…That way I won’t do it again.”
“It wasn’t you…just, William always called me that, and not in a nice way.”
Boone wanted to kick his ass. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt that way, but it was the first time prompted by protectiveness and not jealousy. “Well, I’ll never call you anything in a not nice way. You deserve a man who appreciates you, Caroline, who would look at you every day and know just how lucky he was to have you.”
God, he wanted it to be him. He’d never wanted anything so badly in his life.
The question burned in his mind, and he had to ask it. “Why did you marry him, Caroline? I never understood that.”
She looked down, a flush staining her cheeks. “It just seemed like the best option at the time…Every time I questioned whether or not it was a good idea, my dad would remind me that no one else was beating down the door to ask me.”
He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. She had to know she was beautiful. “That’s bullshit. You know you’re beautiful.”
She looked up then, her lips parted and a look of surprise on her face. “I know you think that, but not everyone agrees.”
Standing so close to her that he could smell the sweet scent of her shampoo and see the tiny freckles on her nose, his eyes roamed further to the gentle curve of her lower lip. She looked up at him then, wide blue eyes flaring with awareness.
It was as simple as breathing. Leaning in, he settled his lips on hers, savoring the softness, the resilience of her flesh as he staked a claim that had been burning inside him for decades. She tasted like heaven to him, sweet and tart at the same time, like the apples he used to steal in the spring.
She stiffened against him, shock and surprise battling against the sweetness of a kiss he’d waited eighteen years for. There was no question the kiss would win out. To be certain of it, he poured everything he had into it. His lips moved over hers, firm but gentle. Insistent but never harsh.
She sank against him, her body softening, her lips parting. There was no victory dance, only the headlong rush. Taking her bottom lip between his, he nipped it gently, then soothed it lightly with his tongue. Her answering sigh sparked the need in him, the hunger for something more primal.
Tracing the soft curves of her lips with his tongue, he delved inside. A shallow thrust and retreat, something to make her yearn for more.
As much as he wanted her, he needed her to want him more, to be mindless with it. Maybe it was pride, or maybe it was the desperate fear of being crushed by rejection from her, but he needed her to go wild for him. He needed to see the girl next door turn into something dark and edgy because he drove her to it.
Sliding his hand up her back, twining his fingers in the golden strands still damp from the rain, he tugged her head back. It was a dominant gesture, one that stated emphatically that he was in charge. A soft moan escaped her, along with a little shiver that told him she liked it.
The softness of her body against him, the hardened points of her nipples pressing into his chest, was driving him wild. With one hand still tugging at her hair and his lips playing on hers with single-minded determination, his other hand roamed freely. From her rounded shoulders, down to the curve of her waist, and then to the swell of her hips. A dozen images played in his mind, each one involving his fingers digging into that soft flesh as he buried himself inside her again and again.
A tiny yowl from the floor brought reality crashing in on them. The kitten clearly felt like she had been ignored for long enough and began to climb his pant leg, one needle-like claw after another.
Caroline pulled back from the kiss, gasping, her damp lips parted and her eyes wide.
“Why?”
He blinked at her, his brain unable to process anything because all the blood in his body was still rushing south. Bending to scoop up the kitten wasn’t easy since he was stiff as a damned poker. “What the hell does that mean? Why?” he repeated to her as he rubbed the kitten’s chin. It immediately began to rumble out a purr that could shake the windows.
Caroline pinned him with a hard, assessing stare. “Do you want me, or do you just feel sorry for me?”
He dropped his head, his chin resting against his chest. “I feel a lot of things right now, Caroline. And I imagine most of them are going to send me back out for another jog in the rain…but not a damn one of them is pity.”



Chapter Four
‡
CAROLINE AWOKE FROM a night of lust-fueled dreams. Well, they hadn’t all been lust fueled. Some had involved the tiny kitten that had saved her from making a mistake of epic, disastrous proportion. Kissing Boone—no, she corrected. Being kissed by Boone, because he’d very clearly been the one in charge of everything, including her, had been an eye-opening experience.
Holy hell! That boy could kiss! Man. He was a man. Not a boy. He’d made that abundantly clear. In seconds, he’d robbed her of the ability to think, much less speak.
His strong arms had closed about her, his hard body pressed against her. Just remembering the heavy ridge of his erection pressed against her belly made her hot all over again. Then he’d done that thing…pulling her hair. Not enough to hurt, just enough to put her where he wanted her. Oh yeah. Boone was a full-grown man alright, and there was no going back to seeing him as anything else.
Sitting up, she caught a whiff of Boone’s cologne. He hadn’t let her sleep on the couch, insisting that she take his bed. Not that smelling the intoxicating scent of him on the sheets had helped her out with all those naughty dreams. Forcing herself to get out of the bed, she rose and quickly straightened the covers before walking out into the living room.
The apartment was empty. A note on the table told her Boone had taken the kitten to the vet. Caroline hoped the little thing would be okay. She’d snuck in a few cuddles during the night. It was the rumble/purr/growl combo at impossible decibels that sucked her in. It was irresistible.
Leaving the note on the table, ignoring the little voice in her head pointing out just how thoughtful he was, she headed for the kitchen. She’d just poured a glass of orange juice when she heard the door open. Glancing up, she caught her reflection in the microwave door. Yeah. That was not her best look. Nowhere to hide, Caroline simply hung her head.
“Good morning, sunshine,” he said.
She glared at him. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those morning people?”
“This isn’t morning,” he replied. “It’s practically lunch time.”
She glanced at the clock. It was only half past nine. “You are,” she said accusingly.
He chuckled again as he pulled the kitten from the small box he’d used to transport her in. “You’d never make it in the army, baby.”
“What did they say about her?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Worms. Fleas, though she’s been treated for both now. The eye infection is a little worse. There’s ointment in the box…three times a day,” he said as he placed the kitten in the makeshift pen he’d created for her.
“Where are you going?”
“To sand and paint a countertop. The grand opening is in three days.”
Caroline stared at him. He was seriously going to act like nothing had changed? Like he hadn’t kissed her senseless in that very same kitchen the night before? “That’s it? You’re just going to leave me here and go to work?”
*
BOONE TOOK IN her disheveled appearance. Her hair was crazy from tossing and turning all night, hopefully because she’d been thinking about him. She was sleepy-eyed and grumpy, her yoga pants and sweatshirt askew. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but then it was Caroline and she was never not sexy to him.
Sometime during the night, as he’d lain awake hornier for her than he’d been as a sixteen-year-old kid, he’d realized that she had no idea. Somehow, over the course of her marriage, her asshole of an ex-husband had whittled her self-esteem down to nothing. It didn’t surprise him. William had always been a bully, picking on anyone weaker than him. He’d apparently found Caroline’s weak spot and had hammered away at it until she was just lost.
All the things Lucy had said to him at the bar had run through his mind on a loop. He wanted Caroline, but how she saw him wasn’t the only obstacle. How she saw herself was going to be the biggest hurdle.
“What should I do instead, Caroline? Is there some reason I should stay here with you?” As he said it, he moved toward her, backing her against the door of the refrigerator. Their bodies were barely more than a breath apart. “Give me a reason to stay.”
She licked her lips nervously. Her breath was coming in soft little pants. She was nervous, yes, but he knew there was more to it. Placing his hands on the freezer door, on either side of her head, he leaned in. But he didn’t kiss her mouth, as badly as he wanted it. Instead, he placed a gentle kiss on the end of her freckled nose. “Just one reason,” he urged.
“I can’t,” she whispered.
“Can’t or won’t?”
She shivered softly. “You don’t really want me, Boone. You want the me of twenty years ago…I’m not that girl anymore.”
“I’m not that kid anymore, either. I’m a grown ass man, Caroline. I’ve done things you can’t even imagine…things I’d never dream of telling you because I couldn’t stand to see how you’d look at me once you knew. I know what I want. I don’t need you to make that decision for me.”
She started to protest, to say something else, but he was done talking. It was getting them nowhere. She didn’t think he wanted her? He’d give her all the proof she could handle.
With a slight shift of his weight, the space between them ceased to exist. He pressed his body against hers as his mouth settled over hers. Their first kiss had been gentle, but the second one was something else. He didn’t seduce. He took.
Sucking her lower lip between his teeth, he nipped it hard. She let out a startled cry, and he swept his tongue into her mouth. Bold, demanding. With every glide of his tongue against hers, with every scrape of his teeth, he showed her just how much he wanted her. Pressing his hips against her, feeling the softness of her flesh cupping his raging hard-on, neither had any doubt just how much he desired her.
Boone had stopped thinking. The point he’d been trying to prove was lost in the storm. His hands roamed over her body, sliding beneath the hem of her sweatshirt and encountering soft, warm skin. He didn’t stop there but continued his journey until he could cup her bare breast in his hand. The soft weight of it in his palm coupled with the temptation of her pebbled nipple was too much.
Gripping the hem of her shirt in his other hand, he tugged it upward until it bunched beneath her arms. But her perfect breasts were completely bared to him. Pulling his mouth from hers, he took just a moment to savor the glorious sight before dipping his head and tasting each one. Closing his mouth over the hardened peak, he sucked gently, then teased with his tongue. But when he used his teeth, scraping against the sensitive tip, she screamed.
His Caroline. His quiet, well mannered, always well behaved Caroline let out a scream that was worthy of any one of the thousands of pornographic fantasies he’d ever had about her. Sliding his hands over the generous curves of her hips, cupping her ass in his palms as he finally tasted the sweetness of her skin, it was literally his dream come true.
Her hands clutched at his shoulders, holding onto him. One slid into his hair, holding his head in place. It was a small victory, but it was enough.
Pulling away from her, he rose up. Looking her directly in the eyes, he said it firmly, leaving no room for doubt. “I know exactly what I want…and it’s you. Nobody but you.”
She stared at him for a few seconds, her eyes wide, pupils dilated, breath ragged. Then her chin lifted, and she offered him a slow, sexy smile. “Show me.”
Boone didn’t waste a second. Picking her up, he tossed her over his shoulder and headed straight for the bedroom.
*
CAROLINE WAS TOO stunned to protest. Before she’d even realized what he intended, he’d tossed her over his shoulder and was packing her off. The only time William had ever picked her up had been on their wedding night. He’d carried her over the threshold and then complained that his back hurt. It had been a mood killer to be sure.
Boone didn’t seem to think her weight was much of an obstacle. He moved swiftly, offering her a prime view of the well-defined muscles of his perfectly sculpted ass shifting beneath faded denim. He kicked the bedroom door closed behind them and then dumped her on the bed. He was on top of her before she could think. His hungry mouth was everywhere, stoking the fire he’d lit inside her.
His hands roamed, stripping away clothes with an ease that would have alarmed her if her brain were still functioning. Instead, she could only feel, lost in a whirlwind of sensation and need.
Her shirt vanished, her pants followed, and a tiny part of her brain inched toward panic. She was completely naked before him, no protection, no armor. It was broad daylight, and every flaw was on display. But the rational part of her brain was clearly not in control. Instead of reaching for the covers or hiding from him, she just gave herself over to him, to the skilled heat of his hands and the play of his mouth on her skin.
His hands coasted over her thighs, parting her legs. Callused fingers touched her intimately, sliding over her cleft, teasing, taunting, and then slipping inside her. Each stroke, every subtle movement had her aching for more. But he refused to hurry, refused to rush toward the finish she so desperately wanted. Instead, he coaxed her along a slow, steady climb.
“Boone, dammit! You’re killing me,” she finally managed.
He only chuckled in response. “But what a way to go!”
“More,” she said, her voice pitched somewhere between a plea and a demand.
A slow smile spread over his face, and he slid lower on the bed, pressing hot kisses over her ribs, down to her navel. Just as he dipped below it, the roughness of his beard teasing her skin and spiking her desire ever higher, the front door slammed.
“Boone! Caroline!”
It was Lucy.
Boone dropped his head onto her and against the soft flesh of her belly and uttered a filthy word.
He rose up quickly, though, as Lucy began making her way through the apartment. “Do not move,” he said. “I will get rid of her, and we will finish this.”
Caroline watched him walk away, the door closing softly behind him. Naked, shivering in the cold without him there to distract her, reality intruded. One word kept flashing in her mind, over and over. Mistake. Reaching for her discarded clothes, she dressed quickly before she could talk herself out of it.
*
STANDING BEHIND THE couch, hiding a raging hard-on from his big sister, Boone wanted nothing more than to kick her nosy ass out the door. But Lucy was never cooperative. If she thought he wanted her to leave, she’d dig her heels in and he’d never be rid of her.
It was a treacherous balancing act. Every second he was away from Caroline allowed her to think, which only increased the likelihood of her changing her mind and leaving him in his present, miserable state. “What are you doing here, Luce?”
She pulled a face at him. “What? I’m suddenly not welcome?”
“Luc, you never let yourself in without knocking.”
“I did knock. And I don’t want to know what you were doing that you didn’t hear me!”
Boone prayed for patience. “Lucy, you put Caroline in my house because you wanted us to be thrown together. Interrupting whatever it is you think is going on kind of defeats the purpose.”
“Not necessar—good god! What is that?” Lucy screeched as she pointed at the small box and the kitten that was attempting to climb over the top of it.
“That would be a cat.”
“That is not a cat,” she said. “It’s like someone shrunk a werewolf mid-phase.”
Boone didn’t argue. The fact was, it did look kind of like a werewolf. Cute and fluffy it wasn’t. But Caroline was. And she was naked in his bed, or she had been until his damned sister showed up. “She’s malnourished. Her fur will come in and she’ll fill out once we get enough food in her. Don’t you have a bakery to run?”
Lucy leaned forward and gingerly picked the kitten up by the scruff of its neck. Its body went limp and compliant, but it had murder in its sickly eyes. “No. It’s definitely not a cat…and I can’t believe I’m saying this, because it is as ugly as homemade sin, but bless its little heart!”
Boone watched Lucy cuddle the kitten, scratching its chin. Earlier indignities were forgiven, and the kitten began to purr loudly. If purring could ever be labeled as aggressive, that cat would have accomplished it. He also accepted the fact that he was never getting laid.
Caroline was undoubtedly fully dressed and compiling a list of all the reasons what they’d been about to do was a bad idea. Since turning around and beating his head against the wall would undoubtedly raise questions, he just leaned over onto the couch and placed his head in his hands.
“You’ll thank me later,” she said.
He looked up at Lucy as if she’d grown two heads. “Thank you for what?”
She smiled. “Delayed gratification.”
He shook his head wearily. “I am not talking about my sex life with you…and my gratification has been delayed long enough, dammit!”
“Not yours, dumbass! Hers. You’ve wanted Caroline forever. Let her want you for a while. It’ll be good for her.”
“I won’t survive it,” he said sadly. “It will literally be the death of me.”
Lucy walked over to him then, the kitten batting playfully at her earrings as it snuggled against her neck. “Boone, she’s got no job. She’s got no place to live except here with you. Let her get on her feet before you try to put her on her back.”
“I hate you,” he said.
“For being right?”
“Yes, dammit. Now give me my cat and get the hell out,” he demanded grumpily.
“It won’t take long,” Lucy said. “Send Caroline down to the shop. I’m about to take one of those obstacles out of her way by giving her a job.”
Boone took the kitten, and of course, its claws sunk into his hand. Why the hell not? Everything else about his day had just gone to shit. “Fine. I still hate you.”
Lucy kissed his cheek. “I know. Deprivation makes you grumpy. But I hear it does wonderful things for your character. And your hand strength.”
“You’re disgusting.”
Lucy laughed as she gave the kitten a scratch on top of its puny head. “I have a teenage son. You think I don’t know what you all do and how often? God above. The only time his hand is out of his pants is when he’s using it to stuff his face. I just hope and pray he washes in between!”
Banging his head against the wall was looking more and more like the better option. “Please leave before you give me any more mental images that will haunt me forever.”



Chapter Five
‡
CAROLINE ENTERED THE bakery. She’d managed to shower, the coldest one she’d ever taken in her life, and had dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt stolen from Boone. It was her own guilty secret.
“I am not coming to work for you. I don’t need charity!”
Lucy rolled her eyes. “You do need charity! You’re homeless for the love of god! But offering you a job, that isn’t charity. You’ve helped me here in the bakery before, and you can do the work. I’ve just landed a contract to supply desserts for the University Arts Center. Every reception, every gala, every concert and art show for the rest of the season. Seems their other supplier went belly-up. Now the bigwigs will be noshing on my cupcakes while they hobnob.”
It would be a godsend. Working with Lucy was always a good time, even though working in the bakery was akin to torture. Her arms ached just thinking about it. Still, she needed the money, and she needed the distraction from the disaster of whatever was going on between her and Boone. “How much does it pay?”
“Ten bucks an hour for twenty hours a week. If it picks up when wedding season hits, we’ll go to forty hours. No benefits other than my lovely company…or do you have a better offer?”
Caroline picked one of the pink aprons off the pegs on the wall and put it on. “What first, boss?”
“First, you’re going to help me box up these meringues…and while we’re doing that, you’re going to tell me exactly what I interrupted upstairs.”
“Oh, no,” Caroline said, washing her hands at the small sink. “That is not a conversation we are ever going to have.”
“Come on!”
“He’s your brother!” Caroline protested.
“Yes, and you’re my best friend, and you haven’t had good sex in—have you ever had good sex?”
“I didn’t have it this time!” Caroline protested.
Lucy frowned. “That asshole! Let me guess…he was in a hurry!”
Caroline rolled her eyes and prayed for strength. The lack of boundaries was beginning to be an issue. “No. Nothing was hurried. Nothing happened. Nothing had a chance to happen because you just let yourself into the apartment!” She was half shouting by the time she’d finished explaining something she hadn’t wanted to discuss anyway.
Lucy cocked her head to the side. “So are you upset because you almost slept with him, or upset because I interrupted before you could actually sleep with him?”
Caroline paused, one plastic lunch-lady glove on and the other one gripped in her hand. That was the million dollar question. “I don’t know.”
Lucy nodded sagely. “Maybe you need to figure that out before you let him talk you out of your panties again.”
She sure as hell did, Caroline thought.
*
BY MID-AFTERNOON, BOONE had the counter completely sanded, cleaned, and the first coat of shiny, black lacquer on it. He also had an errand to run. Easing his phone from his pocket, he called his brother-in-law.
Boone had been the one to introduce Charlie and Lucy all those years ago. He’d never dreamed they’d hit it off, much less get married. Charlie had served with him on his first tour until an IED had left his knee a shredded mess. Charlie had gone stateside, and Lucy had nursed him back to health. They’d married the next year, and Charlie had officially adopted Nick.
“Hey…I need a favor,” he said once Charlie answered.
“I cannot do anything to control your sister’s behavior. I’ve been trying for my own benefit for ten years and have not yet succeeded.”
Boone chuckled in spite of himself. No one could wrangle Lucy, that was for damn sure. “Not that, though if either of us ever figures out how—”
“It’d be a cold day in hell,” Charlie replied. “Whaddya need?”
“I need to buy a mattress, and I need help hauling it into the house.”
“Dude, you just bought one! I helped you with it. Are you that much of a princess?”
Boone shook his head. “It’s not really for me. It’s for Caroline. She’s got no furniture…nothing.”
Charlie laughed. Big, deep, belly laughs that left him breathless and gasping for air. “You dumb son-of-a-bitch!” he finally said. “Why the hell would you buy her a bed when all you want is to get her into yours?”
Boone answered honestly. “Because I don’t want her there because she’s got no other options. If I get her into my bed, it’s got to be because she wants to be there.”
Charlie muttered about chivalry and Southern codes of honor, all of it interspersed with enough curse words to sound like a rerun of the Sopranos. You could take the boy out of Jersey.
“Are you done?” he finally asked.
“Alright, fine. I’ll help you with the damn mattress. Now?”
“Yeah. Meet me at the same store where we picked up mine.”
An hour later and several hundred dollars poorer, Boone and Charlie carted the full-size mattress set and metal frame up the short flight of stairs and into the apartment. Hauling it toward the second bedroom, they set it up quickly.
“You need sheets; women are funny about that. Won’t sleep on a bare mattress,” Charlie said.
“I’ve got a bunch of stuff in a trunk from Mom’s house,” Boone replied. “Thanks for the help.”
Charlie nodded. “You know your sister has gone all Machiavelli on this, right? There is no letting nature take its course. There’s Lucy’s course or the ass chewing of your life.”
Boone smiled. He did know, and he was shockingly okay with it. No one knew Caroline better than Lucy did. If she wanted to turn her efforts to putting them together, he wasn’t going to fight her on it. She was the best chance he had of getting exactly what he wanted. “She’d make a damn good general.”
Charlie chuckled. “Drill Sergeant. She likes to be in the trenches. Speaking of which, I need to get home and make sure the walking hormone hasn’t managed to defeat the parental controls on the cable box. The last time he ordered adult movies I thought Lucy was going to murder him.”
“Jesus, when did he stop playing with Legos and trucks?” Boone asked.
“About the time a girl in his class got boobs. You know how it is.” Charlie tugged his keys from his pocket and then turned back to him. “You know, the kid’s a pretty good football player. He’s got a game Friday night…and Lucy and I are going. Maybe you could bring Caroline.”
Boone shook his head. “You know in this town that’s like announcing your engagement, right?”
Charlie shrugged. “Never hurts to ask.”
As Charlie turned toward the door, the kitten awoke from its nap and let out a pitiful mew. “Jesus, what the hell is that?”
“It’s a kitten.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes,” Boone said. “I’m sure. Why does everyone keep asking that?”
“Don’t look like no damn kitten I ever saw. Is it gonna live?”
“Just get the hell out,” Boone said. “Your wife is trying to control my damn life, you’re insulting my cat. Just go!”
Charlie shrugged as he opened the door, but he didn’t leave without a parting shot. “I’m just saying, it’s about half the size of the rats I used to see in NYC. And I think they might have been fluffier.”
When the other man had gone, Boone walked over to the box and picked up the kitten, carrying her to the small kitchen. He’d taken her to the shop with him that morning, taking breaks every few hours to feed her and medicate her as needed. She was still puny, barely filling the palm of his hand, but as she nuzzled into him, purring louder than the engine on his truck, he smiled.
“What am I going to call you?”
The kitten offered no answers, just continued inhaling the wet cat food in front of her like it was air. After she’d been fed, gone to the potty, and her last dose of antibiotics given, Boone tucked her back into her box. She protested. Loudly.
“I’ll be back,” he assured her as he went into his bedroom. In his closet, he found the small trunk that contained the extra linens. Most of them were old and threadbare, but they’d have to do. Carrying the box out to the living room, he paused when the door opened and Caroline walked in.
Her blonde hair was swept back in a ponytail, and she wore a T-shirt that looked strangely familiar. Her cheeks were flushed, and she looked happier than she had since he’d first seen her.
“I guess you had a good day,” he said.
“I forgot how much fun I always had helping Lucy with the bakery. What about you? Productive day?”
He nodded. “Got the counter almost done. One more coat tomorrow, then it’s just clean up. Opening on Friday as scheduled. Let’s just hope people show up.”
“It’s a college town, and the only other tattoo place in town is manned by an old scary guy with no teeth. I don’t think you’ll have a problem,” she said, plopping onto the couch. “And you’re taking your bed back tonight. You’re way too tall to sleep on this couch.”
“About that,” he said. “I have something for you.”
She shook her head, “Boone, you didn’t have to get me anything!”
He set the box back on the floor and took her by the hand, leading her down the hallway toward the guest room. “I did actually. Come with me, and I’ll tell you why.” Ushering her into the room, he gestured toward the bed.
“You bought me a bed?”
He looked at her, his eyes raking over her from head to toe, taking in every curve, every inch he wanted to taste, to claim. “Yeah, I did. I don’t want you sleeping on the couch, and my body is too banged up for it…and the next time you’re in my bed, I plan on being in it with you.”
*
CAROLINE LOCKED HER trembling knees. How the hell did he do that? With a look and a few choice words, he’d literally left her weak. Just thinking about being in that bed with him, thinking of what had very nearly happened in it just that morning was more temptation than one woman should have to withstand.
“Boone, I don’t really know how to do this… I’ve been married, pretty miserably, for almost the entirety of my adult life. I’ve never had a man say things like that to me.”
Caroline’s breath caught as he stepped closer to her. He leaned in, close enough that she could see the tiny flecks of green and gold in his brown eyes.
“That,” he said, “is because you’ve never been with a man. A real man never leaves a woman in doubt over whether or not she’s wanted. He proves it every day. Only bullies and losers play the kinds of games William did.”
He was right. She knew it—had always known it. In public, William was charming and played just the right mix of good ol’ boy and smooth politician to get what he wanted from people. In private, he’d been verbally and emotionally abusive. She’d tolerated it because to do anything else would have destroyed her father’s dreams of having his son-in-law in the Senate. In the end, William had destroyed that dream on his own with his greed and his inability to keep his pants zipped. Not that it mattered. Her father would never blame William for anything.
“So what happens now? We just act like roommates, like you didn’t kiss me senseless in the kitchen…and again in your bedroom?”
“No,” he said. “I thought we might start with an actual date. Caroline Matthews, will you go to the football game with me on Friday?”
She giggled. In spite of everything, he made her laugh with his high school-esque invitation. “Are you going to be a gentleman, or are you going to be a bad boy and try to seduce me under the bleachers?”
“It’s a double date. I’ll be a perfect gentleman while we’re there. Once we get back home, all bets are off.”
Caroline waited for the kiss, but it didn’t come. He stared at her intently, his eyes roaming over her face. She felt the weight of his gaze on her lips, but in the end, he simply stepped back from her.
“There’s a box of linens and some other stuff in the living room. I’m going for a run before I forget that I’m trying to be a gentleman.”
Caroline watched him go, part of her wanting to call him back and another part of her desperately grateful for the reprieve. A glance at the bed, and his thoughtfulness overwhelmed her.
Needing comfort, she headed for the best source available to her. Retrieving the kitten from its box, she cuddled it close. It nuzzled into her neck, curling into a ball just below her chin and purring like a freight train. “You are the sweetest thing,” she said, stroking its fuzzy little body with two fingers. “And tiny. Lord above, you are tiny. I don’t suppose Boone has given you a name yet?”
The kitten didn’t answer. It had fallen into a deep contented sleep. Caroline chuckled in spite of herself. “Little one, when you are better, you are going to be hell on wheels, but for the time being, I’m just going to enjoy the snuggles.”



Chapter Six
‡
CAROLINE STOOD IN the guest room, now occupied by an old vanity table that had just appeared the day before and the bed Boone had gotten for her. Lucy was perched on it, reclining against the pillows, while the kitten attacked her fingers.
“She’s getting cuter. I almost believe she’s an actual cat,” Lucy said.
“You are so mean! Of course, she’s a cat!”
Lucy raised an eyebrow. “Like no other cat I’ve ever seen. Crazy, matted fur with patches missing and big giant ears…that pointy, little nose. She looks like a half-phased werewolf I saw in a horror movie once.”
Caroline wanted to be angry, but Lucy wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t thought herself. “She’ll get cuter. You’d look like hell too if you had that rough a start.”
“Oh, fine. Fantastic. Give me the guilts!”
Caroline rolled her eyes. “Oh, please! Like you’ve ever experienced that emotion! Now stop verbally abusing a helpless kitten and help me figure out what the hell I’m supposed to wear on my first date with your brother!”
Lucy muttered, “Helpless, my ass. She’s got teeth like razors.” Nonetheless, Lucy laid the kitten on the bed and approached the closet. “You weren’t kidding when you said meager.”
Caroline shrugged. “I gained thirty pounds in the last year self-medicating with cupcakes and doughnuts. Packing a bunch of clothes I’ll never fit into again was pointless.”
Lucy reached into the closet and pulled out a black sweater with crocheted lace at the shoulders and neckline. “This is cute.”
“I put it on, and William told me to stop trying to be Stevie Nicks.”
“William was an asshole. It’s cute. You’ll wear it,” Lucy paused as she reached into the closet for a pair of skinny jeans and the one pair of boots that Caroline owned, “with these.”
“It’s a little much, don’t you think?”
“No. I don’t. I think you need a push-up bra and some the right jewelry. You’re not the mayor’s wife anymore. Boring suits, ladylike dresses, and taking your shithead husband’s crap with a polite smile are all things of the past.”
Caroline took the boots and jeans. Cocking her head to one side, she considered what Lucy had just said. “You’re right. Pleasing my father was always a wasted effort. There was no pleasing William at all. And everyone in this town just wants to point and laugh or give me fake pity smothered in a helping of superiority.”
“So fuck ’em.”
Caroline couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face. “Fuck ’em. My new motto.”
“Does that apply to Boone?” Lucy asked with a raised eyebrow.
“He’s your brother! It’s just weird to talk about this with you.”
Lucy shrugged. “He is my brother, but you are my best friend. Having had more than one run-in with your ex-husband, I can attest to the fact that no one needs to get laid more than you.”
“Just stop. Stop. Please, for the love of all that’s holy, just stop,” Caroline pleaded as she shimmied into the skinny jeans. The days of modesty with Lucy were long over. They’d been changing clothes in front of one another for years. She’d also been present with a front row seat at the birth of every one of Lucy’s children.
“Fine. I’ll stop,” Lucy agreed, pulling a heavily padded bra from one of the drawers. “Wear this. It’ll make his eyes pop out of his head.”
Caroline took the bra, dressed quickly, and under Lucy’s supervision, completed her hair and makeup. “I look like a slut.”
“You look hot on the cusp of slutty. It’s perfect. We’re going to the PitStop after the game…Charlie and I haven’t been kid-free since the last time I got pregnant.”
Caroline laughed. “There might be a link between the two!”
“Yes, there was a link. But a very helpful urologist snipped it, and now Charlie and I don’t have to worry about that anymore. So I’m going to drink lots of beer, go home to an empty house, and do dirty things with my hot hubs who traded his six pack for a pony keg.”
It had never mattered to Lucy that Charlie hadn’t maintained his perfect military physique. It hadn’t mattered to her that William had lost his hair or that his middle had spread. She’d accepted him for who he was, warts and all. Boone clearly didn’t mind the extra weight she’d put on since high school. “I don’t understand why William never just accepted me. It was always about changing me, tearing me down, making me feel like a failure. I never understood it…every pound I gained, every dress size I went up, it was just another thing for him to use against me.”
Lucy hugged her, and the gesture was much like Lucy herself—abrupt, strong, and oddly comforting. “That was never about you, babe. It was always about him. While you were wondering why he treated you so badly, the rest of us were wondering why the hell you married the son of a bitch anyway.”
“Can I just claim youth and stupidity?”
“Why not? Now, let’s go to a football game, watch my kid kick some ass, then go get drunk. I’ve got a man to seduce!”
*
BOONE WAS WAITING at the gates of the football stadium with Charlie. They’d dropped Nick off early for all the pre-game stuff and had spent the last half hour waiting for Lucy and Caroline to show up.
“Boone, how’s the tattoo business?”
Boone smiled. “The shop’s only been open a day, Roy, but so far so good.”
The other man nodded and kept walking. It was weird to be back in a town where everyone knew everything about everyone’s business. Thinking back to the things Lucy had said about Caroline and how people had treated her, it wasn’t a stretch for him to imagine just how ugly it had gotten for her.
“Lord, I love that woman, but when Nick sees what his mother has on he’s going to shit a baby alligator.”
Boone glanced in the direction Charlie was pointing and saw Lucy and Caroline walking in. Lucy was wearing one of her more eccentric outfits, which was saying something. Skin-tight jeans with stiletto heels, she looked like the heroine chic version of Betty Paige. But Caroline was a different matter entirely. The black sweater with the lacy cutouts gave the illusion it was about to slip off her shoulders at any second. With her blonde hair hanging in rich waves and the glossy pink lipstick beckoning him, he didn’t much care what Nick would do when he saw Lucy.
“Hey,” he said, too dumbstruck to offer anything more articulate.
“Hey, yourself. Looks like the game is about to start.”
Forcing himself to think, to make his brain function in spite of the fact that none of his blood was actually traveling to it, Boone took her hand and led her toward the bleachers. They found a spot toward the center with a good view of the field.
It was a typical high school football game in a southern town. Everyone was there, regardless of whether they had kids on the team or not. As far as Friday night entertainment went, it was pretty much all the town had to offer. There was drinking in the parking lot, carefully concealed, of course. There was also lots of gossip. It was a safe bet that he and Caroline were at the center of most of it.
Whispers, stares, a few nervous giggles, and the less than subtle side-eye as people walked past. Yeah. Small town living had its drawbacks. It wasn’t that he minded people knowing he was with Caroline. If it had been up to him, he would have shouted it from the rooftops. But it made her uncomfortable to be the center of attention. He could feel her shrinking beside him.
“We can get out of here,” he offered.
She smiled brightly, but there was panic in her eyes. “Don’t you want to watch the game?”
He did. He wanted to see Nick play and cheer him on. It would be one of the first games he’d gotten to watch the kid in since he’d been in the pee-wee league. “Yeah, I do. But I know you’re miserable.”
She took a deep breath and then squared her shoulders. “No. I’m not. I’m not going to let them make me miserable. I have just as much right to be here as anybody else does…And clearly their lives can’t be all that interesting since they’ve got so much time to worry about mine.”
“Then let’s give them something to talk about.” Boone didn’t give her a chance to reply, but leaned in until their lips were barely a breath apart. Cupping her cheek gently, he tipped her head back slightly and then settled his lips over hers. It wasn’t heated or passionate. It wasn’t the time or place for that. But it wasn’t any less sweet. Kissing her there, in full view of the world, he was letting them all know that she was his.
He eased back, smiling at her and the slightly dazed look in her eyes. “That ought to keep them busy for a while.”
“Who?” she asked, then spoiled it with a wink.
Boone laughed as he settled his arm around her shoulders. Tugging her closer on the hard concrete seats, he decided that life, for the moment at least, was just about perfect.
Next to him, Charlie leaned over and said, “Man, you are sunk like a leaky ass boat.”
Boone nodded. “I’m okay with that.”
The remainder of the game passed in a blur. Like every small southern town, football wasn’t just a sport. It was a religion. The crowd eventually lost interest in whatever was going on between him and Caroline. Instead, they kept their attention focused on the gridiron and the kids who were putting heart and soul into a game, not for money, but for the love of playing.
Nick, Boone realized, was a hell of a football player. Whatever horrors Lucy and Charlie might impart about their painfully adolescent son, there was no denying his talent.
“Damn! Look at that kid run!” he whispered as Nick headed for the end zone.
Charlie nodded. “He’s good. He’d damn well better be, because his grades sure as hell won’t get him a scholarship.”
“Are they good enough for him to keep a scholarship?”
Lucy chimed in. “Yes. And they will stay that way, or so help me god, I will skin his ass.”
“You will not,” Caroline said. “You’ll ground him. You’ll sit on top of him while he studies, and you’ll threaten the lives of anyone who dares distract him.”
Boone chuckled as he rose from his seat. It was true. Lucy talked tough, but hidden inside her scrawny body was a heart the size of Texas. “They’re gonna call this game any minute. Right now, it’s just getting embarrassing for the other team. We’ll meet you guys at the PitStop.” He held out a hand to Caroline, and she accepted it, rising gracefully to her feet and following him from the bleachers.
“Why are we leaving early?” she asked as they crossed the parking lot to his truck.
He answered as he opened the truck door for her. “Because I want to have you to myself for a minute. Also, Lucy needs a minute or two to gloat without us around. Holding it in any longer might kill her.”
She tossed a sultry glance over her shoulder, blonde hair sliding over the lacy black sweater. Unable to resist, Boone leaned into the truck, tugged the sweater aside just a bit, and kissed the satiny skin of her shoulder. She shivered in response.
“I’ve wanted to do that all night,” he admitted.
“I’m glad you waited till now. Otherwise, the good citizens of Charlottesville would be scandalized.”
“Oh, they will be yet…You can always count on the PitStop for raunchy music and even raunchier dancing.”
“Yeah, I’m going to need vodka.”
Boone was still chuckling as he climbed into the truck and headed for the bar. With any luck, they’d get there before everyone else and snag one of the few tables. It was a strange thing to have a first date with someone you’d known all your life, but at least it seemed to be going his way.



Chapter Seven
‡
CAROLINE LEFT THE ladies room at the PitStop, though it was doubtful many “ladies” had ever occupied it. The sheer quantity of phone numbers and poorly illustrated penises adorning the walls was proof of that. Still, she was having a good night. As nervous as she’d been about being seen with Boone, or with anyone since Charlottesville was chocked full of judgmental assholes, she was still having fun.
The smile that curved her lips faded as she rounded the corner and entered the main part of the bar. The thing about luck was that it always ran out. Standing at the bar, ordering their second round, Boone had his back to her and to the door. Standing just inside it, and clearly already drunk, stood William, who looked directly at her, his eyes cold and mean.
It was no accident he was there. The PitStop wasn’t the only bar in town, but it was the one William had always considered to be beneath him. He preferred to do his drinking at one of the hotels or at the country club. Or his mistress’ apartment, she thought a little bitterly.
It wasn’t jealousy. It was humiliation. William had made a fool out of her in front of the entire town. Deciding he’d ruined enough things for her, she vowed she wasn’t going to let him ruin her first real date with Boone. Crossing the room with a purposeful stride and grabbing him by the arm, she dragged him back outside and onto the wide front porch.
“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded.
He laughed, the same ugly, derisive sound she’d heard so frequently when they’d been married. “I’m seeing how the other half lives,” he replied. “I’m not impressed. Of course, I don’t really have to answer your questions since you’re not my wife anymore.”
“William, just go home. There’s no need for things to be ugly like this.”
“Ugly? Ugly like you out whoring it up with an inked up, white-trash asshole and his slut of a sister? Is that what you mean by ugly, Caroline?”
All the anger and hurt that she’d been pushing down for years, swallowing it back to keep the peace, bubbled to the surface. “You don’t get to talk about them that way! You’re a criminal! You robbed the entire damned town, William! You were a horrible husband! Mean, hateful, cruel, insulting! All you know how to do is belittle people and call them names. You’re a nasty, broken little boy on the inside!”
“Fat-ass bitch! Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”
“I’m talking to my fat-ass, soon-to-be ex-husband. You’re not rocking the six pack abs of your college days, William. You’re bald, you’ve got a beer gut, and you know what else? You’re lousy in bed!”
By the time she’d finished, she was shouting. The few people that were gathered on the porch enjoying their cigarettes were staring. Some laughed, some looked uncomfortable, and some settled in to watch the show.
*
BOONE RAISED HIS beer in salute to the bartender as he grabbed the other bottles and headed back to their table. He frowned as he approached it, seeing a worried looking Lucy and a frowning Charlie.
“What’s going on? Where’s Caroline?”
“She’s outside with her asshole ex, and Charlie won’t let me go after her,” Lucy snapped.
“It’s not your place. She’s here with Boone, and Boone needs to handle it,” Charlie responded. “You don’t have to fix everything for everybody.”
Boone placed the longnecks on the table. “I’m gonna go see what the hell is going on.”
“Beat his ass,” Lucy said. “Lord knows he deserves it!”
Boone didn’t respond. He was already heading for the door. Pushing it open, he stepped out into the cool night air and listened to the sound of Caroline’s raised voice. She didn’t sound afraid. She sounded pissed, and that was the only thing that kept him from taking William down right there on the spot.
“Is there a problem?” he asked, walking up behind the arguing couple. Caroline flushed in response, but William just smiled that same smarmy shark smile he always had.
“Well, if it isn’t my fat-ass ex-wife’s new, low-class boyfriend. How’s the tattoo business?”
“My business,” Boone said, “is just that and none of yours. Since you’re so concerned about the class of people you’re associating with, maybe you ought to head back up on the hill and hobnob with those more your kind.”
“You don’t tell me what to do, asshole!” William sneered.
Boone continued, “Except for the fact that you’ve swindled half the people in this town, and they’re probably not so forthcoming with invitations now, are they? I don’t much give a damn where you go, dickhead, as long as you’re not anywhere near Caroline.”
“Don’t make me kick your ass again, Caldwell. I’d hate to leave you crying on the asphalt like I did last time.”
Boone nodded. “You did. You and about three of your friends. You don’t have any friends here tonight, and I’m not a skinny sixteen-year-old kid anymore, either. Try it and I promise you the outcome will be very different.”
William turned back to Caroline. “It’s a damn shame you had to let him put his dirty hands on you. Fixed up that way, you’re almost hot again. Maybe if you’d gone to that much effort while we were married, I wouldn’t have had to fuck someone else.”
Boone didn’t hesitate again. He grabbed William by the arm, spun him around, dodged the wide and clumsy punch, but landed one of his own right on the other man’s jaw. William sank to the rough boards of the porch with a pathetic groan.
“Boone! You can’t get in trouble over him! He’s not worth it!”
“What the hell is he gonna do? Call the cops? He’s out on bail, Caroline. You think he wants them to know he’s coming to dive bars and stirring up trouble?”
“Let’s just go home,” she said. “I don’t much feel like being social anymore any way.”
At that moment, Lucy and Charlie came bustling out. “Time to go,” Charlie said. “Heard the bartender calling the cops. What the hell kind of dive bar doesn’t like a good fight every now and then?”
Boone took Caroline’s hand, tugging her toward the truck that was parked near the end of the lot. Charlie and Lucy were way ahead of them, making a beeline for the minivan he’d busted Charlie’s balls over ever since he’d bought the damn thing.
“What did he mean when he said he kicked your ass once before?” Caroline’s face bore a look of puzzlement as he held the truck door for her.
Boone shrugged. “It was a long time ago. He apparently didn’t take kindly to the fact that I had a gigantic crush on you.”
“Why didn’t you tell me? You or Lucy should have told me what he did to you!”
“Why?” he demanded. “What good would it have done? Would you have stood up to your daddy and refused to marry the son of a bitch? Far as I know, Caroline, tonight might be the only time in your life you’ve ever stood up to anyone!”
He regretted it the minute he said it. He was still mad at William, spoiling for a fight, and he was taking it out on her. The look of hurt that flashed in her eyes made him feel like the lowest piece of scum that had ever walked. “I shouldn’t have said that to you,” he offered. It wasn’t much of an apology, but it was all he could come up with at the moment.
She shrugged, but there was a tension in her that told him just how much he’d cut her. “You’re right. I’ve never stood up for myself, I’ve never fought back. I always tried to keep the peace and got walked on because of it…It doesn’t matter anyway. We need to get home. The kitten needs to be fed and medicated.”
Maybe it was the slamming of the truck door as he closed it for her or the noise from the bar behind him. Regardless, he didn’t hear William’s approach. When Caroline screamed in warning, he turned, just as the drunk man swung wildly at him with a golf club, undoubtedly retrieved from the back of his Beemer. It missed him by an inch, striking the window and sending a shower of glass over Caroline.
Boone didn’t think, he just reacted. Without a second thought, he tackled William to the ground. His fist connected solidly with the other man’s jaw as they landed on the pavement. He didn’t stop with hitting him just once. By the time he realized what he was doing, Caroline was tugging at his arm, trying to hold him back.
“Boone, stop it! Stop it! You’re going to kill him!”
Disgusted, Boone got to his feet. His knuckles were split and already bruising. His pulse pounded, blood roaring in his ears, and he whirled on her. “Why the fuck do you care? He’s an asshole who cheated on you and ruined your life!”
“You are being such a—such a fucking idiot!” she yelled back. “Yes! There. I said it. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. You are a fucking idiot!”
To his knowledge, Caroline had never uttered that word. “What?”
“I didn’t stop you for his benefit, you jackass!” she shouted.
Charlie and Lucy came running, the minivan idling in the parking lot behind them.
“Shit,” Charlie said. “You need to get the hell out of here, and you need to do it now. The cops can’t be far off.”
“Does he need to go to the hospital?” Boone asked.
Lucy walked over to William, who was moaning on the ground.
“He broke my fucking nose!”
She shrugged. “It wasn’t a very attractive nose anyway. It might improve it. As for the hospital, if he can complain, I don’t think the damage is too bad. Just go. We’ll get his worthless ass home to his father. I doubt they’d want the cops involved either since he is out on bail!”
Boone took off his jacket and moved toward the truck. Using the bunched fabric, he swept as much glass from the seat as possible. “Get in, but be careful.”
*
CAROLINE CLIMBED INTO the truck for the second time. Boone had gotten rid of most of the glass on the seat, but there were still shards in her clothes and in her hair. Moving gingerly, she fastened the seat belt as he slid behind the wheel.
They said nothing as he drove them back toward Main Street and the tiny apartment they shared. She’d overreacted back there, screaming at him like a fool. But she’d been scared, both of his temper and that a part of her was glorying in the fact he was beating William to a bloody pulp.
Boone, she admitted, terrified her in general. Admitting the truth, that she wanted him, was a terrifying prospect. What if she couldn’t live up to the glorified image he held of her? What if he when he got to know the real her, the school boy crush simply withered and died?
When they reached the apartment, he once again came around and opened the door for her. Considering that it no longer had a window, the gentlemanly gesture should have been odd. But it was just Boone. He hadn’t grown up with the money or the connections either she or William had, but in terms of being a gentleman, he had William beat hands down.
Once inside, she went immediately to the small pen they’d created for the kitten. The tiny little thing was throwing a gigantic fit, meowing as loudly and angrily as its little body would allow.
“Someone is not happy!” she cooed, lifting it up and tucking it against her chest. Immediately, the kitten began to purr, its little body vibrating with the heavy thrum. “You still need a name.”
Boone had disappeared into his bedroom, only to reemerge with fresh clothes in his hands. The bathroom door slammed loudly behind him, and the sound of the shower running gave the kitten a run for its money.
“Let’s get you fed and medicated,” Caroline said, continuing to talk to the kitten as if it understood every word she said.
Several spoonfuls of wet cat food later, accompanied by several syringes of water, she put the ointment on the kitten’s eyes and put her back in her little pen. The shower turned off, and she could hear Boone moving around in the bathroom. There was a loud crash followed by a string of curses. Recalling the shape his hands had been in, Caroline decided it was time to beard the lion in his den.
Knocking softly on the door, she called, “Boone, are you okay?”
“Just go away, dammit!” The closed door muffled his surly response.
“Boone, I’m coming in.”
“No!”
Caroline ignored his protest and opened the door. He stood there, wearing only a pair of ancient sweat pants and nothing else. She could see the broad expanse of his back, each muscle perfectly defined, rippling as he tensed. The tribal tattoos that curved around his shoulders were both fierce and strangely beautiful. But it was the other tattoo that caught her eye.
Reversed by the mirror, she could still clearly make out her name emblazoned across his chest. That, she thought, would require some further explanation. But for the moment, there were other matters to attend to. The first aid kit was spilled across the counter as Boone attempted to treat the wounds to his dominant hand.
“Need a little help?” she asked.
“Does it come with a lecture?” he shot back. Clearly, he was still spoiling for a fight.
“No,” she said evenly, though it was difficult since being near him left her breathless. “Just an extra pair of hands.”
Ignoring her shaking hands and the butterflies that were doing swan dives in her stomach, she moved past him to the sink and washed her hands. When she was done, she picked up the small bottle of antiseptic and took his hand in hers. “This will probably sting.”
“I’m getting used to that with you…stinging.”
“I didn’t come in here to fight with you. I came in here because I thought you needed my help,” she replied, a snap to her voice. “What exactly am I supposed to apologize for? Marrying William? Not waiting for you to grow up?”
He inhaled deeply, tipped his head back, and then let it out on a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. I’m in a shitty mood, Caroline, and I’m taking it out on you.”
Carefully dabbing the antiseptic onto one of the many cuts that covered his knuckles, she offered up the only thing she could. “I can’t help it that you were younger than me and that I, apparently stupidly, thought you’d get over having a crush on me. I never thought it was anything more than that.”
“Just forget it, alright?”
“That’s a little hard to do,” she answered. Lifting her hand, she placed the pads of her fingers on the tattoo of her name. It was old, faded in places, bisected by a thin scar in others. “Apparently, you haven’t.”
His hand came up, covering hers, stilling the movement of her fingers. Caroline glanced up, meeting his gaze. There was something dark in him, dangerous, and it appealed to her more than she wanted to admit.
“I was young and stupid…and drunk,” he added. “My buddy convinced me that if I wanted to prove my love to you, putting your name on my chest was the way to go. But then I got deployed, and by the time I made it home to show you anything, you were married to William.”
“Boone—”
“Let me finish,” he said. “I get it. I do. I was just your friend’s kid brother. You never saw me that way, never thought of me that way. But that was then, and the only thing I care about is how you see me now.”
The tiny room suddenly seemed even smaller. Standing there with her hand trapped against the heated skin of his chest, feeling his heart beating beneath her palm, she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life. But doubt and fear clawed at her. Years of having her father and William tearing her down reared their ugly head.
“It doesn’t matter to you?”
“What?” he asked softly, even as he moved closer, crowding against her.
“That I’m not the size I was in high school? That I could starve myself every day and never be that size again?”



Chapter Eight
‡
BOONE MOVED AGAIN, easing forward until their bodies were pressed together, chest to chest and hip to hip. There was no hiding the raging hard-on cradled against the softness of her belly. “Does it feel like I mind?”
Caroline looked up at him, wide-eyed. “No.”
“I don’t,” he said. “I couldn’t care less. The only problem I have with your body is that right now it’s covered.”
“How do you plan to fix that?”
“Not me. You. Take your sweater off,” he said. It was a challenge for her, he knew that. But he also knew that if she didn’t own it, if she didn’t accept in that moment that he wanted her just the way she was, she never would.
“Maybe we should go to the bedroom.”
He chuckled. “So you can convince me to turn off the lights? No, Caroline. I want to see you. Every inch.”
Her lips quirked up in a sardonic smile, but her eyes were filled with pain. “There are a lot of inches.”
“And I plan to worship every one of them. Trust me?”
“Maybe.”
He smiled at her doubtful tone. “You’ve always been beautiful to me, Caroline. You always will. Inside and out.”
She swayed toward him, her breasts brushing against his chest, and her lips parted in invitation. Boone wasted no time accepting her offer.
It wasn’t a soft or gentle kiss. It was filled with all the longing, the frustration, and the need that had eaten away at him for years. His mouth moved hers forcefully, mapping every curve and contour of her full lips. Sweeping his tongue inside the softness of her mouth, it was a blatantly carnal invasion.
Heat flared, blazing inside him. Blood rushed through his veins, his heart pounding as his hands roamed over her. He slid them down her arms to her waist then around to cup the lush curves of her ass. He needed to be closer to her.
Without hesitating, he hoisted her up onto the counter of the small vanity. She squeaked in protest and he ignored it. Moving between her parted knees, he settled against her. His cock pressed against her, the heat scorching even through the layers of clothing. Her thighs hugged his hips as she rocked against him.
“Fuck,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re killing me.”
Rather than wait for her to respond, he gripped the hem of her sweater and tugged it upward. Obediently, she lifted her arms, allowing him to slip it over her head. Tossing it aside, his eyes were drawn to her breasts. They spilled over the top of black, lacy cups, more tempting than anything he’d ever seen.
Dipping his head, he kissed each one, nipping at her skin until she squirmed against him in a way that had them both groaning. Reaching behind her, he unfastened her bra with more speed than finesse before dragging the straps down her arms and sending it sailing to the floor to join her sweater.
Easing back from her slightly, he drank in the sight of her. Pale skin and berry pink nipples begged for his touch. Cupping her breasts in his hands, he kneaded the soft flesh with a firm, gentle touch. She moaned in response and the sound arrowed through him, straight to his cock.
Dipping his head, he captured one taut peak in his mouth. Alternating between gentle licks and the sting of his teeth scraping over it, he felt her tense and shudder. Her back arched, her breasts thrust forward. When her hands slid over his back, her nails scoring his skin as she clung to him, he was filled with such primal need. It was all he could do not to just strip her pants from her and take her right there.
“If you’re going to stop me,” he murmured against her skin, “do it now.”
“No stopping,” she replied breathlessly. “No interruptions. Just you and me.”
Shifting slightly, he favored the other taut peak of her breast with similar treatment. Each touch aroused them both until the sound of their ragged breathing and Caroline’s soft moans filled the room.
“Bed,” she said, softly. “Take me to bed.”
“The lights stay on…I’ve waited eighteen years for this.”
She nodded her agreement, though he could see hesitation in her eyes. Taking her by the hand, he led her toward his room, toward the bed where he’d lain awake thinking of her since he’d come back home.
She settled on the edge of the bed, removing the black boots she wore. When they were out of the way, he moved toward her, pressing her back, coming down on top of her. Feeling the softness of her body against him, beneath him, was every fantasy he’d ever had, but so much better.
He kissed her lips, the soft curve of her jaw, along her neck and collarbone. Every shiver and sigh was his reward for patience. All the while, his hands roamed over her skin, trailing lightly over her ribs, the softness of her belly, tracing the curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. When he reached for the button of her jeans, she placed her hands over his, but not to stop him. Instead, she completed the task for him, unfastening them. Together, they eased the tight denim over her hips, down her legs, until they fell discarded to the floor. Only her panties remained, black silk against white skin. Reaching for them, he eased them from her, baring her completely.
“I wish,” he said softly, “that you could see yourself the way I do. So perfect…soft, feminine, sexy as hell.”
“I don’t need to see it. You make me feel it. But it’s not fair that I’m the only one naked here.”
*
CAROLYN COULDN’T TAKE her eyes off him as Boone rose from the bed. With quick, economical movements, he shed the sweat pants he wore. She didn’t have time to study the perfection of him as he climbed back into the bed. But the quick impression of chiseled abs, lean hips, and his heavy erection made her body burn.
She felt hot and achy, desperate for him in a way she’d never been in her life. Sex with William had been more of a chore than anything else. But as Boone moved over her, her thighs parted eagerly, her legs wrapping around him. The hardness of his body, the heat of him against her, was unlike anything she’d ever felt.
The need was like a living thing inside her, scratching and clawing its way to the surface. Her body ached with it. His mouth at her breasts, his hands roaming her body, stoked the fire until she was mindless with it.
“Boone, you’re killing me!”
He chuckled. “What’s the rush?”
Two could play at that game, she though. Sliding her hand over his ribs, down to his hip, she shifted inward. Closing her fingers around him, feeling the hard length of him in her hand, she stroked him with a brazenness that shocked them both.
“Now you’re just playing dirty,” he said, but his voice was rough.
“Is there any other way?”
Caroline was unprepared for Boone’s response. He grasped her wrist, pulling her hand away from him. Tugging her hands above her head, he locked one hand about both of her wrists, pinning them in place.
“What are you doing?” she demanded.
“You wanted to play dirty,” he replied.
She couldn’t answer, could do nothing but moan with pleasure as his other hand slid between her parted thighs and stroked her damp flesh. He slipped one finger inside her as his thumb circled her clit. Her back arched and she rocked against him, eager for more.
Caroline could only move against him, her breath ragged and punctuated with soft cries, as he drove her higher. Tension coiled inside her as the heat built. She strained against him, but with her wrists captured in his large hand, she was helpless. It only heightened her desire.
Every knowing stroke of his fingers sent her closer to the edge. When the tension broke, her release swept through her. She literally saw stars. The intensity of it left her shaking and weak as she sobbed his name.
But he left her no opportunity to recover. Her body still quaked with the aftershocks of her orgasm when she felt the blunt head of his arousal against her. A soft sigh escaped her as he entered her. It felt so perfect, so right.
“I feel like I’ve wanted this my whole life,” he whispered.
She smiled, but tears burned her eyes. “I wasted too much time.”
“We’re not wasting it now,” he replied, kissing her softly as he moved within her.
There was no more talking after that. Only the slick heat and building pleasure as he moved within her. She clung to him as the tension built again. He tensed against her, his muscles taut as he fought for control. But control wasn’t what she wanted from him. She wanted him as mindless with desire as she was.
Sliding her hands over the firm muscles of his back, she moved lower until she could squeeze his perfectly sculpted ass. With her hands gripping him, pulling him closer, she arched her hips, taking him even deeper. He uttered her name on a harsh groan and thrust deeply inside her. His body tightened, and she felt the hot rush inside her.
She clenched around him, the rhythmic contractions of her climax drawing out the pleasure for them both. He dropped his head, his forehead resting against her shoulder as he pressed a kiss to her breast just above her heart.
“I think that was worth waiting for,” he said.
She smiled. “I think you’re right. This is only my second first date in my entire life, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t the norm.”
His answering laugh whispered over her skin, making her shiver.
“The date was just a formality, Caroline. You’ve been mine forever.”
Caroline felt the tears then. They burned her eyes and one slipped between her lashes, but Boone gently wiped away.
“I hope those are good tears,” he said.
“They’re the best kind,” she answered. “I thought my life had fallen to pieces, but I just realized it had been in pieces all along. I have never been as happy as I am right now.”
He rose up on his elbows, looking down at her with an expression so tender it stole her breath.
“I know there are rules for all of this, but they just don’t apply to us. I love you. I’ve always loved you. And hell, it’s not like I was ever good at hiding it anyway…and it’s okay if you don’t love me back. Yet. Because you will.”
“You’re pretty cocky.”
He rolled off her, onto his side, but tugged her with him, folding his arms around her. “I’ve got reason to be. Give me a little time to recover and I’ll show you.”
Caroline snuggled against him. “You’re wrong though. About me not loving you yet. I fell for you so hard at Lucy’s wedding. That was the first time I ever looked at you and had to remind myself of all the reasons why I couldn’t be with you. I was married to William. You were Lucy’s little brother. Then you rescued that kitten the other night and I was just sunk.”
“I’m not a saint.”
“No,” she agreed. “You’re not, and you’ll never pretend to be. The one thing you’ll always be with me is honest. How could I not love you?”
A noise had him turning toward the door. Raising up on his elbow, he looked over the edge of the bed. “I’ll be damned. How the hell did she do that?”
“What?”
Boone leaned over the edge of the bed and picked up a purring ball of patchy fur. “Someone has figured out how to get out of her pen.”
Caroline took the kitten from him and placed it on her pillow where it nestled happily into her hair. “She’s not a cat. I don’t know what she is, but she’s probably not a cat…and she needs a name.”
Boone rubbed one of the bald spots just below her ear. “It’s clearly not going to be fluffy, but since she made you fall in love with me, why don’t we call her Venus?”
Caroline smiled. “I like that. Venus it is.”
Snuggled together in his bed, with the kitten purring loudly and the warmth of his body surrounding her, Caroline wasn’t just content. She was happier than she’d ever been. Her old life was gone—the money, the big house—and she didn’t miss it at all. Everything she wanted was right there in reach.
“Of course,” Boone began, “you realize Lucy will be unbearable and will take all the credit.”
“She can have it. She can even gloat about it. I’m too happy to care.”
He tugged her closer. “Remember that tomorrow when she’s grilling you.”
“I’m not discussing our sex life with your sister. It’s just weird.”
“Agreed. But she has boundary issues,” he reminded her. “Not that it’s entirely a bad thing. She was sort of instrumental in putting us together.”
Caroline turned onto her back, looking up at him. The kitten mewed in protest as her hair shifted beneath it. “Yeah, but you gave her Charlie, right? You can just call it even.”
He chuckled. “I think I got the better end of the deal…although you did give him a run for his money with the potty mouth earlier tonight. Next time you use the word fuck, it’s going to be in a very different context.”
“Oh, really? What context is that?”
Boone picked up the kitten again, placing it on the floor where it promptly yelled its displeasure before settling into Boone’s discarded pants. “Let me show you.”
The End
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“We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.”
~Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.



Prologue
‡
Six Years Ago
THE COLD LINOLEUM floor on which I sat sent chills through the thin material of the club robe to my nearly bare skin, and the cinderblock walls holding me upright were as unforgiving as my conscience. Tucked tightly into the corner, my knees were covered with black streaks from running mascara as I hid my face against them and cried.
Over the years my body had been at the mercy of what others wanted, but I had survived, and I’d taken back control over what happened to me. For the first time, I’d used my body to benefit myself, instead of my family, and the rush felt…good.
The power I’d experienced the first night was an incredible high—as if I’d given the universe a giant “fuck you”. I couldn’t quite reconcile the emotional pleasure I felt that night with my painful sexual history. All I knew was that I got to call the shots. I got to choose who and what I did. The power was in my hands.
The second time, however, was much harder, and the third was nearly unbearable…and now here I was huddled in a corner, crying. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—give up, though.
“Hey, are you all right?” A pair of smooth, shapely legs came into view when I lifted my watery gaze. “Pretty new here, huh?”
Nodding, I did my best to dry my cheeks, and then swiped my forearm beneath my runny nose.
“What’s your name?” she asked as she crouched down to my level.
“Alissa,” I replied quietly.
“No, it’s not,” she said in a firm voice. “Not here, anyway. The first rule of survival is anonymity.” She paused for a moment, as if working something out in her mind. “From now on, every time you step through those doors, your name will be Lisa.”
“Lisa…” I repeated hesitantly, testing the name on my lips.
“I’m Veronica, by the way, but the clients know me as Vicki. How did you make out tonight?”
“Not very well,” I admitted. The money was better than waitressing but nowhere near what I’d been told to expect.
“You’ll need a new look to go with your new name. I’ve worked here long enough to know what the customers want. My sister owns the little beauty shop a couple of blocks over on Bridgemont. Meet me there tomorrow at noon, and we’ll get started.”
“Why are you being so nice to me?”
“Because someone helped me when I was sitting in that corner. You aren’t the first, and you won’t be the last. Maybe someday, you’ll have an opportunity to pay it forward.”
*
THE NEXT DAY, Veronica, who I barely recognized in jeans and a billowy blouse, pounced on me the moment I stepped over the threshold and led me over to a station. I hadn’t experienced the chemical smell of a salon in over ten years. The room had a worn-out feel to it, but all of the women in the chairs were smiling and appeared to gossiping with their respective stylist.
“I’m going to work on you today,” Veronica said as she pushed me into the chair and draped a plastic cape over my body. Noting the skepticism in my eyes, she added, “Don’t worry; I went to beauty school. This is my day job.” She ran her fingers through my overlong, drab brown hair. “First, I’m going to bleach your hair. It’s a two-step process: the actual bleaching, and then applying a toner to even out the color and get it to the right shade. I think you’d look great as a honey blonde, and most of the clients at the club prefer blondes. Then I’m going to cut off all of the dead ends and give it some shape. After I’m done with you, Kimmy is going to wax you from head to toe, and then Barb will do your nails.”
“Two things,” I interjected in a panic. “First, I can’t afford all of that. Second, what do you mean by ‘head to toe’?”
“You can pay me back over time. You’ll start making a ton of cash after we get you fixed up.” She paused for a few seconds to stir some goop in a plastic cup. “And it may sound painful, but trust me, you want to be waxed down there. Guys love it; it’s so much easier than shaving all the time, and it’s much cleaner.”
Trusting her experience, I let her and her coworkers have their way with me for several hours. After I was coiffed, smooth, and polished, Veronica took me to the makeup station and painted my face. When she was finished, she removed the bib she’d placed round my neck and led me to the bathroom.
“Don’t look in the mirror, just go directly to the big stall and take off your clothes,” she said. “You can leave your bra and panties on.”
“W-why?” I asked.
“Trust me; just do it.”
Figuring I didn’t have anything left to lose, I went into the stall, unbuttoned my shirt, and kicked off my jeans. “What now?” I asked through the door.
“Unlock it and turn to face the back wall, then back out slowly. I’ll guide you so you don’t run into anything.”
Following her instructions, I felt her warm hands on my shoulders as I stepped backwards out of the stall. She guided me for a few feet and then stopped.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
She slowly turned me around to reveal a full length mirror. “I’d like you to meet Lisa.”
I examined the stranger in the mirror looking back at me. She was beautiful, even sexy.
“Lisa is a vixen,” Veronica said with her hands grasping my upper arms and her chin resting on my shoulder. “Lisa is tough. Lisa has no fear. Lisa doesn’t cry in corners. Lisa is in complete control of every situation.”
Looking into Lisa’s eyes, I knew she was exactly what I needed to continue to survive. She would protect me and give me the strength to do the things required to achieve my goals. She would keep me from losing power over what happened to my body ever again.
“Hello, Lisa, nice to meet you.”



Chapter One
‡
“FUCK!” I HAD to make a split-second decision: let go of my most prized possession so I could catch myself, or fall on my face. In my profession, broken bones—even a couple of bruises—could cost me weeks’ worth of work, so the phone went flying.
Before my right hand was fully wrapped around the smooth wooden banister, my nervous system registered the pain that was now shooting from my foot all the way to my spine. I’d never hated the acrylic overlay on my toenails more; instead of bending or breaking upon impact, the reinforced nail jammed straight back. A quick glance told me that even though it hurt like a bitch, there wasn’t any real damage. Hell, the polish hadn’t even chipped, for which I was extremely grateful.
No, I wasn’t a vain airhead; my job just required me to look like one. The hotter I was, the more money I made. Sometimes, having pretty toes made the difference between average and extraordinary earnings for the night.
As I did a one-footed jig on the bottom step, I cursed the candy-themed game that had distracted me to the point of not noticing the pile of boxes at the bottom of the stairs. “Who the fuck is stupid enough to leave all of this shit here?” I mumbled to myself. Looking around, I noticed most of the foyer was covered in boxes. It wasn’t a very big space, maybe a little over a hundred square feet, but only a few scattered patches of the grungy, beige tile were visible. After adjusting my grip on the rail, I leaned around the wall that partially obstructed my view. There was one more spot of tile showing; however, in the middle of this spot was a pair of black work boots sticking out from beneath dark blue denim.
“That would be me.” My eyes slowly followed a path from the boots to the jeans, which hugged a set of muscular thighs, to the pale blue t-shirt that was tight enough to hint at the solid chest underneath but still left something to the imagination. After being briefly distracted, I found the source of the smooth, deep voice. His lips were perfect, not too thin and not too full, and the dimple in his chin was designed to be licked. I hadn’t yet made it past admiring his strong jaw covered in day-old stubble when he spoke again. “Sorry about that. Are you okay?”
The tall man carefully climbed over a stack of boxes until he was in the general vicinity of where my phone had crash-landed. When his tight ass came into perfect view as he bent over to pick it up, the throbbing in my foot unexpectedly vanished and was replaced with a mysterious warming sensation in places I didn’t want to acknowledge. Watching the muscles in his back flex underneath the now stretched cotton of his shirt didn’t help my predicament in the least. I couldn’t tell if the definition was the result of hours in the gym or some sort of physical labor, but it didn’t matter; every inch of his body was absolutely perfect.
He turned and looked at me through long, thick lashes that outlined his beautiful deep brown eyes. God must have taken the schematics from my head and used them to create my ideal man. Right about then, I realized there was something about him—something I couldn’t quite put my finger on—that felt comfortable…familiar even. There was no way I’d met him at work—a man like him would have definitely made a lasting impression. Only one guy had ever caught my attention there, and my attraction to him wasn’t even remotely as potent as this.
A well-defined forearm came into my field of vision as he held out my phone to me. It wasn’t until he cleared his throat that I realized I’d been standing there frozen a little too long. What had he asked me? Oh yeah, he wanted to know if I was okay.
“Yeah, just stubbed my toe. I didn’t realize they’d run out of apartments and decided to rent out the foyer.” I took my phone from him and glanced at it to make sure it was still in one piece. Relieved the expensive protective case had done its job, I slid it into the back pocket of my shorts. “Thanks for getting it for me. Guess I need to pay attention to where I’m going—and remember to wear shoes—when I come down to check the mail.”
Looking to my right, I couldn’t even see my mailbox thanks to the stack of brown cardboard boxes piled directly in front of it. The letter I had been anxiously expecting for months was supposed to be delivered any day now. The steel box hanging on the wall just a couple of yards away might be holding the news that would change my life, yet it was just out of reach.
“Wow, I’ve never seen such fancy toes.”
I wondered how long he’d been examining my feet. “I can’t stand them,” I replied. Work was the only reason I endured the hours it took to get a manicure and pedicure every other week. I absolutely hated sitting still that long with nothing to do but make small talk. We stood in awkward silence for a moment, and I couldn’t quite shake the feeling I’d met him before. “Do we know each other?”
His head tilted as he studied me. The intensity in his eyes had my insecurities running at an all-time high. “Not yet, but I have a feeling we’re supposed to.”
Any tension I might have felt was instantly broken. It took everything I had to keep from laughing in his face. “Has that line ever worked?”
“Oh, uh…” He looked away while running his hand down the back of his neck.
And, the discomfort was back. “It wasn’t a line, was it?” I asked. His eyes darted around the space but never landed on me. “I’m sorry. I’ve heard so many lines over the years that everything sounds like a come-on to me.” After a few seconds of quiet, I gently kicked the box in front of me.
“Sorry about the mess.” He must have decided to let my faux pas go. The sparkle in his gorgeous eyes returned, which did something strange to my stomach. “I waited too long to reserve a U-Haul, so I could only get it for a few hours this morning. My friend helped me carry most of the furniture upstairs, but we didn’t have time to take these boxes up to my apartment, so we just dumped them here. I figured everyone would be at work for a few more hours, but I guess I was wrong. I’ll get it moved as quickly as I can.”
Based on the size of the pile, it would take him all day. There was no way I could wait that long to see if my letter had arrived. “I’ll help; just let me get my shoes.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I do if I want to get my mail anytime soon,” I said with a smile. “Plus, I can use the exercise.”
“Are you absolutely sure?”
“I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t.” Although, in all reality, who enjoys moving enough to volunteer to do it? “I’ll be right back.”
It only took me a couple of minutes to run up to my third floor apartment and put on my socks and shoes. On my way back down, I found him coming out of the unit closest to the steps on the first floor. “That’s me,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.
“That’s not too bad, but it’ll still take a while to get all of that stuff up here. Is your friend coming back?”
“No, he had to go to work.” Crap. I tried to think if there was anyone I knew who could help. My parents were probably as high as the International Space Station, as usual, and I didn’t want anyone from work to know my real name, let alone where I lived.
When we got back to the ground floor, I surveyed the heap of boxes again. There was no way a single man would have so much stuff. “How about your girlfriend? Is she coming to help?” I was slightly disappointed at the thought, but I knew it didn’t matter. It’s not like he could ever be mine.
“Don’t have one.”
“Oh, boyfriend? Roommate?”
“None of the above; it’s just me.”
“Then what’s with all of this stuff? I thought bachelors lived light.”
“My last place was quite a bit bigger, so it didn’t seem like that much until I boxed it up. I blame my mother and her decorator.”
Ah, so he was raised with a silver spoon in his mouth.
“I’m Carter, by the way. Carter Smith.” He took my hand and helped me climb to the largest bare spot on the floor, which was just barely big enough for us both to fit. My breasts pushed against his chest as I steadied myself in the cramped space.
“Alissa Ross,” I replied. Even after I had found my footing, he still hadn’t let go of my hand. “Okay, let’s get started.”
“Are you sure you don’t have anything better to do on a Monday afternoon?” he asked.
“Nope. I was going to be lazy until I have to go to work.”
“What time do you have to leave?”
“Shift starts at ten, so I’ll probably hit the road about nine.” When I pulled my phone out to check the time, he finally released my hand and moved to another vacant spot. “It’s only noon, so we have plenty of time. I just hope we can at least clear a path before everyone starts coming home. Mr. Pereira, the guy who lives across the hall from you, is a cranky old bastard.”
“Thanks for the heads up about my new neighbor. Sounds like he’s going to be loads of fun.” The boyish grin on his face was adorable. “I work nights, too. I’ll probably need to leave around eight-thirty since I’m not used to the commute from here.” While he spoke, I turned around and squatted the best that I could in the confined area so I could lift the box on which I’d stubbed my toe. “Where do you work?”
Shit. “Centennial Midwest,” I replied. It wasn’t a lie. CM was a holding company that owned a ton of fine dining establishments, among other things, in the state of Indiana. Most of them were right here in Indianapolis. He lifted a box of his own and followed me up the steps.
“That’s kind of late to be going to work at a restaurant. Do you work at one of their night clubs?”
“Yes.” Also not technically a lie. CM owned several dance clubs in the area that catered to college students. If he assumed I worked at one of them, I wouldn’t be correcting him.
“Bartender?”
“Yeah.” Okay, so that was a lie. Only my co-workers and clients knew what I did for a living, and they all thought my name was Lisa. For the past six years, I’d managed to keep that part of my life completely separate from the rest. Even if it hadn’t been my biggest secret, I wouldn’t have wanted him to know. No one had ever looked at me the way he did, and I knew it would change if he found out. Although I’d just met him and had no intention of pursuing him, I didn’t want to lose the feeling I got when his eyes met mine. “How about you?”
He hesitated for a moment before replying, “I work on the freeways.” The delayed response made me wonder if he was ashamed of his blue collar job. There was absolutely no reason to be embarrassed by an honest day’s work. Especially since it was most likely responsible for his muscular body, which I seriously needed to stop looking at. My imagination ran away from me as I pictured him wearing nothing but low-slung jeans and a reflective vest while operating a jackhammer.
“Are you okay?” he asked as he pushed open the door to his new home.
“Oh, yeah, sorry. Haven’t quite woken up all the way yet.” It was the only plausible explanation for the way my brain was misbehaving. Dodging the furniture covering most of the floor, I followed him to the back of the room and put my box on the floor next to his. “Who needs two coffee tables?” The crowded foyer didn’t seem so bad compared to his living room.
“Told you my last place was big. I really didn’t think this through.”
Mommy and Daddy must have footed the bill for his last apartment. There was no way someone with a road-crew salary could afford the rent on a place big enough to hold all of this stuff. I was curious about the backstory surrounding his change in circumstances but was worried if I started digging, he would return the favor.
During a sweep of my surroundings, my eyes stopped on the wall behind the couch. “Seriously? You left piles of stuff downstairs, yet you took the time to hang up concert posters?”
“Black Friday and Ashes & Embers are the best fucking bands in the world. Those are my most prized possessions. They are both signed by all of the guys in the band. Reaper is the fucking shit, and I would totally switch teams for Storm Valentine.”
“You know, I’m pretty sure Storm doesn’t swing that way. I’d hate for you to get your hopes up.”
“Ha. Ha. Ha. You know what I meant.”
“I do. I totally do. I cried when Reaper and Harmony got together.” Plans to steal those posters started to take shape in my head. There were more pressing matters to attend to, though. “Well, this place isn’t going to be livable until you get rid of a bunch of stuff, so let’s at least move some of it around to open up a little more floor space. I really don’t need another toe injury today.”
“Good idea.”
We flipped over one of the coffee tables and stacked it on top of the other. Afterward, we each shoved a chair into the corner farthest from the entry and moved a couple of end tables into his bedroom. With a small, but clear, path through the apartment, we got back to work.



Chapter Two
‡
EVERY MUSCLE IN my body cursed my name. It had taken us close to four hours to get everything hauled up to his place—of course, we hadn’t been moving very quickly since we’d been talking most of the time. Turns out we were both only children, we shared a love of the Pacers, and based on a comment I made when I saw the headline of the newspaper his neighbor had yet to bring in, we discovered that our political views aligned well—which was surprising to me since his mom could afford a decorator and mine couldn’t afford toilet paper. He was easy to be around; in fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so comfortable with another human being.
“Let me take you out to dinner,” he said when we placed the final two boxes on his kitchen counter. “I’d offer to make something, but I obviously haven’t done any shopping yet.”
“You cook?”
“It’s one of my many talents. However, I’m also very skilled at reading a menu and paying the bill. What do you say?”
He looked at me with a glimmer of hope in his eyes. It was the kind of thing one might expect to see in the eyes of a little boy as he waits to open the biggest package under the Christmas tree. As powerful as it was to have it directed toward me, that look wasn’t a good thing. Leading him on was the last thing I wanted to do. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just get a snack and then stop at a drive-through on my way to work.” My stomach chose that moment to disagree loudly with my plan.
He chuckled and pointed to my traitorous midsection. “There’s no way I’ll take no for an answer after that.”
“All right,” I relented. “Let me go shower and change first. Meet back here?”
I was halfway across the room when he responded, “It’s a date.”
Pausing when I got to the door, I realized that while I’d spelled it out to myself, I hadn’t been clear with him. “That was probably just a figure of speech, but I need to make sure we’re on the same page. I don’t date. We can be friends but nothing more.”
A shit-eating grin was the absolute last response I expected. “Challenge accepted.”
My body deflated. “I’m not playing hard to get, and you shouldn’t waste your energy on me anyway. I have nothing to offer you.”
“That’s where you’re wrong.” His face softened into an understanding smile. “You have so much to offer; you just don’t see it.”
“And you do?”
“I’ve only known you a few hours, and that was more than enough time for me to see how special you are. Please, let me feed you. You’re hungry, and it’s the least I can do to show my appreciation for your help.”
My front teeth sank into my bottom lip as I considered his offer.
“C’mon. No pressure. We can go to the diner down the road.”
In a move totally out of character for me, I agreed. Not wanting to be pressed for time, I hurried up the stairs to my apartment to get cleaned up. After a quick shower, I dressed in a pair of jeans and a fitted tee. Not bothering with makeup, I pulled my damp hair into a ponytail before heading back downstairs. About fifteen minutes after I’d left, I was knocking on his door.
“Ready?” I asked as soon as he opened it.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman get ready so quickly.”
“I’ll have to fix myself up later for work, so I didn’t bother doing much now.”
“There isn’t a single thing about you that needs fixing. You look so…innocent.” He wouldn’t have been standing there talking to me if he knew just how wrong he was.
Taking my hand in his, he led me down the remaining stairs and out onto the sidewalk. I should have pulled away, but I was enjoying the unfamiliar connection too much. Usually when my body was connected to a man, it wasn’t by something as innocent as holding hands.
It didn’t take very long to walk the four blocks to my favorite little mom and pop diner. Most of the restaurants in the area were on Main Street, but this one sat by itself in the other direction. The sun still shone brightly, and the air felt like a perfect seventy degrees. The weather this time of year was usually predictable. ‘April showers bring May flowers’ isn’t just a saying around here; it’s typically a reliable forecast. This particular April, however, was out of the norm. There hadn’t been more than a sprinkle of rain in the past two weeks—not that I was complaining.
Like a true gentleman, Carter held the door for me when we arrived at the diner. “Is this okay? I’ve wanted to try it since the first time I came to see the apartment.”
“It’s great. Thank you.”
A server, who doubled as the hostess, greeted us immediately and gave Carter an appreciative once-over before leading us to a booth.
“My name is Jill, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight.” Based on the way she was eye fucking Carter, I knew she really did want to ‘take care’ of him tonight. Suddenly, I wished I’d taken the time to put on makeup or had at least dried my hair.
Jealousy was an emotion I had experienced before, so I recognized the symptoms. When I was young, I’d been jealous of other kids who got to go home to a loving family, a hot meal, and a warm bed every night after school. In college, I had been jealous of the coeds whose parents paid their tuition, sent them care packages, and came to visit them.
The unpleasant burning sensation in my chest was completely new. I couldn’t remember ever being jealous over a love interest. Not that Carter was a love interest, because he wasn’t—or that I’d ever had a real love interest, because I hadn’t. Even though I was pretty sure I wanted Carter, I knew there was no point in hoping I could actually be with him. I was stuck in my current situation for a while longer, and he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would be okay with my unofficial job description, even after the fact. Maybe the catty bitch, who was currently drooling all over my dinner companion, could sense I wasn’t good enough for him.
“Babe, do you know what you want to drink?” Carter asked as he covered the hand I’d rested on the table with his.
Realizing I’d spaced out, I turned to Jill, who was now snarling at our physical connection. “I’ll have water, please.” I expected Carter to move his hand when she stormed off, but instead, he threaded his fingers through mine.
“She’s a bitch,” he said. “Don’t let her bother you.”
“She wasn’t bothering me.”
“Even though I’ve known you less than half of a day, I can tell you’re upset.”
“Okay, yes, she pissed me off. Mostly because she automatically assumed we aren’t together, or if we are, you would just ditch me for her without a second thought. I may not be a great catch, but that doesn’t give her the right to treat me like garbage.” It was one thing for me to feel that way about myself, but it was something totally different coming from her.
“I can assure you if anyone in this building is garbage, it’s her. Even without a drop of makeup on your face, you are infinitely more beautiful than she could ever hope to be, and she knows it.”
Men didn’t say things like that to women they barely knew. Well, maybe they did, but they sure as hell didn’t say them to me. This had to stop; I was already too caught up in him. Pulling my hand away, I said, “Thank you for defending me, even though you didn’t have to.” I did my best to give him a friendly smile. “Sorry for getting in the way of a sure thing.”
“I’m going to let that slide because we don’t know each other very well, but for future reference, I’m not the type of guy who fucks random women.” He wasn’t exactly angry with me, but he definitely wasn’t pleased with my comment.
“So, if I asked you to come home with me, you wouldn’t?” I cocked a brow at him, trying to lighten the mood.
“That’s an entirely different scenario. You aren’t random—not to me.” The corner of his mouth tipped in to a cute grin. “Plus, you are extremely hot.”
Flirting with him would have been easy, but it wasn’t the smart decision, so I focused on his more serious claim. “You just said we don’t know each other. How’s that not random?”
“Do you believe in love at first sight?” He must have seen the panic on my face because he quickly added, “Don’t worry; I’m not saying I’m in love with you. I’m just trying to explain.”
“I guess I believe in lust at first sight.” Although I hadn’t before I met him.
“That’s different. When I saw you doing that little dance on the steps, I knew you’d be important to me; I just don’t know how yet.”
That was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to me. Thinking back to his earlier comment that I’d mistaken for a pickup line, I remembered the familiarity I felt the first time I really looked at him. Perhaps he’d felt the same way and was able to express his thoughts more eloquently than I could.
“Maybe it was friendship at first sight,” I offered.
He abruptly took my hand again the moment before Jill stepped up to the table with our drinks.
“Are you ready to order?” she asked him with renewed determination. The top three buttons of her white uniform blouse had conveniently popped open while she’d been in the kitchen.
“What do you want, baby?” he asked me without sparing Jill the slightest glance.
I usually had the grilled chicken salad, but I was pretty sure anything I ordered today would be prepared with an extra serving of saliva. Not seeing a way to avoid it, I went ahead and asked for the salad with the dressing on the side. With any luck, the loogie would end up in there.
“Sounds good; I’ll have the same,” Carter said. I didn’t take him for a salad eater, but I was pleased at the show of solidarity.
When Jill took the menus from him, her fingers lingered over Carter’s hand several beats longer than necessary. “I’ll have it out in a flash,” she said to Carter before turning her back to him and smirking at me. I watched over my shoulder as she walked away, swinging her hips.
“Did you see that?” I turned back around in my seat. “She just won’t give up.”
“I wasn’t looking at her; I was looking at you.” He rubbed the tips of his fingers over my hand. “I have absolutely no interest in her. You, on the other hand, are a different story.”
“Like I tried to tell you earlier at your apartment, I don’t date. If I did, I’d definitely take you up on anything you were willing to offer, but I can’t date. My life is too fucked up.” It would have been so much easier if I could at least convince myself I didn’t want him.
“You said two different things in that statement. You said ‘don’t date’ and ‘can’t date’. You appear to be perfectly capable of dating, which leads me to believe it’s a choice.”
“It’s complicated. No matter whom or what I might want, it would never work. Everyone involved would be guaranteed to get hurt, and I just can’t do it; not to myself and definitely not to someone I care about.”
“Someday you’ll realize you’re wrong. Hopefully sooner rather than later.”
“This is a pretty heavy conversation for our first day as friends.”
“You’re right.” He bobbed his head slightly and fiddled with a straw wrapper. “Are you from this area?”
Great. We’d gone from incredibly serious to inane. “I was born in Indy and lived there until about a year ago. I came out here once to visit a girl from work and realized the slower pace was kind of nice. The rent is a lot cheaper here, too.” It was more like I could live in a much safer neighborhood for the same amount of money. “Living in the burbs has its downfalls, like a longer drive to work, but the quiet is totally worth it.”
“Agreed. I lived in the heart of Indianapolis up until this morning.”
The speed of service at the diner had always been so-so, but today, the food flew out of the kitchen. I suspected our friendly neighborhood slut, who obviously couldn’t wait to get back to the man sitting across from me, had something to do with it.
Carter reached across the table as soon as Jill dropped a salad in front of me. “Is it okay if we switch? I’m not a huge fan of those fried crunchy things, and mine has more than yours.”
“Sure,” I said. There appeared to be a fairly equal quantity of tortilla chip pieces in each salad, but I knew the real reason why he wanted to switch.
“Wait!” The panic in Jill’s voice was comical. She snatched my former bowl from Carter’s hand and said, “I just noticed this one is missing tomatoes. I’ll be right back.”
“I counted at least six tomatoes in there,” Carter said after she’d scurried away.
“Thank you. You just saved me from having chicken a la spit for dinner.” I gave him a little smile and then wondered if there was anything gross in my water.
He leaned across the table, took one of the supposedly offensive chips from my salad, and popped it in his mouth. “I had a feeling that would happen. From now on, we’ll only eat food we can share, like pizza and Chinese takeout.”
“That’s not exactly the healthiest of diets,” I said. “We’ll have to limit it to once or twice a month.” Maybe if I limited all of our interactions to those semimonthly meals, it would be easier for me not to get any more attached. Who was I kidding? In less than a day, I was already completely hooked.
“Nah, I’ll just go to the gym more often.”
“I need to go more, too. This hot bod doesn’t happen by accident,” I joked. It was true though, and I couldn’t afford to gain any weight.
“That’s something else we can do together.” Carter’s smile could have lit up the whole room, but Jill extinguished it when she brought his new salad. I swear he was disappointed when she told him she’d made it without fried crunchies, just for him. Maybe in the future he’d be more careful when crafting excuses.
“Would you like to switch back?” I asked with a smile. “I really don’t need those calories.”
He didn’t even try to hide his excitement as we exchanged entrees again. “New rule. For the rest of our meal, we are going to ignore her and enjoy each other’s company.” Which was exactly what we did. I was having so much fun with him that I was kind of sad when it was time to leave.
I shouldn’t have been surprised Jill’s break time just happened to perfectly coincide with our departure. She followed us outside and put a hand on Carter’s arm to get his attention.
He reflexively jerked away, and when he realized who it was, he tucked me into his side and wrapped a strong arm around my shoulders. “What do you want now?” he asked, clearly fighting to keep his cool.
“You forgot your receipt.” She held out the slip of paper. “I wrote my number on the back.”
“Which is exactly why I left it on the table.” He lowered his arm from my shoulders to my waist and pulled me even closer to him. I didn’t bother to hide my satisfied smile.
Keeping a firm hold on me, he turned us in the direction of our building. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “If you follow us, I will call the police.”
My whole body tensed at his last word.
“Hey, are you okay?” he asked after we had taken a few steps.
“Yeah, I just have…issues…with the police.”
Coming to a stop on the sidewalk, his head tilted slightly to the left as he examined me. “You know it’s their job to protect you, right?”
Nodding, I maneuvered his arm from around my waist and took his hand in mine. We were too close, both physically and emotionally, but I didn’t want to give up all contact.
“Please, tell me what’s wrong. Did you get in trouble with the law or something?”
“Me? No.” Everyone else in my family, yes. My personal experiences were more along the lines of disappointment. “It’s just the way I was raised.”
When I started to walk again, his grip on my hand tightened. “I’m not going to push, but I hope someday you’ll trust me enough to tell me about it.”
The sky was just beginning to turn orange as we walked the last couple of blocks in a comfortable silence. It seemed we both had things on our minds neither of us wanted to share.
When we were standing in front of my door, he turned to face me and held both of my hands in his. “I had a great time today. Thank you for your help.” The look in his eyes would be the end of me.
“You’re welcome. I had fun, too. Thank you for dinner.”
“When can we do it again? The dinner—not the physical labor.”
“Please, don’t ask for more than I can give.” My secret would hurt us both, and I had too much to lose if the wrong person found out.
“I’ll never try to take anything from you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t hope you’ll someday realize you can not only give it but have it in return.” He leaned in and gently brushed his lips against my forehead, giving me the most intimate kiss I’d ever received. He pulled away, smiling over his shoulder before disappearing down the steps. He’d made it fairly clear that he was mine for the taking. In that moment, I truly wished I could belong to someone—that I could belong to him.



Chapter Three
‡
MY DAY WITH Carter had been one of the best I could remember. My night at work, however, sucked. I hadn’t been able to shake off the melancholy that had surrounded me since Carter walked me home, which translated to crappy tips at work. Happy Lisa, my usual alter ego, made good money; bummed out Lisa—not so much.
There was no way I could continue having bad nights at work. What I’d earned the night before wasn’t anywhere close to what I needed in order to stay on track. Every aspect of my life had been meticulously planned for years; I just never planned on meeting someone like Carter. He didn’t fit into my world, and I certainly didn’t fit in his. He could be a well-intentioned threat to everything I had worked for if I wasn’t careful, and he would end up getting hurt. There was no point in both of us being miserable.
There were only two choices; get over these crazy feelings I had for Carter and just be friends, or avoid him completely. I guess there was a third choice. I could tell Carter the truth and let the chips fall where they may, but I barely knew the man. There were very few guys in the world who would be okay with the truth, and to be honest, I would rather die an old maid than be with any of them. A nice guy, such as Carter, would be completely disgusted and rightfully so. I didn’t know exactly how he would react, and I couldn’t trust him not to use the information to completely ruin my life. Even if he just told one other person, it could have a devastating effect on my future.
No matter which of the three choices I made, I needed to refocus all of my energy on reaching my goal. With that thought, I realized I’d never gotten around to getting my mail the day before. Making sure to wear shoes, I grabbed my keys and headed down to see if today would be the day my life would move up the next rung on the ladder or would it send me down a chute farther back on my journey.
When I hit the ground floor, this time without running into anything, I once again wasn’t able to see my mailbox. Fortunately—or unfortunately, I couldn’t decide which yet—the only obstruction was a solid male body.
“Oh, hey there,” Carter said when he turned to see who had come up behind him. “You’re up already?” He looked happy to see me, which made my heart hurt a little bit. If he knew what I’d been doing less than twelve hours ago, he wouldn’t want to look at me at all.
“It’s almost noon. I only work part-time; most days I get home around three. You’re the one who’s up early.”
“I got about six hours, which is average for me. Sometimes, if I’m really tired, I’ll take a nap before work.” He fiddled with the single flyer in his hand.
During our discussion of sleeping patterns, he’d taken root in front of the mailboxes. I was getting impatient, so I finally just stepped around him, nearly pushing him out of my way in the process. At the last second, he got the hint and took a step to his right.
Very slowly, I slid the key into the lock and turned it counterclockwise. My hand froze for a second when I heard the faint click of the tumblers falling into place. Until that moment, I’d never considered the possibility there might not be good news waiting for me. Almost immediately, my pulse started thumping in my ears as my heart threatened to burst through my chest.
“Something wrong?” Even though Carter’s voice was muffled by the beat of the blood coursing through my veins, I was still startled by the break in the ambient silence.
“Just a little nervous.” Taking a deep breath, I tugged on the key to pull open the little door to reveal a nearly full box. I pulled out the two days’ worth of mail and began flipping through it. Catalogue, magazine, coupons, credit card offer, bill, credit card offer, mail-in rebate check, bill… When my eyes landed on the red logo printed on the upper left-hand corner of a business sized envelope, everything else in my hands fell to the floor.
“What’s that?” Carter asked, looking over my shoulder. When I didn’t answer right away, he bent down to pick up the mess I’d made.
A scan of the return address confirmed the envelope contained the decision I’d been expecting instead of a newsletter or solicitation.
“I applied to grad school; this letter is from the admissions office.” I wasn’t sure if he’d heard me because I could barely hear myself.
“Ah, so that’s why you seemed so antsy to check your mail yesterday.”
“Yeah, and with everything that happened, I totally forgot.”
“Shit, I’m sorry. I tend to have that effect on women,” he said with a laugh. “Are you going to open it?”
Was I ready for the decision? I’d only applied to one school; it was the only one in the area I could afford. If it was a rejection letter, it would be at least another year before I could apply again. If I didn’t get in, I’d have to keep up my demanding work schedule to save up enough to apply to other schools as well.
Hell, who was I kidding? If this school didn’t accept me, none of the more expensive ones would either. I’d probably have to move away from the Indianapolis metro area, which would be an additional expense I hadn’t budgeted for, to go to a school with low standards. I wasn’t sure if I could keep going the way I had been. It had to be good news—it just had to. There weren’t any other acceptable options.
“Maybe later. My nerves are shot just thinking about it right now.”
“I know that feeling all too well.” He shifted his weight a couple of times but didn’t make any move to leave. “So, I was getting ready to go grab lunch; do you want to join me?”
“I meant what I said last night. We can never be more than friends.” Apparently the sadist in me had made the decision to go the friendship route. Maybe I could try having a boyfriend after my life was straightened out, but for now, there was no point in hoping for more.
“Friends don’t eat lunch together?” The left corner of his mouth tipped up into a grin that almost made me forget everything else.
Almost was the key word. “I need to hear you say you don’t want to be more than friends.”
“I want to be your friend.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“Close enough. What do you want for lunch?”
Realizing he wasn’t going to say the words I wanted to hear, I replied, “Pizza?”
“Sounds good. Is there a Pizza King nearby?” His eyes brightened. It appeared our favorite pizza place was another thing we had in common.
Taking the stack of mail from him, I added the letter in my hand to the top, and shoved it back into my box. “Yeah, there’s one on Main, just on the other side of the park.” I turned the key and pulled it from the lock. “It’s nice outside. Do you want to walk?”
Instead of answering, he took my hand and headed out the door. “How was work?” he asked as we crossed the street in front of our building.
“Same shit, different day.” I didn’t want to think about work, let alone talk about it. “You?”
“Same.”
“What are you plans for the day?” I asked in order to shift the conversation away from anything having to do with our jobs. He’d already gotten as much information about the subject as I would give.
“Unpacking and sorting. My goal is to get rid of about half of what I brought with me. I really should have done it before I moved. How about you?”
“Nothing, really. I might drive out to see my parents.” As much as I hated them, they were still my family. They would probably starve if it wasn’t for me. Not wanting to sound like a total bum, I added, “I finished my Bachelor’s degree back in December. I’m in a holding pattern until I find out what’s in that envelope.”
“What was your major?”
“Social Work.”
“Are you close with your parents?”
Fuck. He’d lulled me into a sense of security, which had made me forget to avoid talking about them at all costs. My parents were my second-to-last favorite topic of conversation, right behind my job. “Not really; I’m just afraid they’ll kill themselves if I don’t keep an eye on them.” I threw in a laugh in an attempt to make light of the words.
“That reckless?” There wasn’t a single drop of levity in his voice.
What was that old saying about the sins of the father? My parents’ lifestyle couldn’t derail my plans by itself; it could, however, make things a lot more difficult. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to tell him a little bit about it. I’d never had anyone to confide in before, and this might be a way for me to begin to get the measure of his trustworthiness.
“Let’s just say their chosen career path and extra-curricular activities aren’t very safe—or legal, for that matter.” I flinched as the words passed my lips. Even though I’d decided to broach the subject, I needed to be more careful about how much and how quickly I shared.
“You’re a good daughter.” He didn’t seem fazed by my confession in the least as we passed the jungle gym where a few kids played.
“If I was, I’d let them fall so they could hit rock-bottom.” Deciding I’d experimented enough for the time being, I turned the focus away from me. “How about your parents? Are you close?”
“I was pretty much raised by a team of nannies. Why they had to have so many nannies for one kid, I’ll never know. My parents only became interested in my life when I started high school to make sure I laid the foundation to follow in their footsteps. I got the degree they wanted and worked for them for a year.” His eyes drifted to the ground in front of him. “I found myself sitting behind a desk in a downtown high-rise, pushing paper eighty-plus hours a week.” He lifted his gaze to meet mine as we continued to make our way through the park. “One day, I woke up and realized I couldn’t handle it anymore. I told them I wanted to take a sabbatical to get additional training, which they were all for. Instead of taking the course they expected, I went out and got the training and certifications needed for my current job. They weren’t exactly happy with me when they found out, so they cut me out of their lives.
Maybe it was wrong not to feel bad for his misfortune, but his confession made me like him a little more. Based on the stuff I’d seen in his apartment, he had to have been extremely well off before. Knowing he was working for a living, by choice, instead of living on Mommy and Daddy’s dime made the societal distance between us feel a little less gaping. “At least they care, even if it is misguided. I wish someone—anyone—had expectations for me.”
He nodded and squeezed my hand. “True. They aren’t bad people at heart; their priorities are just a little fucked up. I hope we can mend the rift, but it’s going to take a while. I need to find a way to prove to them that I’m not wasting my life so they will take me seriously. I know I’m just working the freeways now, but it’s a foot in the door. I’m hoping to move up to bigger and better things.”
“Same here. I know my parents will never be sober enough to give me their approval, and honestly, it would be meaningless to me at this point, but someday, I’ll be more than what I am. I’ll be proud of myself, even if no one else is.”
Just like the night before at the diner, he held the door for me when we arrived at the restaurant. As we crossed the threshold, I took a moment to inhale the heavenly aroma filling the place. No matter how many times I came here, it never got old.
“How about we get it to go and take it back to your place? I can help you sort while we eat.” Maybe the distraction would help me remember to keep my emotional distance.
“You wouldn’t mind?” His face perked up, which told me he was desperate for help.
“I enjoy organizing; it clears my mind. Besides, there might be stuff you want to get rid of that I could use.”
“As long as you’re sure. I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage of you.”
“It was my idea. I’ll even let you pay for lunch if it will make you feel better.”
After telling him I wasn’t picky about toppings, he stepped up to the counter and ordered. When he returned, I pretended to be engrossed in a pamphlet about a rock and gem show that was coming to the fairgrounds in a few weeks. He seemed to pick up on my need for space and stood a few feet away while we waited.
Unfortunately, he must have decided I’d had enough space by the time we began the walk home. “Why don’t you date?” he asked a few minutes after we left the restaurant.
Even though I’d opened up to him about my parents, there was no way I could tell him all of the reasons I couldn’t be in a relationship–especially the part about my job. Most of my reasons were somehow tied to my job, so there wasn’t much else I could say. “Just not interested. I won’t have time for it if-and-when I go back to school, anyway.”
“I’m sure you’d change your mind if you met the right person.” He leaned over and bumped my shoulder with his arm.
“I don’t enjoy sex.” Goddamn word vomit. Learning how to control my brain to mouth filter around him was now high on my to-do list. It wasn’t a lie. I didn’t think I was frigid, since I could have fun by myself, but I’d never actively enjoyed it with a partner. I just hoped it was at least enough of a shock to get him to shut up about it.
“Maybe you just haven’t been with the right man.”
He was absolutely right, but I wouldn’t be confirming his assumption. “Are you implying you are the right man?”
“There’s only one way to find out.” The smirk on his face begged me to knock him down a few pegs, but joking around wouldn’t discourage him in the least. In fact, it would most likely have the exact opposite effect.
“Please, let this go. If you keep it up, we won’t be able to be friends. I like you, I really do, and I wish things could be different, but they can’t. Not now, anyway.” Not ever.
“I’m a patient guy,” he replied.



Chapter Four
‡
“HELLO?” I GRUMBLED when I answered the phone after the second ring. It seemed so much louder, and was way more irritating, when it pulled me out of a dead sleep. If I could, I would turn it off before I went to bed; however, the only people who called me on a regular basis were my parents when they wanted something and work when they needed me to come in early or cover a shift on my day off. I didn’t care if my parents went to voicemail; I preferred it that way. I did, however, want to answer the phone when work called so they wouldn’t offer the extra hours to another girl.
As an afterthought, I quickly pulled the phone away from my ear to check the caller ID. If it was one of my parents, I’d still have time to hang up. Surprisingly, the display read Madison Miller. The number of friends I’d made in the past decade could be counted on one hand, but none of them were friends in the traditional sense of the word; more like friendly acquaintances.
I’d lost contact with my mentor, Veronica, a few years back, but I tried to pay her kindness forward by taking Madison under my wing. Madison was the closest I’d ever come to having a real friend. She was a good person and had no business being in my line of work; she’d just done what she had to in order to get through a rough spot in her life. Even though I still hadn’t told her my real name, or anything even remotely relevant about my life for that matter, I’d always felt protective of her. We’d kept in touch after she left but hadn’t spoken in a month or so.
“Hey, how are you?” Madison asked. I shook off my morning grumpies when I heard her voice.
“Good, good. Everything’s…” I debated telling her about Carter but decided against it. There wasn’t much to tell, other than the fact I had a new friend who seemed to like me-like me. She would probably give me some spiel about why I should give it a go with him, and I didn’t want to listen to it from her. It was better to just avoid the topic altogether.
“Good?”
“Yes, smartass. Now are you going to tell me why you decided to wake my tired ass up on a Wednesday morning?”
“Haven’t talked to you in a while. Wanted to check in to make sure everything’s okay.”
“Yes, Mom, I’m fine.” Madison was less than a year older than me, but she was a natural born mother. She apparently had no problem using that skill-set on me. “How’s everything with you?”
“Everything is wonderful. Well, for the most part anyway. Kristy is still making life hell, but that’s to be expected.” Kristy, Madison’s life-long nemesis, was a complete psycho. “Peyton is getting so tall and is doing really well in her new school,” she continued. Her niece, Peyton, was now in the third or fourth grade. I’d only met her once when they came for a visit, and she was the cutest kid I’d ever seen. If I ever had a daughter, which I most likely wouldn’t, I’d want her to be like Peyton.
“That’s the school that specializes in helping kids with dyslexia, right?”
“Yep. The teachers are great. Her reading score went up three grade levels during the first semester.”
“That’s awesome!” I enjoyed hearing about her family. Living vicariously through her was one of the things I liked most about our chats. “How’s the little guy?”
“He’s great; getting huge. I’ll email you some pic—. Hold on a sec.” She covered the receiver and spoke to someone in the same room for a few seconds. “Hey, sorry about that. I have to go. Talk to you later?”
“Sure. Thanks for calling.”
“Of course. Take care of yourself.” There she went with the mothering again.
“You too. Bye.”
As soon as the call was disconnected, I sat up in my bed. There was no point in trying to go back to sleep now; I was already too awake. My phone said it was close to eleven, which was what time I normally woke up, but I hadn’t fallen asleep until almost six this morning. My brain just wouldn’t turn off when I got home from work.
After taking a shower and getting dressed, a leftover bagel began calling my name from the kitchen. Sitting on the counter next to the bakery bag was the unopened letter from the university. My fears about the decision it contained came back in full force, so I did the cowardly thing and turned my back to it.
A knock sounded on my door just as I was about to start the coffeemaker. Carter was looking back at me when I squinted through the peephole.
“Hey,” I said when I opened the door.
Still standing in the hallway, he smiled and held up a backpack. “Are you hungry? I thought we could have a picnic in the park today.”
“Have you slept at all?” Even though he said he didn’t sleep much, it would have taken some time to prepare a picnic lunch.
“I got home early last night. The thing I was working on wrapped up at four, so I just took a couple of vacation hours instead of finding something else to do.”
“Didn’t you just start there recently? How do you have vacation time already?”
“Our union contract gives us a pool of time up front.” He hoisted up the backpack again. “So, what do you say?”
“That sounds an awful lot like a date,” I replied, stepping back to let him into the apartment.
“Don’t worry; I know the score. I just thought it would be nice to enjoy the weather before Mother Nature realizes it’s April.”
“As long as you understand that this is in no way a date, I would love to go. Thank you.” I waited for his nod before I continued. “I was kind of hoping I’d see you again today, anyway.”
“Couldn’t stand the thought of being away from me for more than twenty-four hours?” I was growing quite fond of the devilish grin he wore when teasing me.
“No.” I smacked his arm. “I have a favor to ask.”
“Anything,” he replied. The look in his eyes told me he meant it.
“I still haven’t opened the letter from the university; I’m too nervous.” I picked up the envelope from the counter and fiddled with one of its corners. “Would you open it for me and tell me what it says? Maybe you can soften the blow if it’s bad news.”
“What makes you think it will be bad news?”
“When I was accepted into the undergraduate program, the letter came in a large envelope full of pamphlets and forms. This one is small and thin, which worries me.” I chewed on my lip and held the envelope out to him.
He took the letter and slid it into the back pocket of his jeans. “I’ll open it over lunch.”
“Thank you. Give me a minute put on my shoes and grab some stuff, and then we can head out.”
*
WE WALKED TO the park with no real destination in mind. Although I’d lived a block away from it for nearly a year, I’d never taken the time to explore. About half way between the park entrance near our building and the exit leading to Main Street, we found a small clearing a few yards from the path. The grassy area was spacious but still felt private. The trees encircling the meadow provided shade, and along with the other trees we’d passed along the way, completely blocked our view of the dirt path.
“This is beautiful,” I said as I walked around to take in everything. Not normally one for nature, I was surprised by how quickly I was falling in love with this little piece of tranquility. When I came upon one of the smaller trees, I stopped and looked up. Unlike its mighty neighbors, this tree only had a small smattering of foliage, which left most of the branches bare. As silly as it may have sounded, I felt a connection to it. We both wanted to be part of something bigger but didn’t quite fit in. We were both surrounded by normalcy—beauty, even—but would never have it for ourselves. For a moment, I wondered if there was any hope for either of us.
Having realized I’d settled on a spot, Carter handed me the blanket I’d grabbed from the back of my couch. Grabbing two of the corners, I shook it open and spread it out so one edge was up against the lonely tree—my tree. Once I was settled on the ground, leaning against its trunk, Carter handed the backpack to me. Making a huge production out of it, he pulled the letter from his back pocket and then sat to my left.
Hesitant to acknowledge what was happening, I unzipped the backpack and pulled out sandwiches, chips, apples, and water bottles. “Sorry it isn’t much,” he said when I handed him his lunch.
“It’s perfect,” I said as I removed the cellophane from my ham and turkey on wheat. Anything beyond the simple meal would have spoiled the atmosphere we’d created.
“Are you ready?” he asked, waving the letter in front of him.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
He carefully slid his finger under the flap and then pulled out a single sheet of folded paper. His expression remained neutral as his eyes darted over it.
“You applied to law school?” he asked without an ounce of inflection in his tone.
“Yes. Why are you so surprised?” Did he think I wasn’t smart enough to be a lawyer? Maybe the letter was a rejection, which would prove I wasn’t.
“I thought you wanted to be a social worker.”
“I majored in social work because I want to practice family law. The degree in social work gave me some of the tools I’ll need to do my job well.”
“Makes sense. Why that area of law?”
“I want to help children in bad situations; be an advocate for them.” I took a bite of my sandwich, only to realize I wasn’t patient enough to swallow before asking my next question. “Well, what does it say?” I asked around a mouthful of partially chewed food.
He must have kicked ass at poker because with an expressionless face and a monotone voice, he said, “You’re—in.”
When I leapt the short distance into his lap, he had to extend one arm behind him to keep from falling over. Forgetting all of the reasons I needed to keep my distance from him, I held on tightly. Excitement filled me to the brim, and this was the first time I’d had someone to share a major accomplishment with in years. After regaining his balance, he wrapped his arms around me and squeezed.
“When’s your next day off?” he asked. “We should celebrate.”
“I’m not a party girl.”
“I can tell. That’s one of the things I like about you. Partying isn’t the only way to celebrate, you know.”
“I was supposed to be off last night and tonight, but I’m covering for a girl who’s sick. I won’t have another day off until a week from tomorrow.” Talking about work made me feel dirty, so I climbed out of his lap and back to the spot against my tree.
“How are you not completely exhausted?”
“Trust me, I am. I just hide it well. I always volunteer for extra shifts, because I need to finish saving for school. I would’ve had enough by now, but the school is raising tuition for Fall semester.”
“Why don’t you just take out a student loan? Everyone qualifies.”
“Because I refuse to go into debt. I will never owe anything, to anyone, for any reason.”
“That seems a little extreme.” The look on his face said he thought I was being ridiculous.
“I have my reasons.” My happiness faded as I thought about why I felt so strongly about having a debt-free existence.
“Didn’t you take out a loan for your car?”
“Nope. I saved until I could afford to buy it outright. That didn’t take very long because it’s a piece of shit, but it gets me to work and back.” Opening my bag of chips gave me something else to focus on for a few seconds, which was enough time to change the subject. “Let’s finish eating and go back to your place. We might be able to finish sorting through your boxes by the end of the week if we keep working at it.”
Nodding, he didn’t say anymore; he must have sensed my discomfort and let the debt conversation go. Knowing when to back off was one of his best qualities. We finished eating in the relative peacefulness of our spot. It wasn’t until I began gathering up the trash that he finally broke the tension between us. “I don’t think I’ll ever be finished unpacking.”
“We’ll get there.” I shoved the trash into the bag and then got to my feet. “We should make a trip to the thrift store to drop off the stuff we went through yesterday. Once we clear out some space, it’ll feel like we’ve actually accomplished something,” I told him as I handed him the backpack and then brushed off my backside. “It’ll also give us more room to work.”
“I like how you talk in terms of ‘we’,” he said as he took my hand and started walking.
“Don’t get too excited; I think of it as a group project.”
*
THURSDAY, WE PICKED up a bucket of fried chicken and went back to our spot in the park. He insisted the days of nice weather would come to an end soon, so he didn’t want to miss a single one. We sat in the same spot under my barren tree. Although my tree didn’t provide any shelter from the sun, we were protected by the leaves of its brothers.
“Most women I know would want to sit in the sun and work on their tans,” Carter mentioned as I tossed the bone from the drumstick I’d just polished off into the spot we’d designated for trash.
“I have sunburn-aphobia. I’d rather be pasty white all year long than get even a little bit burned.” I’d learned the hard way that the sting of a sunburn made my job a living hell. Not only was it uncomfortable, it was also extremely distracting in the instances when I needed to focus.
“Do you have any other phobias?” he asked with a cute smile.
“That’s not how this works. It’s your turn, buddy.”
“I’m terrified of mice.”
“A big, strong guy like you is afraid of an itty bitty little mouse?” I asked, using the cutest baby voice I could muster.
“Those beady little eyes make me feel like they’re planning to rip me apart with those razors they call teeth.” His entire body visibly shuddered. “Your turn.”
“I’m actually not afraid of much.” There was very little that could be worse than what I’d already survived.
“You’re afraid of relationships.” He spoke quietly, as if testing the waters. It didn’t make much sense, as he’d never been shy about broaching the subject before.
“I just know better than to get into one.” Yes, I was afraid, but with good reason. For me, a disastrous ending was a sure thing, not just a possibility.
“I still don’t understand why.” He scrubbed his hands over his face in obvious frustration.
“It’s different for me than it is for most people. Getting involved with someone would only lead to certain heartbreak. My entire future would also be at stake, so I’d have to trust that person as much as I trust myself.”
“So, what you’re saying is you haven’t found anyone worth taking a chance on.” It wasn’t hard to translate his statement into what he really wanted to say: So, what you’re saying is I’m not worth it to you.
My heart broke for him, but there was nothing I could do about it. If anyone was worth it, Carter was, but it wasn’t up to me. It wasn’t as simple as making a decision to try, and then working hard to turn it into something that could last. If that were the case, I’d jump at the chance and give it my all. But, in my situation, that wasn’t a possibility. It wasn’t as if I’d had a one-time lapse in judgment or was even the sluttiest slut to ever don a pair of stilettos. Those things had the potential to be forgiven; my reality did not. “It’s not that simple. I wish it was, but it’s not.”
He lowered his eyes to the ground as he shook his head in disbelief. “I think I’ll be able to finish my apartment on my own.” He stood, taking the bag from me.
Even though I’d been trying so hard not to, I still hurt him. Tears burned my eyes as I tried to think of something—anything—to say to make it better, but there were no words that could undo the mess I’d created.
“See you around,” he spat and then walked away without a second glance.



Chapter Five
‡
TWO EPISODES DEEP into a Doctor Who trance, I nearly fell off the couch when the doorbell rang on Friday. The display on the cable box said it was a quarter past noon. After having walked away from me the day before, there was no way it would be Carter. Every so often, the maintenance guy would come to spray for bugs in the middle of the day, but I didn’t remember seeing a notice about it. Still wearing the shorts and wife beater I’d slept in, I figured I was covered up enough to open the door.
“Ready?” Carter asked as he stepped past me into my apartment.
I froze. Looking into his eyes, I could see him almost pleading with me. He wanted things to go back to normal just as badly as I did.
“Do I look ready?” I said, gesturing to my ensemble. “Besides, how do you know I don’t have other plans?”
“Do you have other plans?” he asked with a raised brow.
“No, but that’s beside the point.” I grinned at him. “What do you want for lunch today?” Since it wasn’t raining, it was pretty much a given we would go to the park.
“Chinese?”
“Sounds good. Why don’t you call ahead while I jump in the shower?”
And just like that, my world had righted itself.
About half an hour later, we were walking down the stairs. He was kind of dressed up for some unknown reason, so I’d taken the time to do my hair and makeup and wore my favorite red dress. When he took my hand, I didn’t mind one bit. After what had happened between us the day before, I needed the reassurance from the contact.
Instead of going to the restaurant to pick up the food, he led me directly to our clearing.
“What’s all this?” I asked as I inventoried the scene. A short, square table covered with a white linen cloth was placed close to where we usually spread the blanket. Two thick cushions rested on the ground; one across from the other. Gorgeous wildflowers overflowed a vase sitting in the middle of the table amongst four or five Chinese takeout containers.
“You don’t like it?”
“I love it; I just don’t understand.”
“You’ve done so much for me this week, and I wanted to do something special for you.” This must have been his way of trying to fix whatever had broken between us.
As I looked into his eyes, a soft melody drifted through the air. “Bluetooth,” he answered my unasked question, nodding toward a good-sized speaker on the ground near my tree.
“How did you manage to do all of this?”
“A friend owed me one.” He lifted one corner of the table cloth to reveal the coffee table I thought he’d taken to the thrift store.
Tears welled in my eyes as he guided me to sit on the cushion next to my—no, our—tree.
“What’s wrong?” he asked with a bit of panic laced in his voice.
“I can’t believe you went through all of this trouble. No one has ever done anything even remotely like this for me.”
“I find that hard to believe; this isn’t that much. Surely you’ve won the hearts of dozens of men.”
“It may not seem like much to you, but it is a lot to me. I told you, I don’t date. I’ve never let anyone get this close before.” After quickly peeking inside a few of the white boxes, I grabbed an eggroll and swallowed a bite in an attempt to loosen the knot in my throat.
“I wish you would tell me what happened to make you feel this way. I want to help you, and not just because I want to sleep with you.”
His words, along with his grand gesture, blasted a hole through my thickest wall. Before I could stop myself, the details of the event that had completely fucked me up spilled out. “When I was fourteen, my parents owed a lot of money to a very dangerous man. They couldn’t pay it back, so they gave him my virginity instead.” My arms were wrapped tightly around my middle, trying to hold myself together, refusing to let go long enough to brush the handful of tears from my face. I took a stuttering breath before finishing my short story. “After that, they realized they could use my body to settle most of their other debts. They didn’t stop until I ended up at the free clinic with pelvic inflammatory disease and the doctor questioned them about signs of trauma; they were worried about getting caught.” He came around the table into my small space and managed to pull me into his arms. I rubbed my face against his chest to dry my cheeks and then tried to break free. “It was ten years ago. I don’t need your pity.”
“I don’t pity you; I’m pissed as hell your own parents did that to you, and I’m sad you had to go through that. Why the hell would you continue to talk to them?”
“It wasn’t always bad. They were wonderful parents, and we were very well off financially, until I was about eight years old. They’d even purchased a fancy RV so we could take road trips and see the country. One night, they went to a party and ended up trying meth; it only took one time for them to become addicts. It was such a sudden change. After a while, that RV became our home. At the time, I was too young to fully comprehend what had happened, but I figured it out from bits and pieces of stories I’ve heard over the years.” Still in his arms, I awkwardly maneuvered my body until I could reach the table, needing a drink from my water bottle so I wouldn’t choke on my grief. “I know my mommy and daddy are still in there somewhere. Guess I keep hoping one day, my real parents—the people who loved me more than anything—will come back.”
“How did you survive all of that without becoming just like them?”
For some reason his proximity calmed me, keeping the panic attack at bay. Steadying my emotions, I took a deep breath. “I watched them fall apart and knew I never wanted to go down that path. I set my sights on breaking free and making something of myself. My life is far from perfect right now, but I’m working on making it better.”
“Shit, no wonder you have issues with debt and relationships.”
“It’s why I want to be a lawyer. I want to give kids like me the help and support I never received.”
“Is that why you have issues with the police? Because they didn’t help you when you needed it most?”
“For the most part. There was a time a couple of cops showed up. One of the neighbors at the campground where we were parked had complained about noise because I had been screaming. It was the first night my parents had used me to settle their debt. I was in the only bedroom, just a few yards away, and they didn’t even bother coming inside. They could have prevented everything that happened after that day, but they couldn’t be bothered to do their job.” After that, my parents made sure to park in a place where no one could hear.
“Goddamn motherfuckers. They better pray I never find out who they are. Has anyone ever taken care of you?” he asked.
I shook my head slightly and stood. “I’m sorry I ruined this.” I nodded toward his thoughtful gesture and the uneaten food.
“You didn’t ruin anything. Trusting me enough to tell me your most painful secret means more to me than you’ll ever know.”
There was something about him that took away the pain and the fear. Usually I was a mess for days when those memories surfaced. But with Carter, I felt safe. It was as if the past couldn’t hurt me as long as he was near.
In a comfortable silence, we walked back to our building hand in hand. Every time I glanced over at him, the look in his eyes was more intense than anything I’d ever experienced. A look so completely overwhelming, I couldn’t keep my gaze on him for more than a few seconds at a time. It was as if I could physically feel our connection growing with each step we took.
When we stopped in front of my door, he stood there for a moment until I looked into his eyes. “Let me take care of you,” he whispered.
“I can’t.” God, I really wanted to. Somehow I knew he was the only one who could help me truly heal. My voice was shaky, but I kept going. “There are still things you don’t know about me that I’ll never be able to tell you. You would regret it. I don’t want to hurt you—I can’t hurt you.”
I managed to get the door open, but he stopped me before I could go inside. “Baby, I can’t think of a single goddamn thing that would ever make me regret this.” Tilting my head up slightly with a finger under my chin, he leaned in and lightly brushed his lips against mine. “Please, let me do this for you. You need to be cherished at least once in your life.”
Closing my eyes, I nodded. This would likely be the biggest mistake I’d ever made, but I was tired of saying no. He lifted me into his strong arms and carried me to my bedroom. Once back on my feet, I reached behind me to unzip my dress.
“Let me,” he requested in a husky whisper. He moved my hands aside and leaned in close as he slowly lowered the zipper. His lips ghosted over my neck, sending chills through my body. The dress fell to the floor, and his eyes roamed over me with a genuine hunger I’d never seen before. Lots of men had looked at me lustfully, but no one had ever looked at me like I was actually worth more than a few moments of physical release to them.
His deft fingers unhooked the front clasp of my bra. I didn’t have time to acknowledge the change in temperature before his warm mouth engulfed the tip of my left breast and his fingers played with the other. When he broke away, his fingers slipped beneath the waistband of my panties, sliding them down to my knees. A moment later, I found myself seated on the edge of the bed while he slid them the rest of the way off my legs.
After stripping away his clothes, Carter lowered me the rest of the way onto the bed. He feasted on my lips and neck as we writhed together, skin on skin. It was the most erotic experience of my life. “Wait,” I said breathlessly when I felt his hardness lining up with my entrance. “Condom. I don’t have one.” I was on birth control, but there wasn’t any way I’d take chances with his health.
He climbed off of me, fumbled around with his pants, and then produced a foil packet from his wallet. After snatching it from him, I ripped it open and rolled it onto his straining erection. I would definitely have to spend some time exploring that particular part of his body with my tongue later. Right then, though, I wanted it inside me. I needed him to fill me completely.
After I’d pushed him onto his back and straddled his hips, I realized I had no idea what I was doing. I knew how to fuck like a pro—I’d once gotten a guy off in twenty-three seconds flat—but that’s not what I wanted with Carter. This was different. Carter was different. We were different.
His hips bucked beneath me, letting me know he was waiting for me to move. I decided to stop thinking and just do what I did best so he could get some relief. More than anything else, I wanted to make him feel good. Once we were properly aligned, I closed my eyes tightly and sank down onto his rigid cock.
A minute or so after I began, a pair of strong hands stilled my hips. “Open your eyes,” Carter said in a firm voice. I shook my head no. He sat up a little, wrapped his arms around my back, and flipped us over. “Look at me.”
“I—I can’t.”
My eyes finally opened when he slid out of my body. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Am I not good enough?”
“Of course you’re good enough. You’re perfect.” His exasperation was evident with every word he spoke. “This isn’t what I want, and it’s obviously not what you want, either.”
“I told you from the beginning I couldn’t do this.” Not with emotions behind it. “I’m really trying here.”
“I think you’re just scared.”
“Of course I’m fucking scared! But I want to do it anyway. Just once, I want to feel normal. And I want it to be with you. This is a new experience for me, and I don’t know what to do!”
“Neither of us are virgins, but this is new for me, too. Get out of your head, and just do whatever feels right.”
“I don’t know what feels right,” I whispered.
“Let’s figure it out together.”
He licked his way down my body, coming to a stop when he was vis–à–vis with what should have been my most intimate area but wasn’t. “So beautiful,” he murmured. He buried his nose between my legs and pulled in a deep breath. “You smell so fucking good.”
I felt myself becoming embarrassingly wet as he hooked my legs over his shoulders. The warmth of his breath on my most sensitive spot was almost enough to set me off. “I can’t wait another second to find out how good you taste.”
“Holy fucking hell!” I shouted at the first brush of his tongue against my clit. My back arched so high off the bed, I worried he would lose his place.
“You like that, do you?” He slid one long finger inside of me and then returned his mouth to its new permanent place of residence. If I had any say in the matter, it would never leave that spot. When I didn’t respond, he pulled away to look at me. “You taste better than anything I’ve ever experienced, just like I knew you would.” A whimper escaped my lips when he withdrew his finger, only to add a second.
All coherent thought flew out of my head as he gave his undivided attention to his ministrations between my thighs. After what might have been mere seconds or long hours of the most intense pleasure I’d ever felt, my body seized, and I exploded into a million tiny pieces.
Barely able to focus, I watched as he pulled his fingers from my body and sucked them clean. Carter licked a trail from my navel to my ear as he moved his way back up to his original position. Once we were face-to-face, he asked, “Was that normal enough?”
“I had no idea anything could feel that good. Good isn’t a strong enough word. I don’t think a word exists that could even come close to describing how that felt.”
“Oh, babe, you’re in for a treat. I’m just getting started.”
His lips melded with mine as he sank into my welcoming body. This time, I stayed in the moment with him. It was no longer about going through the motions to make him feel good; it was about us working together to make each other feel indescribably amazing.



Chapter Six
‡
LONG AFTER MY shift began, the residual heat from Carter’s lips still lingered on my body. After Carter and I had made love most of the afternoon and early evening, work was the last place I wanted to be.
Grinding on a pole had never bothered me. It was good cardio, which I desperately needed if I was going to continue having high-caloric lunches, and I made decent money doing it. Once the set was over, I put on a robe and went to find Bruce, the club’s manager, to get my schedule for the rest of the night. Even though I needed as much money as I could get, I prayed it would only be a few lap dances.
“Whatcha got for me?” I asked the large, bald man. Too young to have lost his hair naturally, I speculated he must shave his head every day to keep it so smooth. It suited him, though. He looked like someone not even an MMA fighter would want to go toe to toe with in a dark alley. Bruce also personally handled all transactions for ‘upgrades’ from the standard lap dance. If he thought a guy had any bad intentions whatsoever, he wasn’t allowed in the back.
“Tommy-boy is back in town and booked your first two slots. After your break, you have a couple of new guys. All are full service.” He handed me the slip of paper listing my appointment times. Of course I would have a full schedule on the one day I would rather use a tampon wrapped in sandpaper than make good money. “The last guy is the groom-to-be from the bachelor party over by Shanna’s pole. Looks like he wants to go out with a bang.” My boss laughed at his lame joke, which I’d heard many times before.
Over the years, I’d had many bachelor party honorees as clients. They disgusted me the most. How could anyone want to spend the rest of their life with someone and then fuck a whore a few days before the wedding? Since it was Friday night, I’d bet this guy was less than a day away from the big event.
“One more thing,” Bruce said as I began to walk away. “I heard a rumor that someone’s been sniffing around a few other clubs around here. Keep your eyes open for anything out of the ordinary.” I nodded my acknowledgement and left to get ready.
Back in the dressing room, I cleaned up the best I could, without actually getting in the shower, and exchanged the robe I was wearing for a shorter one. A glance in the mirror showed a few brown hairs poking out from beneath the blonde wig I’d purchased when I grew tired of getting my roots touched up every other week. The wig had been expensive, but it paid for itself after several months of not having to go to the salon. I made a mental note to pick up a skull cap at the beauty supply store the next time I was in the city during the day.
Satisfied that every dark hair was back in place, I touched up my cherry red lips and smoky eye makeup. There she was. Lisa was ready to go; not a speck of Alissa showed through the mask I still used for protection after all these years.
Lisa could put on a show for the men who wanted to take her for a ride. Lisa could make guys believe she was into them and was having a great time. Lisa could live with herself after the job was done. Most importantly, Lisa hadn’t spent the afternoon in bed with Carter. After one last glance in the mirror, I slipped on the red stilettos I knew Tommy loved and headed out.
Thomas Ramsay was my favorite client. He tipped astronomically well, and he didn’t treat me like a piece of shit. Once I realized we had a six-degrees-of-Kevin-Bacon connection—well, in our case it was more like two degrees via his brother Sawyer and my friend Madison—I started calling him Tommy. Usually he hated the nickname, but for some reason he got all hot and bothered when I used it. Or, I should say, when Lisa used it.
Unfortunately, Tommy lived on the West Coast, so I didn’t see him, or his wallet, very often. Lisa never formed attachments, so I didn’t have feelings for him. I just loved the money. The fact that he was gorgeous and polite was a huge bonus. Although I’d never gotten off with a client, and honestly hoped I never would, he always tried really hard. After the second time we were together, he’d made it his personal mission. None of the others had ever cared about anything other than his own happy ending.
“Hey, Tommy,” I cooed as soon as I opened the door. His wide smile appeared the moment his eyes landed on me. “How’ve you been?”
“So much better now that you’re here.”
Something was different. I knew his ‘I’m horny and can’t wait to get inside of you’ look by heart, but this expression wasn’t even close. Shit. The way he looked at Lisa was similar to the way Carter looked at Alissa, although not nearly as intense.
“Ready to get started?” I asked seductively, keeping Lisa firmly in place.
“In a minute. First, I want to ask you something.” His eyes followed me as I moved closer to him. “They can’t hear us, right?”
“They don’t have any microphones in here,” I confirmed.
He exhaled a quick breath, and then reached for my hand. “I love the time we spend together. I actually volunteer to come to meetings out here just to see you.”
On purpose, I addressed him with his real name instead of the usual nickname, “Thomas, I—”
“Please, hear me out.” He took a breath, in what appeared to be an attempt to gather his courage. “Out in the real world, I’ve been an asshole for years. I’ve been burned a few times, and my stupid ego couldn’t stand the thought of it happening again. Since then, I’ve been using women and then throwing them away. My stupid beliefs about relationships even ended up hurting my family.
“After seeing that not all relationships are destined to fail, I’ve decided to get back on the horse. I want to try to be there for someone again. I want to be the kind of man a woman would be proud to be with—someone you would be proud to be with.”
“Tommy, you don’t want to be in a relationship with me. We have a good time together, and you’re comfortable with me, but you don’t even know me.” I pulled my hand from his and ran my fingers through his floppy hair. “You know what I do for a living, and asshole or not, you deserve better than me. I know you’ll eventually find the right person; you just have to be open to it. I’m sorry, but it isn’t me.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he said, a slight flush grazing his cheeks. “It’s probably not a good idea to jump into anything head first anyway.”
“I know I’m right. Now, let’s get to the fun part.” Even though Lisa was still in place, I began counting by threes in my head just to be safe. I’d never had to use an active method of distraction with him before, but after everything he’d just said and everything that had happened this afternoon, I was afraid that Alissa and her guilt would try to poke through.
*
MY NEXT CLIENT was the worst kind to get. He was about five-foot-four and had to weigh at least five hundred pounds—none of which was muscle. Not to mention he was sweaty and reeked of onions. I made a mental note to ask Bruce to remove all of the smelly dishes from the menu. Either that or make the guys brush their teeth before they came back to the room.
“Hey, baby,” I cooed as soon as the door clicked shut behind me. “My name is Lisa. I’m gonna take real good care of you tonight.” I’d managed to get through my session with Thomas without losing my shit. This guy, however, wasn’t going to be as easy.
“Well aren’t you a sweet piece of ass,” Tubby said between labored breaths. He was most likely winded from the walk to the room, as opposed to arousal. He yanked down his sweat pants and awkwardly lay down on the floor. Realization hit me that his stomach fat would make his prick completely inaccessible if he sat in the chair, assuming the chair would even hold him. I turned my back for a second so he wouldn’t see me gag.
“My name is Lisa, my name is Lisa, my name is Lisa,” I chanted barely above a whisper. With closed eyes and even breaths, I should have easily slipped back into character, but it wasn’t working. Panic coursed through my veins when I realized Lisa wasn’t coming to save me.
Grasping at straws, I searched my mind for images of Tate Parker. If I couldn’t be someone else, maybe I could convince my brain that he was. The insanely hot actor eluded me; all I could see was Carter. I tried to picture Thomas, but even though I’d just been with him, I couldn’t conjure his face.
Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Carter’s devastated gaze staring back at me. He’d given me the most sensual experience of my life, and I’d turned around and fucked Thomas. Hell, I hadn’t even thought of him when I was with Thomas. And now I was getting ready to fuck another guy. I hadn’t made any promises to Carter, but I knew it didn’t make a difference. I really was a whore, and not just by trade.
“Time’s a wastin’, sweet cheeks,” Tubby said from his spot on the floor. I took another deep breath and dropped my robe. There was no way I’d be able to pretend that Tubby was Tate, or Thomas, or even Carter. With my brain fully engaged, I had no choice but to fully experience this.
After rolling a condom onto his length, or lack thereof, I lubed him up as thoroughly as I could. Carefully, I lowered myself onto his disgusting body. My eyes remained firmly closed as I gyrated my hips at a torrid pace. I kept fighting to get out of my head, but nothing worked. Tears welled behind my eyelids every time he reached up and groped my exposed flesh.
Bruce’s policy was twenty minutes or one happy ending, whichever came first. I peeked through my watery lashes at him, and was relieved to see his face twisted in some disgusting form of pleasure. With renewed determination, I bounced up and down as quickly as I could until he grunted and then stilled beneath me.
When the room monitor sounded the buzzer, I nearly jumped to my feet and wrapped myself up in the pink robe. Wanting to ensure the biggest tip possible, I looked back and said, “God, baby, that was amazing.” I gave him my sultriest smile and then left the room.
Although I’d sold myself to hundreds of men, I hadn’t felt like this since the night before Lisa was born all those years ago—violated. Johnny, the room monitor, said something as I passed his station, but none of it registered. The second I was sure no one would see me, I took off my heels and sprinted to the locker room; I couldn’t get to the shower fast enough.
I tossed my wig and shoes on the makeup counter as I dashed by and barely made it to a bathroom stall in time to vomit up everything I’d eaten that day. It was as if Carter was haunting me. Even as I hurled, I thought about how I was puking the dinner he’d paid for after we had rolled out of bed.
Once under the spray of scalding water, I tried as hard as I could to scrub every trace of Tubby from my flesh. By the time I turned off the shower, I was honestly surprised I had any skin left. If only I could’ve found a way to bleach the memory from my brain.
As quickly as possible, I brushed my teeth, reapplied my makeup, pinned up my wet hair, and secured the fluffy, blonde wig back into place. I searched the reflection in the mirror for even the slightest hint of Lisa but came up empty.
I took a series of deep breaths in a futile attempt to control the residual anxiety. With only a few minutes to spare, I had to jog through the back hallways to get to the room where my last client of the night waited. Just one more, and then I could go home and cry. Just one more, and then I could figure out a way to let go of Carter.
Knowing the night couldn’t get any worse, I shook out my hands and straightened my spine and tried to channel Lisa. When the door opened, I thanked God when I found a tall, muscular man standing across the room with his back to me. Faking it with him wouldn’t be easy in my current state, but hopefully, I could get through it without getting physically ill again.
“Well, aren’t you a fine hunk of man?” I purred. “I’m Lisa. What’s your pleasure tonight?” Just one more guy, just one more guy, just one more guy. I could do it. If Lisa could do it, then so could I.
A stray cannonball must have blown through the wall and crashed into me. That’s the only logical explanation I could come up with for the crater that suddenly appeared in my chest the moment my client turned around.
Silence seemed to stretch on for so long that I expected the buzzer to sound at any moment. When I caught a glimpse of the clock, it’d only been about forty seconds. He examined me closely, as if trying to put together a puzzle with a missing piece. When the confusion in his eyes faded, his gaze hardened. I was sure I was going to throw up again.
He was the first to speak. “You’re a whore?” His voice was eerily steady and tense. It was as if he was trying to take an explosion and contain it in a space a fraction of its original size. His eyes were narrow, and I could have sworn I heard his teeth grinding from across the room.
The shock that had stilled me in place finally dissipated, but the pain in my chest didn’t abate. His accusation hurt, even though it was the truth, and Lisa finally came to my rescue. “You’re a pervert?” I threw back at him.
“No.”
“You’re getting married tomorrow?” For the first time ever, I considered walking away from a client. I knew my employer’s unspoken rule: you walk away from a client, you walk away from a job. The only exception was when the client was being abusive or was excessively inebriated. Unfortunately lying, cheating, heartbreaking neighbors didn’t count.
Heartbreaking? Yes, heartbreaking. Who was I trying to kid?
“Of course I’m not.”
“My final client of the evening is the bachelor boy from the party going on out there!” In a fit of anger, I stabbed the air to my right, even though the main floor was behind where I stood.
He paused a moment before he responded. “He had a flash of conscious, so I volunteered to take his place.”
That hurt worse. “Fuck! I knew you were too good to be true, and I fell for it anyway.”
“You’re one to talk. How many dicks have you had inside of you since I left your bed a few hours ago?”
Totally losing my shit, I hauled back and slapped him. “I told you that you’d regret it. I told you over and over again that I couldn’t be with you, but you just kept pushing!” With everything else I was feeling, the sting in my palm was barely noticeable.
He stood still except for rubbing the red handprint on his cheek. I barely took a breath before letting loose on him again. “I guess you didn’t get enough earlier. I’ll go find another girl to trade with me since you’re obviously in the mood for variety.”
He stared me down as he took a seat in the chair I’d fucked Tommy in not that long ago. Aside from him coming here to fuck a whore and being pissed that said whore turned out to be me, there was something off about this situation, but I had no clue what it was. The anger on his face morphed into indecision, which confused me even more. “That won’t be necessary, you’ll do.”
Was he trying to punish me? Before I could respond, Bruce barged into the room. “Put your robe on, Lisa,” he ordered. “Did this motherfucker hurt you?”
“Yes, but not in the way you think.”
“Did he lay a hand on you?”
“No.”
“But you slapped him?” Stupid Johnny must have tattled.
I nodded. Bruce looked between Carter and me and then settled back on Carter. “I apologize for her behavior. I’d be happy to find you another girl for the evening.”
“Don’t worry about it; I’m ready to leave.”
“B-but, you already paid. Why waste a perfectly good boner?” I wanted nothing more than for him to leave. Even with my shield back in place, touching him now would be a thousand times worse than what I’d done with Tubby. But there was no way I could lose my only source of income; not when I was so close to reaching my goal. I had to salvage the situation, especially since Bruce was still in the room. “I want you so fucking badly,” I lied. “Please stay.”
“Don’t feed me that line of bullshit.” His voice was almost a growl.
For the second time in as many days, Carter stood and walked away from me.
*
AFTER MY THIRD shower of the evening, I put on my street clothes and hurried to the office to collect my tips from Bruce. Anything we earned over a certain percent of our regular rate was given to us in cash to avoid raising red flags with corporate. Might as well add tax fraud to my list of sins.
“You made out pretty good tonight, Lisa,” he said in an angry tone as he handed me an envelope that was thicker than usual. I peeked inside and was happy to find several hundreds tucked behind at least a dozen twenties. Thomas always took good care of me.
One of the best things about my boss was his integrity. Most guys in his situation would probably try to pocket most of our tips, but he always gave us every penny we earned. He made his money from the ‘upgrade’ fee.
“Thanks, Bruce,” I said as I tucked the envelope into my bag. Keeping my tone upbeat, I hoped the boss man would overlook my outburst with Carter. Wanting to get out of there in a hurry, I said “See you tomorrow,” as I headed for the door.
“Wait, I’m not finished.”
Shit.
“You lost a client tonight. I had to give him a full refund, not to mention you assaulted him. We can’t have the cops all up in our business. Luckily he agreed not to press charges.”
“I’m sorry. I know him, and he said some things that were out of line.”
“I’ve never seen you lose your cool before, but I can’t excuse it. You’ve been with me a long time, and you are my top earner. However, I do need to set an example to make sure the other girls get the message. You’re being demoted to waitress for the next three months. I can’t fit you into the schedule until next Friday, so you have the rest of the week off.”
“Three months!” The corners of my eyelids stung with how wide they were spread. The vast difference in tips would make it impossible to save enough to pay for school before it started in the fall.
“Sorry, doll. It’s the best I can do given the circumstances. If you were anyone else, you would have been fired on the spot.”
I nodded and left his office, not quite as tall as when I’d walked in.
*
MY PHONE RANG as soon as I stepped out of the employee exit. Since I was already at work, there were only two people who would call me at two in the morning, and I didn’t want to talk to either of them. After looking at the screen to confirm it was one of my parents, I seriously considered letting it go to voicemail. But, much to my regret, I didn’t.
“What now, Mother?” Leaning against the wall, I patted my pockets in search of a cigarette. In this familiar position, my subconscious didn’t seem to remember that I’d quit six months ago. Smoking was a huge waste of money, and I made better tips when I didn’t smell like an ashtray.
“Hey, baby,” she said. “Can you float your daddy and me six hundred? We ran out of gas. We just bought food, and it’ll all go bad.” They liked to keep their ‘mobile home’, as they liked to call it, in the middle of nowhere and live off of the grid. I was surprised they’d never started a fire.
Knowing they didn’t need that much money for gas, I replied, “Maybe you’d be able to pay for your own gas if you actually sold some of your shitty homemade crank instead of snorting all of it.” That was actually the last thing I wanted. If they were going to run a meth lab, I’d much rather they kill themselves than fuck up the lives of others. “I can’t do this anymore. You know I want you to get clean. There’s no reason you can’t go to rehab and then get a real job.”
“Please, baby? We’re desperate.”
“Why should I care after everything you’ve put me through?” I fought like hell to keep the tears from my voice. Their decisions started me down the path that lead to my current devastation. I wasn’t one to rub the past in people’s faces, but it was way too close to the surface at the moment to suppress.
“You know how sorry we are for what happened. We were just trying to get things straightened out. We didn’t have another choice.”
“You could have sold your body instead of mine,” I growled.
“Oh, baby, you know you were worth way more than me. Please, sweetheart?”
“Fine, I’ll give you two hundred, but this is the absolute last time. Even if I didn’t hate your career choice, I can’t afford it anymore.” Not that I ever could.
“Thank you, baby. We’ll leave the porch light on.”
I pushed off the wall I’d leaned against so many times before and headed to my car.



Chapter Seven
‡
MY LIFE HAD gone to shit, and I had no one to blame but myself. It was stupid of me to open up to Carter. Making love with—no, fucking him—had been even worse. How could I have been so foolish to believe I was special to him when I wasn’t even special to my own mom and dad? How could I have believed something so beautiful could happen to me and not be a joke?
In the few days I’d known him, I’d been certain he would be the one to get hurt. I tried to prevent it, but in the end, I had been weak. Just when the slightest glimmer of hope started to force its way into my heart, I found out I had been utterly wrong. How could I have not known he’d been playing me the entire time? How had I not realized I’d given him the power to hurt me worse than I thought possible?
The last minute trip to my parents’ current campsite only made my heart hurt worse. Meth had turned them into horrible parents, yet through it all, they had stayed together. Even when they were in desperate need of a fix, they still loved each other; however, their love no longer extended to me. After everything they’d done, it wasn’t fair for them to have some fucked up version of true love in their lives when it was their fault I couldn’t even try without falling on my face. I’d often wondered if they would be better apart—if maybe at least one of them would get clean if they weren’t feeding off of each other’s addictions. However, it was that bond between them that made me think there was a chance they could still be saved.
The sun was still several hours away from rising when I’d gotten home. Longing to escape my new reality, I pulled the covers over my head as I climbed into bed. The beautiful oblivion of sleep was the only thing that could bring me solace at that particular moment. However, just like everything else in my life, the sandman decided to give me a big fuck you as well. After tossing and turning for about half an hour, I was nearing the brink of insanity. I couldn’t lay there any longer, so I put on a pair of yoga pants, an extra-large t-shirt, and my running shoes before heading out into the night.
The waning moon was nothing more than a sliver, but I didn’t care that I could barely see. I didn’t even care that the air was cold and damp. I needed something and was going to get it regardless of the fact that it was only a couple of hours until sunrise. Keeping my eyes on the ground, I cut through the park to get to Main Street, which was lined with restaurants, gas stations, and liquor stores—exactly what I was looking for.
An electronic chime sounded when I opened the door, which seemed to wake up the beefy, tatted-up guy behind the counter. If only sleep had come that easy for me. “Help you find something?” he grumbled.
“Can’t sleep. Any recommendations?”
“Sounds like a job for whiskey. Try the Heaven Hill bourbon; back of aisle three. That should do the trick.” Trusting his expertise, I took the short walk to the back of the cramped space, which only had four aisles total. Bottle in hand, I returned to the register and handed him my license before he had a chance to ask. “I normally don’t give a shit,” he said as he looked at my identification, “but you look like hell. You shouldn’t be out alone in the middle of the night.”
“I’ll be all right, I’m a big girl.”
“If you say so, but do me a favor.” He pointed over his left shoulder. “Look straight into the security camera so the cops have a clear shot of your face for the news when you go missing.”
“Ha fucking ha.” Like anyone would even notice if I was missing. “Are you going to ring me up, or what?” This guy made me wish I lived somewhere like New York City. From what I’d seen on TV, most people there wouldn’t bother with the lecture.
He scanned the barcode and returned my license. As I slid my debit card through the machine, he wrapped the bottle in a stereotypical plain brown paper bag. “Be careful, okay? I’ll feel bad if I turn on the news tomorrow and see them pulling your body out of a pond.”
“Thanks,” I said and then took my purchase and left.
After being in the warm store for a few minutes, it seemed much colder outside than it had before I went in. I spotted steam coming from a grate in the sidewalk outside of a nearby building and went to stand over it for a minute. While enjoying the warmth, I opened my bottle, and like a hobo, wrapped the paper bag around its neck.
After just a few swigs, I was beginning to relax. Between the bourbon warming me from the inside, and the steam coming from beneath my feet, I finally felt a little sleepy. With a firm grip on my bottle, I headed back home. The drinking continued as I slowly walked through the park. Before I was even halfway through, I was so tired that I had to sit down. After stumbling around a bit, I found a place that seemed safe enough to rest. I decided to lie down and close my eyes for a few minutes. Just long enough to get enough energy to continue my trek home.
*
IT WAS COLD. Reaching for my blanket, I ended up with a handful of damp grass instead. My eyes popped open and found the trunk of a tree barely three inches from my face. Surprised, I fell onto my back. Taking in my surroundings, I realized I was under our tree. “Fucking moron,” I chided myself. It had never been our tree. It had all been a part of Carter’s elaborate rouse to get in my pants.
I remembered walking through the park and stopping somewhere to rest, but I didn’t know if I had been there five minutes or five hours. Looking up through the trees, I could tell the sun was up; I just couldn’t tell how high because of the solid wall of storm clouds.
My stomach churned a little when I tried to sit up. Grasping the ground behind me for purchase, my fingers collided with the bottle. I picked it up and was relieved to find it still over half full. My eyes burned and my mouth tasted like ass, but at least I didn’t have a full blown hangover.
Without putting much thought into it, I climbed up onto one of the few sturdy looking branches of my tree to get off of the muddy ground. When I was safely on the branch that was just slightly over my head when I stood under it, I leaned back against the trunk. I was cold, wet, and covered in mud, but the thought of going home wasn’t appealing.
Just as the cool spring rain started to fall, my foggy brain began processing the events of the night before. I couldn’t fix what happened with Carter. I didn’t have the energy to think about my parents. The biggest problem that I might be able to control was my job.
My goal was to save enough to pay for tuition and books to cover the entire program before I started school. I also wanted to have money in the bank to help with living expenses. When classes began, I wanted to be able to give it as much attention as necessary. I also didn’t want to continue doing illegal activities while attending law school. If I had enough saved, I could get a legal, part-time job to hold me over until graduation.
Working at the club was safe. The interactions were always monitored, and we had the right to refuse service without protection. I couldn’t work in the same capacity at the club, but since I needed a similar income, my only other choices were finding another club or doing freelance work. Maybe I could call Madison and see if Thomas was still in town. She would be able to get ahold of him through his brother, and I knew he would be safe. He wouldn’t be a regular source of income, but it would be a start.
Having made my decision, I pulled my phone from my muddy pocket to dial my friend. Before I hit the send button, something moved in my peripheral vision, startling the shit out of me.
“Hey,” Carter said. Seeing him hurt so much worse than I could have possibly imagined, but I couldn’t force myself to look away.
“Did you follow me?” I asked, my heart still racing from the fright. It was a stupid question since I’d likely been there for hours.
“No, I came here to think,” he said, coming to a stop next to the tree.
“I’ll leave.” I twisted around and jumped to the ground, landing on shaky legs.
“Please, don’t leave. I want to talk to you.” He reached out and steadied me.
“Carter, this is too hard. You don’t have to say anything; I know what I am and what you think of me. I’d rather just call it a day and go our separate ways.”
“No, wait. Please, hear me out.” I turned to face him. “I’ve been thinking, and you were right. You tried to warn me, and I didn’t listen. For what it’s worth, I had no intention of sleeping with anyone last night. My friend chickened out, so I volunteered to take his place because everyone else there was in a committed relationship. I knew some of the others would cheat, so I went back there to let the girl off the hook. They’re always getting on me about my lack of a social life, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let them believe I scored.”
“You didn’t tell them about me or what we did yesterday afternoon?” His social life had pretty much been comprised of me, for the past week anyway.
“No. That was too special for me to share with anyone. I’d imagined us in this little bubble. When it popped, I lost it.”
“I’m sorry; I never should have let things get so far between us. I knew better.” I turned my head, trying to hide the tears, but I knew he could hear them in my voice. “I just wanted you so much; I wanted to feel normal for once in my life, so I threw caution to the wind.”
He pulled me to his chest, wrapping his strong arms around me. “Shh, I know. It’s okay.”
The warmth from his body felt so right. It felt like home, and I couldn’t let myself get used to it. “But it’s not okay. I ruined it. We could have been friends, and now we can’t even be that anymore.”
“Are you going to keep your job?”
“I’ve been demoted to waitress for the next three months. I’m not going to be able to pay for school.”
Some of the starch left his body. “Do you have enough for at least one year of school?”
I nodded into his chest.
“How about you start with that? You can save during the first year so you can pay for the second.”
“I wanted to be done with this job by the end of the summer. I don’t want to keep doing it while I’m going to school.”
“So don’t. You can work part-time somewhere else. I’ll help you however I can.”
“Wha-what? Why would you want to help me after last night?”
“I was pissed as hell when I heard your voice in that room. After I left and had a chance to cool down, I was able to think things through. I realized neither of us had made any commitments to the other, and you’d been adamant about telling me you couldn’t make a commitment to me.” He twined his fingers through my tangled hair. “Let’s start over. You stick to waitressing, or some other job where men don’t touch you, and I’ll do everything in my power to help you. This time, though, I want a commitment. You’ll be mine and I’ll be yours.”
“I don’t understand why you’d want to be with a whore.” He cringed at my words.
“I’m ashamed of the things I said to you last night. Yes, I was shocked and angry, but there’s no excuse for the way I behaved. I hope you can forgive me. You’re not a whore. You’re a beautiful, intelligent, amazing woman who has lived through more shit than anyone should ever have to. I’m just the lucky guy who was able to see through the walls you put up.”
“I’m scared.” Scared he would realize he’d made a huge mistake. Scared everything would fall apart. Scared I was still asleep and this whole thing was a dream.
“Me too, but trust me, we’ll figure out a way to make it work. I will never try to stop you from pursuing your dream.” He pulled back from the hug and took my hand in his.
“How are you real? I didn’t think people like you existed.”
“I didn’t until I met you.” He raised our joined hands and kissed the back of mine. “I don’t know about you, but I could use some real sleep. Let’s go home.”



Chapter Eight
‡
CARTER HAD MANAGED to get a couple of days off, and since I was on leave from work, we’d spent the next two nights together in his bed. The night he had to go back to work, he asked me to stay at his place so he could come home to me, and I’d done so every night since. We hadn’t made love again, and we hadn’t talked about it either. My guess was he was still trying to come to terms with my former profession.
Even without sex, things were amazing between us. I should have felt somewhat secure since he’d found out my deep dark secret and stuck around, but I couldn’t help waiting for the other shoe to drop. Things like this didn’t happen to people like me. Before long, something would happen, and my fragile world would come crashing down around me…like it always did.
I’d heard somewhere that there are two issues that led to breakups more than anything else: sex and money. Since I was no longer sleeping with johns, and the one time Carter and I had slept together was mind blowing, I was hopeful we wouldn’t have any problems in that area once we got over this awkward spell.
That left me mostly concerned about money. Carter had told me he’d help me, but I couldn’t put that kind of pressure on us. He wasn’t rich, at least not anymore, and I wouldn’t burden him with my expenses even if he was. I also couldn’t risk becoming financially dependent on him or anyone else, for that matter.
The day before I started my new waitressing gig at the club, I received an email that relieved a lot of the pressure that had been building in my mind. I went through it three times to make sure I was reading it correctly. As soon as it sank in that it was actually real, I jumped up from where I sat on Carter’s couch and ran to find him.
“Carter!” I yelled as I burst into the bedroom where he was sorting through a couple of small boxes he’d shoved in the closet during the move.
“What’s up, babe?” He looked away from the pile on the bed in front of him, giving me his undivided attention. That was one of the things I loved most about him. No matter what was going on, he made me feel like I was his top priority.
“You’ll never guess what just happened!”
“Then you’d better tell me. And make it quick. That smile on your face is giving certain parts of my body some inappropriate ideas.”
Was he finally ready to be intimate again? Playing it as cool as I could in the current the circumstances, I sat next to him on the bed and smacked his shoulder with the back of my hand. “Several months back, I was trying to think of ways I could get a new job sooner than I’d planned, so I went down to the university and filled out every scholarship application I could find. It had been so long, I assumed I wasn’t going to get anything.” It felt like the pride was going to explode out of me. “I just got an email from the financial aid office saying I was awarded a small scholarship! The letter said I was selected due to academic achievement during my undergraduate studies!” The money was amazing, but that someone thought I deserved it was the best part.
“Oh my God, that’s great!” He jumped from the bed, came around to my side, and lifted me until my feet were off dangling above the ground. “I’m so proud of you,” he said as he spun around in a circle. He placed me on my feet, his arms still wrapped tightly around me. “So what does this mean?”
“Well, I was worried it would take me six more months to finish saving because of the pay cut I took. Now I think I’ll be able to quit working at the club in just one more month! After that, I can get a normal-person job.”
“This is the best news I’ve heard since you told me you were demoted to waitress!” He moved his hands to the sides of my face and dominated me with an all-consuming kiss.
“I feel like celebrating,” I said when I briefly came up for air. My lips began doing dirty things to his to show him exactly what kind of celebration I had in mind. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed this kind of connection with him.
He broke away from me, lifted the edge of the comforter, and yanked, which sent all of the stuff he’d been sorting through flying to the floor. “Strip and wait for me on the bed. I’ll be right back.”
“Yes, sir,” I said with a salute. It took less than a minute to get naked and spread out on top of the now-rumpled comforter on the queen-size bed. Thank God he didn’t make me wait very long.
“God, you’re so hot.” He swirled a pale liquid in a frosted mug as he strode over to the bed. “My mother would have a heart attack if she knew what was in here, but it’s the best I could do on short notice.”
“What is it?”
“Champagne. It was warm, so I had to put it in here.”
“Of all the horrors!” I mocked and propped myself up on my elbows.
“Enough talk. Lay your pretty ass back down.” The commanding tone in his voice was hella hot.
When I was back where he wanted me, he sat next to me and ran his hands over my bare skin. After a few minutes, he held the cup above me and let the cool liquid drizzle all over my body. “Your nipples hardened before the champagne even hit your skin.” He leaned down and just barely flicked the one of them with the tip of his tongue. “I love how responsive you are.”
“Hurry!” I couldn’t wait much longer; I’d been waiting too long already.
“Yes, ma’am.”
His tongue traced the lines of the sticky liquid from where it had flowed around my dips and curves. The bastard meticulously avoided the spots in the most desperate need of his attention. I loved this take-charge side of him, but I’d had enough. “No more teasing.” My words were followed by a moan as he pinched my nipple and rolled it between his fingers.
“I’m almost there. Patience is a virtue.”
“Please…”
“All right; it is your party after all.” With lightning speed, he stripped out of his clothes and rolled on a condom. With one smooth, yet strong, roll of his hips, he was buried to the hilt inside of me. “God, I’d forgotten just how good you feel.” The twitch in his jaw muscle gave away his struggle to maintain control. “I wish we could stay like this all the time.”
“Me too.”
He pulled all the way out and then slammed his thick cock back inside of me. As his control broke, the speed of his thrusts increased rapidly. When he lost the ability to maintain any kind of rhythm, I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Carter!” I screamed when the stars behind my eyelids went super nova. That was all it took for him to follow me over the edge.
He’d stayed inside of me as long as he could before he had to deal with the condom. After disposing of it, he came back to bed and pulled me into his arms, my head resting on his chest.
“I think we should take a shower and change the sheets,” I said when I couldn’t ignore the wet spot and the stickiness from the champagne any longer.
“I think we should go out and celebrate,” he replied. “I’m thinking a fancy restaurant with real champagne.”
“I’ll have to work an extra week to afford it.” I smiled and threaded our fingers together, resting them on his firm stomach.
“Do you really think I’d let you pay? I’ve gotta take care of my girl. What would people think if I didn’t spoil you every now and then?”
“I doubt there’s anyone who would even notice,” I said, which made me realize something. “It’s been a while since you’ve gone out with your friends.” The last time I knew of was the night of the infamous bachelor party at my club. “Maybe you should invite them over sometime.”
“Nah, you’re the only one I want to spend time with.”
“You’re going to get sick of me in no time if you keep that attitude.” His body tensed and the arm that was wrapped around me tightened. “What’s bothering you?”
“My friends were at the club that night. It makes me sick to think they might have seen you on stage. I’m not ready to find out yet.”
“Oh, well you can go out with them on your own.”
“No. I want to spend time with you. With us both working again, we won’t have enough time as it is.” He kissed the top of my head. “When you start school, it’ll be even worse.”
“I didn’t think about that.” Trying to get even closer, I wrapped my leg over his hips.
“I’m going to see if I can switch to day shift in the fall. At least that way we’ll get to sleep together all night, every night.”
“I can’t tell you how much I’d love that, but isn’t it more dangerous? I mean, there are way more cars on the roads during the day.”
He paused for a brief moment. “That’s true, but the nighttime drivers are more likely to be drunk. I’d actually thought about switching to days when I moved here a couple of weeks ago, but decided against it because night shift lined up best with your work schedule.”
“You’ve been working third shift just to spend a little extra time with me?”
“Is it that hard to believe?”
Instead of voicing my affirmative answer, I nuzzled against his neck. He hissed and jerked away from my face.
“What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?” I pulled back a little to look at his neck. Just behind his right ear were three short, but angry scratches I’d not noticed before, and knew for a fact I hadn’t caused because they weren’t fresh.
“It’s nothing.” He pulled away and covered the area in question with his hand. “I, uh, scraped it on a piece of equipment at work.”
I pulled his hand away to get a better look. They looked exactly like fingernail scratches to me, but I didn’t know all the different types of equipment used in road construction. Instead of being jealous or going psycho, I chose to believe him. There was no way he’d go through so much shit to be with me, only to turn around and cheat so soon.
“Let me go get you some antibiotic cream and a bandage. Then, since I can’t kiss it and make it better without hurting you, I’ll kiss something else instead.”
*
ANOTHER WEEK PASSED, and although I was back to work, my life was still the best it had ever been.
“Keep your eyes closed,” Carter said as he guided me through the familiar path in the park. I knew where he was taking me; I just didn’t know what to expect when we got there. “Just a few more steps.” When we came to a stop, he adjusted my stance several times until he was completely satisfied with my position.
“Can I open my eyes yet?”
“Patience is a virtue.” He chuckled. Those words transported me right back to his bed. He’d discovered a new passion for teasing me until I begged for him to fuck me.
“Since when am I virtuous?”
“Hey, don’t talk that way about my girl.” He swatted my butt and moved to stand by my side. “Now you can open them.”
“Oh my God! Did you make this for me?” Hanging from a sturdy branch of our tree was a simple swing made out of rope and a single board. My legs didn’t waste any time taking me over to it.
“Yep. It makes me sad that you missed out on so many things most kids take for granted. Hop on.” I couldn’t see Carter’s face, but I’d guess his smile was just as wide as mine.
Lowering myself slowly to make sure it could handle my weight, I sat on the most amazing gift I’d ever received. “How did you know?”
“You love this tree; it just seemed fitting.”
He moved behind me and held on to the ropes, gently rocking me back and forth. “Are you sure you’re real? I still don’t believe men like you exist outside of movies and romance novels.” And, if they did, they certainly wouldn’t want me.
“Of course I’m real. Sometimes I wonder how I got lucky enough to find you. Now hold on tight!” He flattened his hands against my back and gave me a push. My feet kicked in the air as the breeze flowed through my hair
The unfamiliar sound of the giggle escaping my throat was almost startling, but I liked it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so free, so lighthearted.
Once I had enough momentum, Carter moved to the side and watched. He broadened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest, as if settling in for the long haul. The smile on his face only grew as he basked in my enjoyment.
As much as I wanted to swing forever, there was something even better I wanted to do. After dragging my feet for several passes, I’d finally slowed down enough to hop off. I immediately jumped onto Carter, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. Grasping his head between my hands, I tilted his face up and lowered mine until our lips met.
No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t seem to get close enough to him. My tongue plundered his mouth, but it wasn’t enough. My legs squeezed as tightly as they could, but it wasn’t enough.
When he shifted under my weight, I rubbed against the only thing that stood any chance of sating the need I had for him. I let go with my legs and got my feet back under me. Without breaking the kiss, I lowered us both to the ground. Although we hadn’t brought a blanket, the uncut grass was soft enough beneath us to provide a cushion from the hard, unforgiving ground.
“Please, tell me you restocked you wallet,” I pleaded.
He reached into his back pocket and produced said wallet. “Haven’t left home without one since the day I met you.”
“Thank God.” I pulled him down on top of me and started grinding my center against the thigh that had found its way between my shamelessly parted legs.
“Are you sure you want to do this in public? Someone might see us…”
“I don’t care. I just need you, and I need you now.”
We both cursed the tight black-denim shorts I’d decided to wear as I struggled to peel them away. Once I was free of the restrictive shorts, Carter shoved his jeans down to his knees and quickly rolled the condom over his impossibly hard cock. I exhaled in relief as he finally entered me. My body only felt complete when it was joined with his.
The moment was perfect. We were in our spot, making love beneath our tree. If a trip through hell is what brought me to this moment, I’d gladly make the journey all over again. There were times in the past, when I wished I could see five or ten years into the future, hoping what I saw would make it all worth it. This moment was so much better than anything I’d ever imagined. This was everything I’d never let myself hope for.
He knew my secret, and he stayed. He knew my darkest sins and still wanted me. Maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have to give him back. Maybe there was hope after all.



Chapter Nine
‡
AT THE END of my work week, which fell on a Tuesday, I could barely make it up the single flight of stairs to Carter’s apartment. After my fifth day in a row of waiting tables in stilettos, my feet were screaming at me. The rest of my body was tired and sore from balancing on the damned things. If the evil shoes, which now dangled from my fingers, hadn’t been so expensive, I’d have tossed them in the dumpster outside of the club. Or set them on fire. Or put them in a wood chipper and flushed the pieces down the toilet. Thank God I didn’t have to climb the rest of the way up to my apartment; the only place I wanted to climb was into Carter’s bed.
When I made it to the first floor, I let myself in using the key he’d had made for me and then pushed the door closed behind me. “Babe?” I called out while I got settled. The devil heels were tossed into the coat closet, followed by the ballet flats I’d changed into before I left work. After putting my keys back inside, I added my over-sized bag to the top of the pile before sliding the door closed.
When I took a few more steps into the apartment, I could hear the shower running. Since Carter had the night off, he’d asked me to call him when I left work so he could be ready for me. I had no idea what he had in mind, but if a shower was a prerequisite, I certainly couldn’t wait to find out. Although I’d showered at the club, I thought about getting in with him anyway. My feet made the decision for me when they passed by the bathroom door in favor of the bedroom.
As tired as I was, there was no way I’d voluntarily miss out on a naked, dripping wet boyfriend. Boyfriend. Damn, that word still sounded strange in my head. My panties were the only thing on my body by the time I snuggled under the covers to wait for him. Carter liked it when I left something on—said it was like unwrapping a present—but not too much because he didn’t like wasting time. The steady patter of the shower in the next room was like a soothing lullaby. No matter how hard I tried to fight it, my eyelids became too heavy to keep open.
*
I DREAMT I was falling, and when I reached out to brace myself, my hand came in contact with a denim-covered thigh. It was one of those dreams that wake you up when your body tries to catch itself. When I started to regain my wits, the sensations didn’t go away. I could tell I was still on the bed but had rolled from my side onto my stomach. My fingertips moved tentatively, only to realize the distinctive feel of jeans was real. My eyes were instantly open, and any remaining fogginess evaporated from my mind.
I took a quick inventory of my surroundings. The shower was still running, so I couldn’t have been asleep more than a few minutes. The lights in the room were still off. A dark figure was looming on the bed next to me, which must have caused the mattress to dip and me to roll. It was much too large to be Carter. Hoping to get out at least one good scream, I filled my lungs with as much air as possible. Before I could release it, a large hand encased in a leather glove slammed down over my nose and mouth.
Sheer panic erased everything I’d ever learned about self-defense from my memory. My fingers clawed at the hand covering my nose and mouth, but it didn’t budge. Shoving and kicking didn’t do any good either. It couldn’t end like this; not after everything I’d been through. Not with Carter only a few feet away. The harder I tried to escape, the more it felt like I was suffocating.
One moment I was twisting and flailing; the next, I was suddenly free. The newly opened door let in enough light from the hallway to make out some of what was happening.
“If you so much as blink wrong, I’ll blow your brains out, motherfucker. Do you understand?” The man in front of me barely moved his head up and down. “Now slowly back away from her.”
The man held up his hands and did as he was told.
“Are you okay, babe?” Carter asked. My nod wasn’t enough since his eyes were glued to the back of the man’s head.
“Y-yes.”
“Do you need medical attention?”
“N-no”
“Can you reach my phone?”
I glanced over to his side of the bed and saw it laying on the nightstand, plugged into the charger. “Yes.”
“I need you to get it, dial nine-one-one but don’t push send. Then toss it to the end of the bed closest to me.” Carter grabbed the man’s arm and moved him farther away from me so I would have a wide breadth to get it. It took four attempts for my shaky fingers to dial the right three digits in the correct order. When I finally had it right, I managed to throw it close enough so Carter could reach it without having to look away.
Not sure what to do next, I looked at Carter and the intruder. They were both now at an angle in my line of sight, with Carter closest to the bed. From our new positions, I could see that Carter had a hand gun pressed against the back of the intruder’s head. Before I could react to the tableau in front of me, Carter spoke again. “Now you, motherfucker, get on your knees and put your hands on your head.”
Carter pulled the gun back just enough to keep it out of the guy’s reach but didn’t lose any of his focus. When the man was on his knees, my protector gave me another task. “Go to the kitchen. There should be some zip ties in the junk drawer. Grab a handful of them and bring them back.” Tears started flowing as I moved from the bed. “Get a t-shirt from my drawer and put it on. I don’t want this asshole to see you.” When I was on my wobbly legs with the sheet haphazardly wrapped around me, I took the few steps to his dresser and put on the first over-sized t-shirt I found.
Carter must have connected the call to nine-one-one as soon as I left the room. Although I couldn’t make out the words, his voice carried through the apartment as I ran to the kitchen. It took me a few tries to find the right drawer, but luckily when I did, the zip ties were lying on top.
When I returned to the room, I heard the end of Carter’s phone call. “Ten-twenty-six.” He paused briefly when I came back into the room. “Fifteen. Yes.”
“Are they on their way?” I asked when he tucked the phone into his pocket. I had no idea what he’d been telling them, but nothing at all made sense at the moment.
“Yes. They will be here in a couple of minutes. I need you to take two of the ties, and thread the ends through the slots to form one big loop, but don’t tighten it. Then throw it on the bed like you did with the phone.”
Surprisingly, I was able to do it after only about five tries. In a matter of seconds, the man’s hands were secured behind his back. As Carter pulled the guy to his feet, he looked at me and said, “I need you to go upstairs. Lock the door and don’t open it for anyone other than me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Okay.” Even though I was scared to be alone, being in the middle of this situation was much more terrifying.
I waited a few moments after Carter pushed the guy out of the bedroom before following. When I finally made my way into the living room, I found the man on his knees in the middle of the floor, with his back to me. Carter was facing him with the barrel of the gun pressed firmly against his forehead. “Go on, babe. Don’t forget to lock everything.”
Nodding, I clung to the perimeter of the room in order to stay as far away from them as possible. My keys were in my bag, so I grabbed it from the closet before dashing out into the hallway. Ignoring my earlier aches and pains, I ran up the two flights of stairs to my home, digging through my bag for the key as I went. When I arrived at my destination, I took a deep breath to steady myself long enough to slide the key in the lock and get inside my apartment.
I flipped the two bolts and slid the chain into place as soon as the door slammed shut. When everything was secure, I started to remember some things I’d learned in a safety seminar they’d had at work a few years back. I retrieved one of the two chairs from my small kitchen table and wedged it under the door handle. After that, I went to my bedroom closet and grabbed the aluminum bat that had been my security system at my old apartment in the city.
Hours passed while I sat in the middle of the living room floor with my overly-alert eyes trained on the front door. The adrenaline trance had me so focused I jumped when the knock finally came.
“W-who is it?”
“It’s me, babe. It’s okay to open the door now.”
A look through the peephole verified my ears hadn’t been playing tricks on me. I dislodged the chair from under the handle, fumbled with the hardware, and then yanked the door open.
Carter’s arms were wrapped around me before the door was closed all the way.
“I was so scared,” I whispered into his shirt and dug my fingers into his back.
“Me, too. I’ve never been that scared before.”
“Who was he? What happened?”
“I don’t know who he is or why he was there. When the police showed up, I explained what happened and then handed him over. I had to retell the story several times, and it took me a while to convince them not to interview you. I knew you wouldn’t want to talk to them right now.”
“Oh, fuck. This was all my fault. I think I forgot to lock the door when I came home. I was just so happy to be home, and—”
“Shh, baby. It isn’t your fault. You didn’t invite him over”
“I won’t forget again, I promise.” His long fingers stroked my back as I sobbed into his chest.
“He would have found a way in even if the door had been locked. If anything, you probably saved me from having a broken door frame or window.”
“Can we stay here tonight?” I wasn’t sure I could sleep in Carter’s bed right after what had happened.
“Of course, baby. First thing tomorrow, I’m having a top of the line security system installed in both of our apartments.”
Talk of security brought a forgotten question from earlier back to the front of my mind. “Why do you have a gun?”
“For protection.” I waited for him to elaborate, but nothing came. It seemed unusual someone would have a gun in this quiet neighborhood—at least it was until tonight—unless something had happened to make them feel threatened. His last place had been huge, and I couldn’t imagine it not being in a secure building.
“Was it loaded?”
“Yes. Is that a problem for you?”
My problem was he didn’t seem to trust me enough to open up to me about it. “I’ve just heard stories about how guns are usually turned against the owner during a break in. If I’d been there alone, and he’d found it…” I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened. “Did you have it with you in the bathroom?”
“No, I keep it hidden in the linen closet. When I heard a noise, I jumped out of the shower, grabbed it, and then found him with his hands on you. Trust me, baby, there was no way he could have turned it on me.”
“I-I do trust you.” Probably more than you trust me.
“Would you feel better if you learned how to shoot?”
“Maybe, I don’t know. I panicked when I woke up and forgot everything I was supposed to do. It’s probably for the best I didn’t have a deadly weapon within reach.”
“I swear I’ll protect you from now on.”
“You d-did protect me. You saved me. I froze, I let him have the upper hand, I couldn’t breathe, and you saved me.” I buried my face into his shirt to hide my ugly cry.
“It shouldn’t have happened to begin with. I should’ve been out of the shower before you got home. I promise you, there will not be a next time. I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”



Chapter Ten
‡
“WHAT CAN I get for you, baby?” I asked one of the frat boys who sat in my section, along with five other guys in matching t-shirts. All six of them stared at my tits for almost a full minute before ordering a pitcher of the cheapest ale on tap. They could stare all they wanted since it usually made for better tips. However, college kids were notoriously stingy, and with their order, I’d be lucky to get more than five bucks. But at least I wouldn’t have to fuck any of them.
When I turned to head to the bar, I nearly bounced off of a solid wall of man. “What are you doing here?” I tried in vain to cover my exposed nipples as I stepped around him.
“I came to talk to you about something.” He glanced around the space and then back to me as we continued to cross the room. “I see other servers wearing bras. Why are you putting on a peep show?”
“Well, I recently took a huge pay cut,” I explained as I pushed by him to continue on to the bar. “I have to boost my tips in any way I can. Plus, the more I make, the sooner I can get out of this hell hole.”
He grabbed me mid-stride and pulled me against his chest. “These are mine,” he said as his thumbs grazed the sides of my breasts. “You need to keep them covered up.”
“And if I don’t?”
“If you don’t, I’ll haul your naked ass back to my bed and not let you out of it until you remember exactly who you belong to.”
“You aren’t exactly encouraging me to be good, you know.” He was being an ass, but his possessiveness had a way of turning me on. Before Carter, no one had ever cared one way or the other.
“How much longer do you have?”
I looked over to the clock above the bar. “Another hour.”
“I’ll wait, and then we are going to talk.”
“You don’t need to babysit me. I know what I’m doing.” He turned his gaze to the floor. “You don’t trust me. You think I’m going to sleep with everyone in this room.”
“Can you blame me? The last time I was here, that’s exactly what you were doing.” Regret washed across his face as soon as he’d said the last word. “I’m sorry. This place just brings out the worst in me. I do trust you; I just don’t trust these perverts, and with good cause.”
“Fuck you.” He gently grabbed my upper arm so I couldn’t storm off.
“That’ll come later. Until then, I’m keeping an eye on what’s mine to make sure no one else touches.”
For the next fifty-eight minutes, Carter sat at the bar and followed me around with his eyes like an overprotective guard dog, only getting up once to growl at a customer who looked at me a little too long for his liking. When my shift was finally over, I changed into my street clothes and found him waiting for me right outside of the dressing room.
“Go ahead and say whatever it is you want to say. I’m hungry, tired, and my feet are killing me.”
“Let’s go eat, it would be better to talk somewhere else, anyway.” His anger was still bubbling just below the surface.
“Fine,” I said on a sigh. He took my hand and led me to his car in the customer parking lot. There weren’t many places open in the middle of the night during the week, so we ended up at a pub a few blocks over.
“This can’t happen again,” I told him after we were settled over a platter of fish and chips. After all this time, he still insisted on sharing food whenever we were out.
“Agreed. It’s time for you to find a job somewhere you can work fully clothed.”
“That’s not what I meant. You cost me a lot of money tonight. Why were you even there?”
“I found out who the intruder was. He was one of your customers that night; told the detectives he followed you home because you wanted him to. Said you’d been flirting with him all night.” He looked away and fiddled with the salt shaker.
“What?”
“You’re going to have to eventually talk to the police.” He sighed and then looked me in the eyes. “I get that you flirt with the guys to make more money, but when I walked in there and saw you walking around in nothing but a thong and matching fuck me shoes?”
“Are you implying I’m asking for bad things to happen to me? That nearly being attacked was my fault?”
“No, it’s just…” He released a harsh breath and tugged both of his hands through his short hair. “Why do you still feel the need to work naked?”
“I told you; to make more money.”
“How would you feel if I walked around a bunch of drunken women with my junk hanging out?”
“That’s different.”
“How? How is it different?”
“You’re special. Men may want to fuck me, but women want to marry you.”
“You still don’t get it, do you?”
“Get what? That you think you own me?”
“That I’m in love with you.”
It took my brain a long moment to process his words. “You—you love me?”
“I love you, and I’m also in love with you. I can’t stand the thought of anyone else getting to see you like that.” He reached across the table and brushed a tear from my cheek “Why are you crying?”
“No one’s said that to me, and meant it, since I was eight years old.”
“Baby, I…” He trailed off, at a loss for words.
“I lov—”
“Well, if it isn’t Officer Hottie Pants!” a drunken blonde hollered as she stumbled to our table. “Are you gonna come home with me again tonight? You’ll have to ditch the whore; I don’t swing that way.”
My stomach jerked up into my throat. Go home with her again? Whore? Was I somehow visibly branded for life?
“This is not appropriate,” Carter replied. His jaw clenched, and he kept his eyes trained on her. Since the moment we met, he’d always made me the focus of his attention. Now I felt like I was on the outside looking in.
“I’m hoping to get to take an oral sobriety exam this time, if you know what I mean.”
Anger clouded my vision as I tried to stare the bitch down. She seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place her.
“Jill, go back to your table,” Carter commanded.
“That no nonsense voice of yours is so hot,” she slurred.
I’d had it. “What the fuck is she talking about, Carter?”
Turning toward me, his eyes went wide, as if he just remembered I was there. “Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.” He stood and walked her toward the back hallway that led to the restrooms. While they crossed the room, he kept his hand on the small of her back and leaned in close to whisper in her ear.
By the time his request for ‘a minute’ had turned into ten, I was beyond ready to leave. He finally returned, without Jill, just as I was picking up my bag.
“Baby, don’t leave.”
“Who is she? Why does she look familiar?”
He diverted his eyes to the table. “Remember the night we met? The waitress at the diner?”
“Oh my God! You fucked her? After everything you said?” Tears of rage burned my eyes.
“Of course not; you can’t possibly think I would do that.” Unlike me, he kept his voice quiet to keep from adding to the scene I was making.
When he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the shadow on his left cheek lifted. Red. I literally saw red. “Then why the fuck do you have her lipstick on your face! The two of you seemed awful cozy just now.”
“I had an…encounter…with her at work. I’m telling you, that bitch is insane. She tried to kiss me, and when I turned away, she got my cheek. Even if I’d never met you, I would never, ever consider touching her.”
“Work! You do road construction in the middle of the fucking night, how would you have met her at work?” I almost collapsed when a couple of pieces to a puzzle I didn’t know needed solved clicked into place. “Did she give you those scratches on your neck?”
“Yes—but it’s not what you think.”
I dashed to the front of the bar, the cool night air slapped me in the face when I ran outside. Holding my stomach as I moved down the sidewalk, I ducked around the corner of the building and leaned against the wall. My imagination was running away with me. It pictured him fixing her flat tire on the side of the road. Or maybe she got into a fender bender near where he was working, and he checked to make sure she was okay. In either of those scenarios, she would be extremely appreciative. Maybe she stopped to ogle the hot road crew and propositioned him. She wasn’t unattractive, at least not on the outside. Even if he did truly love me, that wouldn’t necessarily stop him from testing the waters. Guys cheated on their significant others all the time at the club, and anyone would be better than a whore, right?
He came to stand beside me but didn’t speak right away. I replayed the scene in my mind to see if I’d missed any clues. Maybe I was overreacting since it happened in the middle of an argument-slash-confession of love. She was obviously drunk when she came to the table. Carter was an incredibly handsome man, and he did say she was crazy, so she might have just been a little stalker-ish. The instant replay came to a dead stop as soon as the dialogue began. My stomach left my throat and fell to the ground. “Why did she call you ‘officer’?”
“Alissa, calm down and let me explain.”
“Have you been lying to me this whole time?”
“Technically, I didn’t lie. I told you I worked on the freeways, which for the most part, I do. You just assumed—”
“You’re a fucking cop!”
“Yes, I am.” Carter’s voice was so low I could barely hear him.
Everything started falling into place. He avoided talking about work almost as much as I did. He had a loaded gun in the house and stayed relatively calm when that asshole was attacking me. The weird things he said to the nine-one-one operator. He didn’t want me to talk to the police that night, supposedly because he knew it would upset me, but maybe he was just trying to keep his secret. I hadn’t met any of his friends. He said it was because they might have seen me at the club, but maybe the real reason was because they were cops, too. Wait… friends… cops… club…
“That night…the night when you came to my room at the club…were you really there for a bachelor party?” He looked away from me. “Fuck! Has any of this been real?”
“How can you ask me that after everything we’ve been through?”
“It seems a little convenient that you moved into my building, got me to trust you, showed up at my job, still wanted to be with me after you found out what I did… You already knew, didn’t you? You’ve known since the very beginning. I was your assignment, or at least part of it.”
“No.” He fell quiet for a moment while I stared him down and then added, “I swear.”
“I told you everything. I trusted you, and this whole time it was just an act!” I was attracting a crowd, but I didn’t give a shit.
“Come on, let’s go home and talk about this.”
“I’m not going home with a cop.” The word was sour on my tongue.
“Why are you so scared? Even if I was trying to take you down, which I’m not, what’s the worst that could happen for a first offense? Pay a fine, do some community service, check in with a probation officer once a month?”
“I’d lose everything.”
“Don’t you think that’s a little dramatic?”
“Oh, so you think they would still let me go to law school and be admitted to the Bar with a criminal record?”
“Why would I pretend to be with you for something as petty as solicitation?”
“I don’t know. It’s the first thing that has ever made sense about you wanting to be with me. Just tell me what you want from me. My entire life is on the line—”
“Is it so hard to believe that I just want you? That I’m in love with you?” he whispered.
“Yes.” No one had ever loved me, not really. I was a piece of trailer trash who grew up to be a dirty whore. No matter how hard I tried to make a better life for myself, I would never become more than what I already was. I was nothing. For the past few weeks, I’d fooled myself into believing that I could have it all. That I was actually worth something to someone. That I could do something important with my life.
“What can I do to prove it to you?”
“Nothing. There’s no reason you should want me and every reason you shouldn’t. If you really did love me, you would have told me the truth before now.”
“You’re not the only one with something to lose, you know.” He ran his fingers through his hair almost violently. “You know my parents don’t approve of my career choice. I’ve spent the past six months writing traffic tickets to scum like Jill. This was my first opportunity to get my name in front of the higher-ups; it was my first baby-step toward moving forward in my career. The only way I’ll ever be able to show my parents that I’m not a total fuck-up is to move up in the force and do something important.”
“Why didn’t you just arrest me? How do I know you aren’t still trying to get evidence or information?”
He looked both ways down the alley, to make sure the crowd I’d attracted had disbursed, and then spoke quietly. “If there is something shady going on at the club, we could certainly find someone else to arrest, or flip, or whatever else it is you think I’m after. This isn’t an organized crime investigation. It’s relatively small potatoes; just enough to get my name mentioned around the department.” He ran his fingers through his hair again. “The reason I didn’t tell you I was a cop when we first met is because I had just been given the assignment a few days before. Even though my part was small, since we were going undercover, I couldn’t talk to anyone about my job. They took a group of rookies and sent us in on a scouting mission. We were supposed to determine if there was potentially anything illegal going on there. In addition to prostitution, there was some Intel that led the brass to believe some of the clubs in the area launder money and sell drugs. Our job was to observe and report, nothing else. The club you work at was the fifth one we’d visited, and we went to three more after.” He paused to take a deep breath. “I also wasn’t completely honest about the guy who assaulted you in my apartment.”
“So, you’re saying you lied to me not even fifteen minutes ago?”
“Please, just hear me out,” he pleaded. “His name is Stavros. He did follow you home from the club, but not because you flirted with him. I recognized him as soon as I came into the room. He was the bouncer at one of CM’s other clubs I’d visited as part of the assignment. Turns out, his boss caught wind of the investigation and did some digging on me and my team. At some point, he must have seen us together and figured out who you are and where you work. That night, he sent Stavros to do his dirty work—to send me a message. Anyway, I knew the incident was related to the investigation, so I sent you away before you caught on.”
“Why are you telling me this now?”
“Because I want—no I need—you to trust me. I was ordered to tell you it was a customer and nothing more. I’m risking so much right now, but I’d give up everything for you.”
I wanted to believe him so badly, but it made absolutely no sense. He was an officer of the law, and I was a whore. There was no reason he should want to be with me, no reason for him to love me. Self-preservation won out over fleeting visions of hearts and happy endings.
“I need to go home.”
“Please, promise me you’ll think about what I said. I’m not even on the case anymore; I’m back to catching drunk drivers in the middle of the night.” He was on my heels as I started down the sidewalk. “At least let me drive you back to your car.”
“No, I need to walk.”
“I’ll walk with you.”
“I need time.”
“How much time?”
Forever. “I don’t know if there is enough time to process something like this.”
“I’ll wait. No matter how long it takes, I’ll wait for you.”
“You don’t get it, do you? For the sake of argument, let’s say you aren’t out to get me.” I spun on him, stopping him in his tracks. “You still lied to me. You manipulated me to get what you wanted.”
“All I wanted was you. I didn’t want to lose you. It’s just my job. I’m still the same person.”
“That was my decision to make, not yours. You took away my right to choose who I was with; just like my parents did.”
“That isn’t fair, and you know it. I never forced you to do anything.”
“You conned me into sleeping with someone I couldn’t trust. You forced me to be with a fucking cop. God, I’m an idiot for not seeing it sooner.”
“I was going to tell you everything. I just needed to find the right time.”
“Time’s up.”



Chapter Eleven
‡
LISA. I NEEDED Lisa. She never got attached; never got hurt. She was tough as nails. She would’ve taken what happened with Carter in stride. She wouldn’t have stayed in bed for forty eight hours straight like a heartsick teenager. I had to find her.
After washing the days of despair from my body, I got dressed and headed to the one place I hoped I could erase Carter from my mind, at least for a little while.
“Hey, Bruce,” I said when I walked into his office.
“Hey, Lisa, glad you’re feeling better. We can use you on the floor tonight.” I’d called in sick two nights in a row, which was something I’d never done before.
“There’s something I want to ask you. I’ve been waiting tables for over a month. I want—I need—to go back to my old job. At least for one night. Please, I’ll give you part of my tips.”
“You don’t have to do that. I got a call from Tommy-boy the other night. Said he’s in town for a few days and asked me to call him if you were going to be available.”
“Perfect. Can I be in the show?”
“Sure. Go tell Shanna to trade with you for the night. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Thanks, Bruce. You don’t know how badly I need this.”
*
IT HAD BEEN a while since I’d twirled around the pole, but it all came back to me the moment I stepped on stage. Even though I looked like her, I didn’t have to be Lisa to do this part of the job. This was something I’d always done for myself. My body belonged to me: not my parents and definitely not Carter. If I wanted to spin around in the air and hang upside down by my ankles butt naked, then that’s exactly what I would do.
When I was standing at the edge of the stage, working the clasp on my wisp of a bra, I made eye contact with the one man who’d never let me down. Granted, I’d never had any real expectations of him, but it was something I couldn’t say about anyone else. Thomas stood at my feet, looking up at me with those lustful brown eyes. Lisa was going to have fun with him tonight. I winked at him as my breasts fell free, and then leaned down close when he motioned me closer.
“I got every single one of your appointments tonight. I will make you come if it is the last thing I do.”
The bra dangling from my fingers slid down into his hands. “I hope you do.”
When I began to straighten up, he reached out to me but didn’t touch. “Don’t shower. I want to lick every drop of sweat from your body.” And I would let him.
I went directly from the stage to my usual room and found Tommy waiting for me, already naked. “I didn’t want to waste any time,” he explained. “And I don’t plan on finishing early—I intend to put every single minute I have with you to good use.”
“What happened to finding someone for a relationship? I didn’t expect to see you again.”
“You were right; it’s not something I can jump into. It might have just been phase.”
“Good. I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you tonight.” He was safe. I could let myself go with him.
“You really mean that, don’t you?”
“I always mean it.”
“No, this is different. What happened?”
“Well,” I said as I grabbed a condom from the shelf near the one-way mirror, “let’s just say I’ve had a shitty week and need to let off some steam.” I ripped open the packet with my teeth and made my way back to Tommy.
“I’m more than happy to help.” His dick twitched as I straddled his legs, sitting on his knees while I rolled the condom slowly down his length. While my hands were busy, I let my tongue trace the lines of the abstract tattoo that covered his right shoulder.
When I raised up to adjust my position on his lap, my breasts pushed up against his face. He tilted his head just right and captured my nipple in his teeth. Tommy was the only client I’d ever let use his mouth on me in any way. I didn’t trust anyone else.
“Can I do it tonight?” Thomas asked. He’d begged to go down on me almost every time we were together. I’d always refused; there were some boundaries even Lisa didn’t want crossed. But Lisa was in rare form tonight and couldn’t get enough of Thomas. It was go big or go home. And there wasn’t a fucking chance in hell I was going home.
“Yes,” I moaned as his finger rubbed against my clit.
“It’s about fucking time.”
Within seconds, we had switched places. Once I was settled on the chair, I spread my legs wide for him and he stepped between them.
“I’m going to make this so good for you,” he promised. He took my mouth in a fierce kiss, which was usually another off-limits activity, even for him, as he dropped to his knees in front of me. He didn’t waste any time before diving in. As soon as our lips parted, his tongue began to feast on my pussy. Complete sensation overload was the only way to describe it. Lisa didn’t know how to deal with such an intimate encounter. She was an expert at fucking; not getting teased and tormented by Thomas, who was definitely skilled in bestowing oral pleasure. It was too much. Lisa began to short circuit. “Stop,” I said as my palm pushed back against his forehead.
What the fuck had I been thinking? Lisa was merely a wall to hide behind, and she wasn’t strong enough not to buckle under the immense pressure I was putting on her. She may have been able to keep me sane for years, but she couldn’t cover up the gash in my soul that was continuously expanding.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking up at me from his position on the floor.
“I’m sorry, I can’t do this.” I failed to keep a tear from dampening my cheek. “A lot has happened since the last time you were here. I’ll make sure you get your money back.” I’d give it to him out of my own pocket if I had to.
“Wait, I don’t want you to get in trouble.” Thomas took my hands and gently reversed our positions once more. “Just bounce on my lap for a few minutes. I’ll fake it and then no one will suspect anything.”
“Why would you do that for me?”
“Because I like you. I know we don’t really know each other, but I can tell you’re a good person. Madison wouldn’t be friends with you otherwise,” he said. I straddled his hips and rubbed my core against his hard-on; there was no reason he shouldn’t get at least a little something for his money. “We all go through hard times. You were there for Madison during hers, and I know she’ll be pissed as hell if she were to find out that I didn’t help you during yours.”
“Thank you,” I whispered close to his ear.
“Of course. Now, let’s get this show on the road.”
His bucked under me for a while and twisted his face into all sorts of crazy expressions. With everything that was weighing on me, he somehow found a way to make me laugh. “You know, you’d make an excellent porn star,” I said as he continued to writhe beneath me.
“I’ve heard that before,” he said without breaking character.
“I bet you have.”
Thirty seconds later, he stilled beneath me and then relaxed. It was the perfect come shot—just without the actual come.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“Anytime.” He pulled me into a companionable hug for a few moments before letting me stand up. “Take care of yourself. I hope I never see you here again.”
“Same to you.” I gave him a sad smile and turned to leave. “Oh, Tommy…”
“Yeah?”
“She’s out there. You just have to keep your eyes open.”
“I will.”
It took close to an hour to wash Lisa off, and the life she was a part of went down the drain with her. I was done with this place; completely done. Even though I hadn’t quite met my goal, I’d find a way to do it. Maybe no one truly believed in me, but I wouldn’t give up on myself.
“Hey, Bruce,” I said as I walked into his office for the last time.
“Hey, Lisa.” The envelope he handed me was so thin I thought it might have been empty. “Here you go.”
I took it from him and tucked it in my bag without looking inside. “This is my last night.”
“I hate to see you go, but I had a feeling it was coming. You’re a good girl, and you deserve better than this life.”
“Will you mail my last check?”
“Sure thing, doll. I’m gonna miss you around here.”
“I’ll miss you, too.”
“Take care of yourself, all right? If you ever want to come back, don’t hesitate to call.”
“I will. Thank you for taking care of me for so many years. I’ll never forget it.”
With that, I left the building, feeling an odd mixture of sadness and relief that I would never be going back.
*
IT HAD BEEN raining non-stop for days. Not just sprinkles either. The massive thunder storms were so loud that a few car alarms went off from the vibrations. Mother Nature must have decided to collect with interest on the beautiful weather she’d given us back in April. I didn’t have a new job, and I didn’t have enough energy to do anything about it. My existence had become nothing more than alternating between watching TV on the couch and reading in bed.
It was a week to the day after I’d walked out on my job, before I finally decided it was time to get up off of my ass. Both Carter and Lisa were gone, but Alissa was still there. I could still make something out of myself. After cleaning up and finding my umbrella, I headed in the direction I’d walked so many times before.
The trail through the park was muddy, but it wasn’t enough to keep me from my mission of applying for every job I could find along Main Street. When I neared the half-way point, I couldn’t help but notice the now-worn trail that lead to our—my—tree.
Without thinking about it, I followed the path I knew by heart until I was standing in the middle of the clearing. Memories of the time I’d spent there with Carter came rushing through my mind. I looked over to my tree, only to find that it too, was broken. The branch that had held my swing had snapped and was just barely hanging on by a few scraps of bark.
“I’m sorry,” I told my wooden friend. It was too far gone—we were too far gone, to be fixed. “I shouldn’t have weighed you down.” I walked away, wondering how long it would be before the piece of me that was barely hanging on broke off for good.
*
EVEN THOUGH I’D been moving in slow motion, I’d still been productive. After applying for twelve jobs, I spent several hours at the library studying a few basic law textbooks. If I was going to start school in a couple of months, I wanted to be as prepared as I could be. It was also a good distraction.
On my way home, I saw Carter going into our building, wearing a police uniform. Seeing it for the first time made it even more real than it had been before. I hated how good he looked in it. Thankfully he hadn’t seen me, so I hid around the corner, like a coward, for a few minutes to make sure I didn’t run into him.
When I decided it was safe, I walked as quickly and as quietly through the building as I could. Just as I was almost up the stairs leading away from his floor, he called out to me. “Alissa, wait. We need to talk.” I hadn’t heard his door open, but I did hear it close as he moved toward me.
I stood in place on the second step from the top but didn’t turn to face him. “It’s too hard.”
“Please, I miss you. I know I fucked everything up, and I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back. I meant what I said; I’m in love with you.”
My throat constricted as the tears flowed freely from my eyes. A warm heat I’d know anywhere engulfed me as Carter came to a stop by my side.
“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to believe. I can’t keep doing this.”
“I know, baby. I’m so sorry. I’d give anything to be able to go back in time and make it right. No matter what happens, my heart will always belong to you.”
The truth was, I’d missed him so much I thought it would kill me. Denying it was so much easier when he wasn’t standing right beside me. I nodded, and then ran the rest of the way up to my apartment.
Once in the safety of my home, I let myself cry for a little while and then began sorting through my life. For me to even consider getting back together with Carter, I couldn’t have anything to lose. There couldn’t be anything that he could take away from me.
My job had been my biggest weakness. Now that it was gone, I was pretty sure I was safe on that front. I pulled out my beaten-up laptop and started going through my finances. Still short of my goal, this period of unemployment, however brief, was not helping anything. Realizing I’d never opened the thin envelope Bruce had given to me the last night I’d worked, I dug through my bag until I found it.
The moment I began to open it, I could tell there wasn’t any cash inside. What I found, however, was much better.
Lisa,
Thanks for the memories. Call if you ever need anything. 310-555-2345
Thomas
Behind the note was a check for five thousand dollars, which was more than I needed to reach my goal. I was free. Now all I had left to figure out was if my heart could survive another blow from Hurricane Carter.



Chapter Twelve
‡
CARTER KEPT HIS distance, which I appreciated. He must have figured I would come to him when I was ready, assuming I would ever be ready. It had taken a few days, but my decision was made.
It was close to noon when I woke up with a runny nose and that icky feeling you get in your brain when you are coming down with a cold, but that wasn’t going to stop me. After a quick shower, I got dressed and headed down to the first floor.
After jabbing Carter’s doorbell for the third time, I was ready to give up. Just before I turned to leave, his across-the-hall neighbor, Mr. Pereira, came up behind me.
“He’s on days now,” was all the old man said before going back into his apartment and slamming the door. The man really was a treat.
When I returned home, I decided to be lazy. I curled up in my bed to read and ended up falling back to sleep.
Since I no longer had a job, I really should have started turning off the ringer on my phone. I was awoken from my six—holy shit—hour nap when my mother called and asked me for money. Apparently they were completely out of food and would starve to death if I didn’t help them this one last time. Even after my extended nap, I wasn’t feeling well enough to argue, so I caved. Since I needed to pick up some cold medicine anyway, I decided to buy actual food for them while I was at the store instead of handing over cash.
I drove to the grocery store closest to where they were currently parked so they couldn’t complain about warm milk or any other such bullshit. Maneuvering slowly through the aisles, I picked up enough staples to last them about a week, and then swung by the pharmacy before heading to the check-out lanes.
“Can I get the biggest box of twelve-hour Sudafed you have, please?” I asked the pharmacy technician. I grabbed one of the tissues from the courtesy box near the register and blew my nose. I was determined to keep my sinuses as clear as possible in hopes of nipping this thing in the bud.
“I need to see your ID, please,” she said with the smile of someone who’d had a rough day but was required to be polite anyway. I knew exactly how that felt. She swiped my driver’s license through a card reader attached to her monitor and then typed a couple of things into the computer. “Tap the box that says you agree to the terms and conditions and then sign in the rectangle right below it.” I picked up the stylus that was tethered to the credit card machine and signed the agreement that popped up on the screen. I then slid my debit card through the machine since I had to pay for the decongestant at the pharmacy counter. Before I left the health and beauty section to head for the front of the store, I grabbed a bottle of Advil and tossed it in my cart.
At the checkout line, I grabbed a travel-sized package of tissues from the display designed to suck all of the cash from the wallets of impulse shoppers and placed it onto the moving belt. I also grabbed a soda from the refrigerated case at the end of the lane. A few dozen annoying-as-hell beeps later, the teenage girl behind the register said, “That’ll be seventy-four forty.” A slide of my card trough the machine and a signature later, I was done. With the receipt in hand, I took the cart, that was now full of plastic bags, from the young kid who’d loaded it and headed for the car.
After transferring the shopping bags from the cart to my trunk, I pulled the small paper pharmacy bag from my purse and ripped it open. I gave the box containing the Sudafed the same treatment. The paper backing from the blister pack that was holding the cold medicine hostage put up one hell of a fight against my fingernails, so I ended up using a combination of my teeth and a pair of tweezers that I found in the bottom of my purse.
When one of the large white pills was liberated, I went on a search for his pain-killing friends. Of course, the Advil had to be in the grocery bag all the way in the back, which meant I had to dig through everything else before I found it, but at least the bottle was much easier to break into. I swallowed the medicine with a gulp of soda and then tossed the medicine into my purse.
Satisfied that I was sufficiently medicated for the time being, I got in the car and headed away from civilization. My parents still lived in the same RV I’d grown up in, but its location had changed many times over the years. Right now, it was just inside Indianapolis city limits, but still out in the middle of nowhere. They usually didn’t have a problem finding land owners who let them pay in trade.
Mom and Dad came outside just as I popped the trunk. The mess I’d made had shifted during the drive over, so there was hardly anything still in a bag. “What’s this?” Mom asked, looking over my shoulder.
“I figured I’d save you the trip since I had to go to the store anyway. There should be enough here to last a week.” The gears turning in her head as she tried to come up with a way to complain were almost audible. My impatience with them grew as I randomly shoved stuff back into the plastic bags. “After this runs out, you’re on your own. Like I told you before, I can’t afford to waste money on you. I’m also done putting up with your bullshit. I’m getting my life back on track, and I don’t need you holding me back.”
I didn’t offer to help them carry anything inside, as I never wanted to step foot inside their home-slash-factory ever again. Just as I handed them the final bag, a booming male voice scared the shit out of me.
“IPD! Put your hands on your head and get on the ground!”
I turned to see about a dozen men, wearing all black, racing toward us with guns drawn. Looking back toward my parents, I watched them drop the bags and then run out into the field. There was no doubt that the two officers giving chase would have them cuffed in less than twenty seconds.
After a brief moment of processing the scene in front of me, I realized it had finally happened. My parents were finally going to get help for the addiction that had ruined the last sixteen years of my life. I briefly wonder if the relief washing over me made a bad daughter.
“I said, get on the ground!” the officer who’d just come up behind me yelled. It wasn’t until he stepped around me that I realized the barrel of his gun was trained on my head. I held my hands up to show him I wasn’t armed.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “They went that way.” When I started to point in the direction my parents had headed, a large hand wrapped around my wrist. Before I knew what was happening, he had my arm twisted behind my back. He yanked it up higher than was natural, causing me to wince, and then grabbed my other wrist. When he saw my pain, he said, “That’s what you get for being a two-bit whore.” Then he swiped the back of my knees, causing them to buckle. As soon as my knees hit the ground, he shoved the heel of his boot in between my shoulder blades and pushed me the rest of the way down. A jagged rock tore the skin on my right cheek and forehead as he dug his knee into the small of my back.
“What’s going on?” I asked again, struggling to take a full breath with his weight bearing down on me. He was silent as he tightened the handcuffs around my wrists. My fingers would start tingling soon from the metal restricting my circulation.
“Alissa Ross, you are under arrest for manufacturing narcotics with intent to distribute.”
“But I didn’t do anything.” My shoulders screamed in pain as he pulled me to my feet by the short chain between the cuffs. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction since he seemed to get off on it. When he spun me around, I saw my parents being shoved into separate police cruisers.
Nothing felt real. It was if I was underwater; I could see and hear everything, but it was distorted.
“Hey, Sullivan!” one of the other cops yelled to the man who now had a bruising grip on my bicep. “Pseudoephedrine!” I forced my eyes to focus on the man standing by my open car door holding my purse.
“Good work, Smith! Couldn’t have done it without you!” Sullivan shouted back.
Smith? Carter! I jerked my head to look away with so much force my entire body shifted. It took everything I had not to vomit.
Sullivan jerked on my arm. “Do you want to add a resisting arrest charge, whore?”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t move. When Sullivan dragged me to a cruiser while reciting the Miranda Rights, I didn’t feel any pain. I was completely numb, both inside and out.
*
WHEN WE ARRIVED at the police station, I was searched, my belongings confiscated, and I had to sit on display while they filled out some paperwork. Once I was processed, Sullivan paraded me through the bullpen for everyone to see. Most of the men from the scene were sitting on top of the desks around the open room.
My eyes instantly found Carter’s. Not wanting to see his reaction, I jerked them away. Even though I didn’t see the expression on his face, I knew what it would be. Pride. Victory. Yep, he’d fooled me…again. My stomach churned. Less than twenty-four hours earlier, I’d decided to go back to him. I was ready to confess my love and apologize for not trusting him.
The cuffs behind my back were finally removed after I was shoved into a small interrogation room. Sullivan pushed me into a chair and then cuffed me again, this time tethering me to a loop on the table, as if I were a violent criminal.
Growing up in an environment that was overflowing with paranoia, especially where the police were concerned, taught me one valuable lesson: keep your mouth shut. For the first two hours I was at the station, I exercised my right to remain silent. When the ‘good cop’ was calmly asking me questions, I stayed quiet. When the ‘bad cop’ was screaming mere inches from my ear, I didn’t flinch.
For a minute, I’d thought about using my one phone call, but I realized there wasn’t anyone who would help me and defeat dampened my spirits. I was sure Madison would if I asked, but I didn’t want to get her involved with this mess. Even if I did, she still thought my name was Lisa. She would be hurt that I hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her my real name.
“Maybe some time in lockup will help you remember how to speak,” Officer Shithead—er—Sullivan said when he realized I wasn’t going to crack. He unchained me from the table and grabbed me by the arm until I had no choice but to stand. I would have stood without him touching me, but he obviously liked to play rough. He pulled my arms behind me and refastened the cuffs, once again much tighter than necessary.
There were three other women in the cage where I was deposited. Fuck me. There sat Jill the whore. Maybe he really had fucked her. Maybe I should have been thanking her. If she hadn’t interfered that night, I would have told Carter I loved him. The only empty seat was beside her, and I was so exhausted that I took it.
“What are you in for?” she asked as I sat next to her. The bitch didn’t even recognize me.
“Something I didn’t do. You?”
“Officer Hottie Pants pulled me over and accused me of drunk driving, again. He should have just taken the blow job and moved along. They’ve left me in here for three fucking hours!” she screamed at the guard sitting outside the cell. “Who do I have to fuck around here so I can go home?”
My anger reached an all-time high, and I itched to lay her trashy ass out. The only thing that stopped me from adding assault to my list of charges was an officer I didn’t recognize coming into view. “Ross, your attorney is here to see you.”
“I didn’t hire an attorney,” I said.
“All I know is there is a guy in an expensive suit saying he’s your attorney, which means I’m required to take you to see him. You don’t have to let him represent you, but you have to be the one to tell him.”
This officer was nicer than Sullivan and left the handcuffs much looser. On my way back to the interrogation room, I noticed Carter’s desk was vacant. He was probably out with his buddies celebrating my arrest. Of all the things I thought he could be after, I never even considered the possibility that he was trying to take me down for drugs. There were many things he could have legitimately arrested me for—prostitution, tax evasion, assault—but he chose the one thing I didn’t do. The worst part was he knew I wasn’t involved in my parents’ business. He had been using me the whole time to further his career in order to impress his mommy and daddy, and he didn’t give a fuck what happened to me.
A man in a suit stood as I entered the room. “Ms. Ross, my name is Rodney Hastings from Smith, Lewis, Hastings, and Perkins. I’ve been retained to represent you.” He turned his attention to the officer when he went to chain me to the table. “That isn’t necessary. She isn’t a violent offender.”
The officer nodded and left the room. Mr. Hastings held his hand out to me. “I didn’t call anyone,” I said as I shook his hand.
“I’m taking your case pro bono. An anonymous friend of my firm told us about your case and asked us to help you.”
“Who?”
“I’m afraid I can’t say, but I can guarantee your case will receive my full attention, and I will do everything in my power to make all of this go away. Will you allow me to represent you?”
“Yes, thank you.” I would wait until later to worry about who had called him. When the firm realized it was a mistake, I could pay them with the money I had saved for tuition. If I ended up with a record, I wouldn’t have any use for that money anyway. All I knew was I needed this man’s help, and I needed it now.
“Tell me what happened. Start with the part about why your face is bleeding and then circle back around to the beginning.”
After I told him about being pushed to the ground and into the rock, I gave him an abbreviated version of my life story, from the first time I saw my parents high until the moment I shook his hand.
“These young cops will do anything to make a bust. They are trying to make a name for themselves and don’t care about the facts or who they hurt,” he said. My heart sank at the thought of what Carter had done to me. “There is no way they’ll be able to make this stick. The most they can pin on you is failure to report a crime. They might try to charge you with more, but I’m sure a jury would listen to your story and let you off.”
He sounded so sure that it would be okay, but I didn’t share his confidence. “I can’t have an arrest record. It will ruin everything.”
“I’m going to get you out of here tonight. I want you to go straight to Saint Joe’s hospital and have them document every scratch and bruise on your body. Give them one of these,” he reached into his breast pocket and produced two business cards, “and they will know what to do.
“I’m going to have a little chat with the District Attorney. When you’re finished at the hospital, go home and get some sleep. I’ll call you first thing Monday morning to give you an update on the case. If, for some reason, I’m not available, I’ll have my colleague contact you in my stead. I’ll get ahold of you if anything urgent comes up before then.” He made sure I was looking him in the eye before he finished speaking. “Don’t worry; I’ll take care of everything.”
Hoping a higher power—one I wasn’t sure I even believed in—would hear me, I prayed he was one person I would actually be able to trust.



Chapter Thirteen
‡
THE WAITING ROOM at the hospital was packed, but when I showed Mr. Hastings’s business card to the triage nurse, she bumped me to the top of the non-critical list. While waiting for my name to be called, I stared at the subtitled television hanging on the wall. Not because I was paying attention, I just wanted to affix my eyes somewhere appropriate so I wouldn’t risk freaking someone out if my empty stare happened to land on them.
About an hour after I arrived, I was taken through the large double doors to the back. It was a good thing I wasn’t modest, because a young nurse photographed every inch of my body, and then a doctor poked and prodded for a while.
When I was finished being examined under the microscope, I called a taxi. I was too far from my apartment to walk, and my car was still out at my parents’ campsite. Deciding to get my car instead of making another trip out to pick it up later, I gave the driver detailed instructions to the middle of nowhere.
Pulling around the bend, I could see that the field where the raid had taken place was cordoned off with yellow police tape. As we got closer, there wasn’t another soul in sight. My car was also absent, likely impounded as evidence or some other bullshit excuse to make my life hell. If one more shitty thing happened, I would end up in a padded room. Without even opening the door, I asked the driver to take me to my apartment.
Staying in my apartment wasn’t an option I would even consider. Since the day I met him, Carter had torn my life apart so completely that I’d forgotten to protect myself. I’d thought he had built me back up, made me stronger, but that was all a lie. There was nothing to stop him from coming after me again. Maybe he wasn’t done fucking with my head. Maybe he wanted to suck me back in and then push me off of the precipice with one more swift blow to my heart. No, I couldn’t sleep in the same building as the man who got off on torturing me.
There was a cheap motel over on Main that rented rooms by the week. It might not have been the nicest or cleanest place in town, but it was as good a place as any to hide while my fucked up life was in limbo. When I made it back to my apartment, I threw a few things in a backpack, grabbed an umbrella, and left.
A violent thunderstorm had moved in quickly, but that didn’t deter me from getting away from the place I’d called home for over a year. A place I wasn’t sure I’d ever call home again. The winds were stronger than I’d seen in a couple of years, which made the umbrella useless. Even with the rain coming at me sideways, I kept going. It wasn’t until I realized I was no longer being stabbed by the gusting drops of water that I noticed I had once again deviated from the path.
This clearing—this tree—was like a homing beacon to me. It was as if I was incapable of walking past it without first stopping to say hello. I shouldn’t have been surprised by what I saw. Just as Hurricane Carter had irreparably damaged my heart, a lightning strike from the storms that had been plaguing the region had split my poor, lonely tree nearly in two.
*
BY THE TIME two-thirty Wednesday afternoon rolled around, I was already entering the downtown building where Mr. Hastings worked. My appointment wasn’t until three, but I was too anxious to wait at the motel any longer. During the elevator ride to the top floor, I straightened my skirt and checked my hair the best that I could in the reflective doors.
There was only one door in sight when I exited the elevator, and luckily, the sign above it read, Smith, Lewis, Hastings, and Perkins. Feeling like a fish out of water, I stepped through the clear glass door and hesitantly approached the immaculately put together receptionist.
“My name’s Alissa Ross. I have an appointment with Mr. Hastings at three,” I said in a meek voice. I wasn’t sure why she made me nervous; it wasn’t like the receptionist would know all of the details of my case. Maybe I would always worry that I reeked of whore.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Ross. My name is Brandy. Is there anything I can get for you? Coffee? Water?”
“No, thank you.”
“Mr. Hastings is on a conference call at the moment. I’ll show you to the waiting area and let him know you’re here.”
“Thank you.”
She led me around a corner and down a hall until we arrived in open area with several groupings of white leather arm chairs in the center. “Make yourself comfortable. The beverage station is over there. Feel free to help yourself if you change your mind. If you need anything else, the phone on the table next to it rings to my desk.”
I was still getting my bearings when I realized she’d already left. I picked a chair in the center of the room and took a seat. The area was completely surrounded by glass offices. No longer feeling like I was the fish, it was more like I was visiting the aquarium at the zoo.
While I waited, my eyes scanned all of the wildlife being held in captivity. Some of the offices had frosted walls, while others were perfectly clear. My gaze was passing over the opaque corner office when the walls suddenly became clear, which startled the crap out of me. I thought that kind of technology only existed in fiction. After a long blink and a quick, yet deep, breath, I looked up and saw Mr. Hastings exiting the office I’d been examining.
“Ms. Ross,” Mr. Hastings said, “come on back.” He stepped out into the common area and held the door open for me. He pulled the door closed behind him after following me inside. “Have a seat.”
Once we were both settled, a wide smile split his face. “I talked to the DA this morning and have all of the paperwork right here. All charges are being dropped. Your record will be spotless.”
“How—why?”
“I told him your story, and he agreed you aren’t a big part of this. I also pointed out that prosecuting a victim of child abuse for her parents’ crimes would look vicious in the press, and this is an election year. The report I received from the hospital sealed the deal. I told him he should keep his eyes open for a police brutality suit.” Every iota of tension escaped from both my body and soul at the same time. His smile faltered. “Your parents, however, will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”
“Good,” I said. “They need help, and this is the only way they are going to get it.” Maybe this was a blessing. If this is what it took for them to find their way back to me, it would be worth every minute of the hell I’d endured over the past few days.
“Now that that’s settled, one of my colleagues would like to speak to you before you leave.” Mr. Hastings looked behind me to the door and gestured for someone to come in.
Without having to look, my body sensed who it was the minute the door opened. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked without turning. Mr. Hastings grimaced when he saw my tight expression.
“Working,” Carter replied. I felt him move closer.
“You are a cop, not a lawyer,” I hissed. Finally, I stood and faced him. “Why can’t you just leave me the fuck alone for once?” Without waiting for an answer, I stormed from the office, forcing myself not to look back.
*
FOR THE FIRST time in my adult life, I didn’t have a plan. Sitting on the floor amongst several partially packed boxes in my living room was overwhelming but liberating. Hopefully by the time they were full, I’d have some idea of where they were going to end up.
“It’s open!” I yelled when the doorbell rang. The maintenance department was coming around to spray for termites, so before I dug into my work, I’d unlatched the lock and disengaged the security system that Carter had installed.
“You shouldn’t leave the door unlocked.”
Of all the people I expected to walk through my door, he was at the very bottom of the list. His mission to bring me down had failed, so he no longer had a reason to pretend to care. “What the fuck do you want? Please, just leave me alone. Do you have some sort of personal vendetta against me?”
“You left before I could talk to you the other day.”
“That wasn’t an accident.” If we weren’t in my home, I’d have done it again.
“Give me ten minutes. If you still want me to leave at the end of those ten minutes and never come back, I will.”
“No. Leave now.” Was there anything he could say to make it better?
“Not until you hear what I have to say. We can do this the hard way or the easy way. Your choice.”
“Five minutes, and then you stay the fuck away from me. Forever.”
“If that’s what you want, I will honor your wishes.” He came farther into the room and perched on the arm of the couch. “I quit the force. Remember how I told you my parents were upset with me for not sticking with the family business? Smith, Lewis, Hastings, and Perkins is the family business. When I saw what my so-called ‘brothers in blue’ did to you, I called my dad to get Hastings to represent you.”
“I could have gotten a public defender.” Not that I’d even considered my options before I met Mr. Hastings.
“You needed the best, and Hastings is the best.”
“Why would you even care? You are the reason I was arrested in the first place. Don’t try to deny it—I heard your buddies congratulating you at the scene. ‘Horary for Smith! We couldn’t have done it without you’,” I said, sarcasm oozing from my imitation of Sullivan.
“I wasn’t at the scene; Gavin Smith was. I didn’t know anything about the raid until I saw you walk into the station. I cornered Sullivan, and he was so proud of himself that he told me everything.
“That night at the club, they were teasing me because I left the room so quickly; said I couldn’t get it up. Sullivan usually scouted out the back room, but he wasn’t there that night. I guess he usually took full advantage of his assignment.” Carter’s face twisted in obvious disgust. “Anyway, Gavin was covering the parking lot. He overheard your conversation with your parents and thought he’d stumbled upon a big break in the case. Gavin took down your license plate number, told Sullivan about it the next day, and then the two of them took it to the brass.
“Then when the guy broke in and was arrested, he decided to trade information in hopes of making a deal. He provided detailed information about you and who your parents are, along with their activities. It seems he was just the mouth piece for someone higher up in the running of the illegal enterprises CM is involved in and they thought giving a ‘family of drug manufacturers’ to the cops would be a good way to get the heat off of them.” I guess the backroom activities went higher than Bruce after all. His eyes filled with regret. “None of that would have happened if you hadn’t left early that first night because of me. I’m so fucking sorry. I swear if I’d known, I would have tried to stop it, or at least warn you.”
“None of this explains why you quit the force.” I turned my back to him, pretending to organize the contents of one of the boxes.
“When I asked my dad for the firm to represent you, he agreed on the condition I come back to work immediately.”
“But you hate it there.” The words left my mouth before I remembered that I shouldn’t care.
“I do hate it there, but I hated the thought of you losing your dream, and possibly your freedom, much, much more. Besides, after I saw how Sullivan had hurt you, and he bragged about it like roughing up a woman made him a hero…” He moved from the couch and knelt in front of me; his fingers ghosted over the healing cut on my cheek. I stood and backed away from him.
“You need to quit and go back to the force. I’ll use my tuition money to pay for Mr. Hastings’s services.” I had to keep in mind that Carter was a master manipulator, and I refused to owe him anything.
“Remember when I told you I’d never get in the way of your dreams? I meant it. But even if I wanted to quit, I can’t. I signed an ironclad employment contract.”
“Your parents trapped you into working for them?” The sarcasm in my voice wasn’t lost on him.
“Yes. You can go down there and talk to them if you don’t believe me. It wasn’t all one sided though, I got a few other things out of the deal too.”
“Do you get to move back to your big apartment?” Distance. Distance would be good.
“I could, but I find I like my current neighborhood much better than that big, lonely apartment. But that’s not what I was referring to.”
“Better make it fast; you’re rnning out of time.”
“As part of the deal, my parents will be paying for your education, and you have a job with Aaron Perkins—he’s the head of the family law division. You’ll start out as a paid intern in the fall and then start clerking for him once you have a semester of law school under your belt.” He stood and took a couple of careful steps toward me. “I spoke with Aaron and told him your interest in working with endangered children. He said he has more requests for cases like that than he can handle, so you will be able to do what you love.”
Somehow, while he’d been talking, my hand ended up in his. “You did all of that for me? You gave up your dream so I could have mine?” He nodded in response. “You know I can’t accept the job or any other assistance from you or your family. I can’t be indebted to you or them.”
“I thought you might say that. This isn’t a special favor—not completely anyway. The firm usually offers this deal to a promising new law student once a year. When I told them about your ambition and determination, they were very impressed and agreed. I just had them add it to my contract as a safety measure.”
“Still—”
“Please, just think about it. You will be earning a paycheck and will still have the money you’ve saved so far. You won’t be beholden to anyone. If you don’t want to do it, then I won’t try to force you. I just want you to be happy”
“Why me?” It was at the heart of every insecurity I’d ever had with him.
“When we met, it felt as if my heart recognized you. I know it sounds cheesy, or even crazy, but I fell in love with you while you were hopping around on one foot, cursing my stupidity. I’m in love with you, Alissa. I’ve loved you since the moment I first laid eyes on you, and I will love you until I take my last breath. This whole situation is one giant clusterfuck of misunderstandings and bad luck.”
“I-I don’t know what to say.” I wanted to believe him, but every time I did, I ended up getting fucked over.
“Say you’ll give me another chance to prove myself to you. We can take it slow; I’ll do whatever it takes to earn your trust. Please, just don’t ask me to walk away.”
I searched his eyes, looking for anything that would help me figure out what to do. If I’d seen the tiniest bit of deceit, my decision would have been so much easier. Was what we had real? Could we have it again, or was it irreparably damaged? It would take a lot of time and effort to rebuild any sense of trust between us. Was it worth the risk to try?
As much as I desperately wanted a clear sign telling me the right thing to do, in the end, I didn’t find the answer I sought in his gaze.
I found it in my heart.
The End
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Chapter One
Meredith
So Long, Snoozefest
‡
SANDY MOON SOUNDS like the name of a party chick. Confident and sassy, she’d be someone people gossiped about on Monday mornings. Oh, did you hear what Sandy Moon got herself into last weekend?
In reality, Sandy Moon was my husband for seven years. As of a month ago, he’s officially my ex-husband.
“It’s not the seven year itch, Meredith,” he said on the day he asked for a divorce.
“Huh?”
“Like the Linda Ronstadt song.”
“Rosanne Cash,” I corrected. “And the song was Seven Year Ache.”
“You’ll be fine,” Sandy said, patting my hand as if I was a dog he never wanted.
I replay the conversation in my head a lot, each time reacting differently. Sometimes, I yell. Sometimes, I cry. Occasionally, I fantasize about beating him to a pulp.
In reality, I only nodded. When Sandy claimed we didn’t need lawyers, I knew he was scared of my parents’ law firm. We divorced amicably with me keeping the house and most of our savings. Through the entire process, I feel nothing. I want to believe I’m in shock, but I doubt it.
“You were bored,” my little sister Bethany says one day at lunch. “You were sleepwalking and hadn’t woken up. It’s why you didn’t slap that bitch silly.”
Bethany is impulsive and often stupid when it comes to men. With Sandy, she is spot on.
“I’ll survive this,” I say as we eat lunch.
“You were married to the most boring man in the entire fucking world,” Bethany mutters, dangling a fry from her lips like a cigarette. “And he dumped you for being too dull. Survive that, daddy’s favorite.”
The day Sandy and I signed the divorce papers, I still craved a reason to be hurt. I wanted to feel something about my failed marriage.
“Was it another woman?” I asked.
“No, Meredith. I told you that night. I can’t waste my life any longer. I need to live, not simply exist. Our life is tedious. I know you can’t feel how boring it is, but our life is suffocating me.”
I did feel our dull life. I simply wasn’t as weak as my banker turned wild man ex-husband. I accepted the boredom and chose not to whine. Now I am divorced.
“What comes next?” I ask Bethany and our best friend Maria Zulma during another lunch at our favorite cafe.
“You need to let loose,” Zulma announces. “Stay up late, don’t shave your legs, get drunk, and find a man that’ll make your toes curl.”
Bethany snorts. “If you want to catch a sexy bastard, shaving your legs will probably come in handy.
Nodding, Zulma laughs. “Yes. Very true. You have those long legs. Wax them up really shiny then go to a bar and attack a real man. No more weak losers like Sandy. Get a man who doesn’t sneeze around animals or giggle when he hears the word pussy.”
“Zulma isn’t wrong. Those giraffe legs will draw you plenty of attention in a bar. You find one hot guy and make no promises. Hell, no names. Just go wild and fuck until you forget you wasted ten years on a douche.
“Ten years,” I say, thinking back to when I met Sandy in college. “I knew he was the one that first day. The perfect boring husband.”
Bethany rolls her bright blue eyes. “You need to let loose and I have the perfect guy.”
Flash forward to the Monday after my first blind date. The experience is a reminder that my little sister harbors a deep-seated hatred for me.
“He was awful,” I tell Bethany at a coffee house. “He smelled weird.”
“That’s his pipe. Or his bong. I can’t remember what he was into.”
Bouncing her son Alejandro, Zulma laughs. “Beth Anytime gave you her sloppy seconds. I hope you didn’t catch anything.”
I share Zulma’s smile while Bethany shrugs. She’s never minded her slut nickname. I often suspected she either started the nickname or at least helped spread it around our high school.
“Isn’t there a way for me to cut loose without dating someone gross?”
“Why date?” Bethany asks. “Why not party? You spent all that time with a dull ass schmuck. You’ll need to fuck a lot of wild men to wake up your bored-to-death pussy.”
“Poetic, twerp.”
Bethany grins. “This weekend, we’ll get drunk and find you a man to fuck. Someone who isn’t marriage material. A guy looking for a good time. With you waxed, I’m sure we can bait someone decent.”
“I don’t know.”
Bethany grabs my hand dramatically. “You were dumped by the most boring person on the face of the planet because he found you too fucking dull. You’re in desperate need of letting loose and being bad. Now shut the fuck up and let me teach you how to have fun.”
Despite her less than inspiring pep talk, my idiot sister is right. I’ve spent my life being practical except for a few wild months in high school. I married a nice guy, got a good education, worked hard at my stable job, and saved money for a house in a safe neighborhood. Despite my solid planning, I end up divorced months before my thirtieth birthday.
It is time to try something else.



Chapter Two
Winston
Just Call Me Woody
‡
BAD WOMEN ARE my poison. Been that way all my life. They cheat on me. Steal my shit. Disrespect my family. The last one even hit me over the head with my laptop. She is the last straw, so I’m swearing off bad women.
I need a good woman. Hell, I don’t even have high standards. I just want someone I can turn my back on without worrying about my safety.
After I dump the last chick, my brother Kemp offers to set me up with a nice girl he knows from the gym. His wife Mira then begs me to go out with a girl she knows from work. Everyone seems to know a girl I should date. No way am I stooping to a setup. I’ll find a woman on my own.
My blood brothers and those in my club already snatched up the only good girls I know. Some guys in the club are married to women who’ll tear off their nuts over hurt feelings. Those men thrive on the drama. I figured I was the same way. I was wrong.
The last one was Nomie. She was an adorable attention whore and dumber than a doorknob. She often couldn’t figure out the easiest shit, like how to work the laptop she brained me with. Her stupidity made me feel like a king though.
I was her hero for remembering her passwords. I was her knight in shining armor for finding her keys on the table where they always were. I was a sensitive poet for nodding obediently while she whined about her latest drama.
Nomie was easy except when she wasn’t then she wasn’t worth the effort. Eventually, I needed her to remember passwords and locations of keys. After a long day at the construction site, I wasn’t in the mood to listen to her made up problems. I needed her to be a grownup. Unfortunately, I mentioned this desire to her and she reacted in her normal drama whore way.
No more stupid chicks, drama queens, or bad girls who wanted to feel me up while my mom gave Thanksgiving speeches. I’m done with the bullshit even if I have no idea where to find a good girl.
While I’m not a religious man, God proves His existence the night Meredith Gordon walks back into my life.
Our eyes meet and she smiles in the sloppy way women smile when they’re drunk off their asses. I know she’s been partying hard before arriving at the bar. I also realize she doesn’t remember me.
I remember her though.
During her junior year in high school, Meredith was going through the lamest version of a wild period I’d ever witnessed. I was the cherry on top of her rebellion. She flirted with me then ran away when I flirted back. The chick was funny. I still remember what she said before I took her virginity in the woods near our houses.
“Don’t give me herpes or my dad will sue you.”
A week later, my mom pulled up roots and moved us to another town. I sometimes wondered what happened to Meredith after her wild streak ended and she returned to her natural good girl ways.
“I’m looking for a rebound!” she announces to the bar. “Nice guys need not apply.”
I recognize her friends. One is her slutty little sister. The other is her nerdy bilingual friend who screamed at people in Spanish when they crowded her in the lunchroom. Hell if I’m not having a high school reunion at Pete’s Stinky Dive.
I’m all smiles until a fucker named Roddy makes a move for Meredith. I step in front of him.
“Sit down.”
“You sit down,” Roddy mutters, his gaze on Meredith’s long bare legs.
“I’m going to shove a screwdriver down your throat if you don’t sit down.”
Roddy thinks I’m kidding until he spots the screwdriver I pull from my pocket. “You’re nuts.”
“Just horny. Now go sit down.”
Roddy returns to his chair while I slide the screwdriver back into my pocket. I have no intention of going to prison over a chick, but I don’t mind throwing a few punches if necessary.
“Oooh,” Meredith coos when I step next to her and say her name. “I’m Meredith.”
“I know,” I chuckle, tapping the bar to get a fresh beer. “Don’t you remember me?”
Her big blue eyes haven’t changed much since we were teens. Bright and way too expressive for her own good, they shine as she pats my face.
“I do remember. You were the stripper at Zulma’s bachelorette party.” I laugh as she feels me up and tugs at my blue tee. “Woody. I remember you.”
“Woody, huh?” I say, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Zulma took the plunge into matrimony, but what about you?”
Meredith sighs. “I married a schmuck.”
Nearby, Bethany laughs and drinks her soda.
Ignoring her sister, Meredith whispers, “He left me for no one.”
“Well, isn’t that better than cheating?” I ask, slowing her down as she chugs a beer.
“He would rather be alone than be with me. I’m not sure that’s better. I mean, I’m good in bed. I’m a giving lover,” she says then laughs along with her sister and Zulma.
“Who cares?” I whisper in her ear. “The schmuck is gone. Fuck him.”
Caressing my face with both hands, Meredith gives me a naughty smile. I remember how gentle she was in the woods. Even nervous, she touched me with care.
“I’m looking for a rebound guy. I know you strip for lots of women and they all want you, but I only need a rebound. You could be that guy.”
“I bet I could be a lot of things,” I murmur, tugging her closer. “Wanna dance?”
“Hey, fucker,” Bethany says, shoving us apart. “I remember you too.”
Meredith stands behind her sister, swaying to the music. After focusing on a clearly sober Bethany who narrows her eyes at me, I glance at Zulma jumping around on the dance floor.
“How did you end up as the designated driver?” I ask Bethany. “I remember you being a wannabe lush in high school.”
“Shut up, Jamie.”
“It’s Winston now.”
“Don’t care.”
“Are you going to tell me I can’t dance with your sister?”
“No, I’m cool with you dancing with her. Fucking her too. All fun shit, but if you hurt her or give her a STD or God forbid post a porno of you two on the Internet, I will kill you. This threat isn’t some bullshit little girl hitting you with her fists kind of crap. I’m a fucking pharmacist. I have access to drugs to snuff you out in ways that the cops will never figure out.”
“Still protecting your big sister. I love that about you Gordon girls.”
Bethany’s angry face softens. “Meredith needs to party. You’re hot, so have at it.”
Stepping out of my way, Bethany slaps her sister on the ass then walks toward her friend on the dance floor. “I’ll lead, Zulma.”
While the other women square dance, I take Meredith’s hand and guide her to the dance floor. Like another sign from above, Cherokee Fiddle begins to play. I’ve always loved the song and my mom still hums it while she cooks dinner. Now I have Meredith Gordon in my arms and my favorite song on the jukebox.
“You really don’t remember me,” I say, swaying.
“You’re not Woody?”
“No, baby, I’m not.”
Meredith stares hard into my eyes and I can’t look away. Not when I see those puffy lips puckered like she’s waiting for a kiss. I haven’t thought about those lips in years, but the memories come back to me now. The way she gnaws on the bottom one when nervous. I even remember how they felt on my skin.
Meredith is the girl I never figured I’d have a shot with, but here we are again.
“Woody,” she whispers. “Will you be my rebound guy?”
“Sure, baby, but only on one condition.”
“What’s that?” she asks, nuzzling my neck with her sweet lips.
“Stop calling me Woody.”
“Is that just your stage name?”
“Jamie Winston,” I say, pressing my lips to hers. “Back in the camping tent in Harbor Hills, you and I got to know each other pretty well.”
“Jamie?” Her eyes study my face. “You were so sweet to me until you went away.”
“I’m back now.”
“Yes, you are,” she says, tugging up my shirt and eyeing my hard stomach “You still look great. I’ve gained twelve pounds since high school.”
“I don’t see the extra pounds. Maybe I will once I get you naked.”
Meredith giggles in a way I doubt she giggles when sober. We sway to the music until I lean forward and kiss her long neck. A sigh from her is all I need to feel like a fucking prince.
Bethany gestures a finger across her throat when I announce I’ll drive Meredith home. I love how the sisters remain protective after so long. I once watched Meredith push a kid into the bushes for badmouthing her little sister. Of course, Meredith then sobbed at the thought of being expelled from school. She wasn’t, but I remember how important staying out of trouble was for her. Now she’s leaving with me.
Meredith babbles the entire drive home. She tells me about her schmuck husband, psychiatry practice, and even how much she hates waxing. Once I get her home and rest her back on the bed, she stops talking and smiles up at me.
“I’ve never brought a man home before,” she whispers while kicking off her heels. “I’m on birth control. I never forget either. I’m conscientious that way. Do you have condoms? Lots and lots of condoms.”
“After all my cheating girlfriends, I get tested a lot and I’m as clean as they come.”
“I’m ready to be plowed,” she says, giggling and wiggling on the bed.
Grinning, I shake my head. “No worries, Meredith. I like my girls sober enough to say yes.”
“Yes,” she murmurs as my fingers graze her bare thigh. “I can say yes in Spanish too, if it helps.”
“Close, but not enough.”
Meredith slides her fingers through my hair. Her gaze is soft, yet barely conscious. I feel her fading away as the liquor catches up to her.
“Don’t leave,” she whines, wrapping her legs around my hips.
Resting next to her on the bed, I explore her face with my fingers. “Oh, I’ll be here in the morning.”
What I don’t say is how tomorrow night, she’ll be sober and her yes will make us both very happy.



Chapter Three
Meredith
Sunday Smiles
‡
I
WAKE UP to find a sexy half-naked man in my bed. Giving my buzzed brain a chance to reset, I stare at his tattooed and muscular back.
Too much tequila. Loud music. Zulma singing Womanizer on repeat. Too much beer. Bethany whining how being the designated driver wasn’t a good look on her. A stinky bar where I drank more beer and danced with this sexy man.
Jamie Winston.
His skin is still golden. Back in high school, he often worked on cars in his driveway. I pretended not to notice, but Jamie saw through my lies. He knew I had a crush on him much like every girl in school. He usually dated rocker chicks sporting thick black eyeliner and bright red lips. Those girls dismissed a nerd like me, but Jamie noticed.
We were together for one week during my wild phase. He was about to move, so I took the plunge and lost my virginity in a camping tent in the woods near our houses. Over the years, I wondered about him. Now he is in my bed.
More than once over the years, I’ve imagined Jamie during sex with Sandy. I often assumed I’d romanticized my first boyfriend, making him more delicious than he truly was.
In reality, the man in bed with me is a million times better than my memories.
A ridiculous blushing fit comes over me as I scoot up against the headboard. Covering my face, I struggle to be the adult woman I know still exists. I’m not a teenager and Jamie isn’t my first boyfriend. I’m a professional woman, dammit! Unfortunately before I regain my composure, he rolls over and smiles at me. I’m fairly certain my face is tomato red as I smile back.
“Morning, Meredith Gordon,” he says, taking my hand and kissing the palm. “How’s your head?”
I’m unsure how to do the morning-after sexy chat. Bethany tried teaching me in college, but I never honed the skill. With Sandy, seduction wasn’t necessary.
Unable to find my inner temptress, I blurt out, “Did we?”
A smile brightens his sleepy face. “You’d still feel me inside you if we had. Don’t you remember what you felt like in high school?”
I fight a smile. “I was a virgin.”
Jamie nuzzles my arm. “After what you told me about your schmuck husband, you’re not that far off from a virgin now.”
“I was drunk and likely exaggerating.”
“People get honest when they’re drunk, baby,” he says, sitting up next to me and kissing my neck. “I think you’re lying now.”
Before I can answer, he kisses me on the mouth. My body instantly awakes from a decade of boredom. Jamie pulls away slowly then glances at the clock.
“Crap. I need to get to my mom’s for brunch. It’s a weekly thing on Sundays.”
“Okay. It was nice seeing you again, Jamie,” I say, slipping out of bed.
Following me, Jamie wraps his arms around my waist. “One, it’s not Jamie anymore. I go by Winston.”
“Why?”
“That brings me to number two. Tonight, I’ll pick you up for dinner. We’ll catch up and I’ll tell you all sorts of fun shit about me.”
“Okay.”
Winston smiles before disappearing into the bathroom. I wait awkwardly for him, unsure what to do with my hands or how to stand. I’ve regressed to my lame teenage self.
The bathroom door opens and Winston hurries out. “I hate to wake and run, but Mom will have a fit if I don’t get to brunch on time.”
I only nod and follow him to the door. Opening it, he flinches at the bright Sunday sun then smiles at me.
“I’ll pick you up at five. We’ll go somewhere nice. I’m a burger and pizza guy except on Sundays. Let’s do steak. Does that sound good, Meredith?”
Hearing my name shakes me loose from the silly feeling I’m wallowing in. “I’d like that.”
“Tonight then.”
Winston kisses me again. No worries about morning breath or public displays of affection. His kiss is warm and inviting. New, yet comfortable. As his lips leave mine, I shiver at the way he makes me feel.
“Five,” Winston says, giving my neck a quick kiss.
He hurries to his truck parked at the curb. The sound of the rumbling engine is loud in the otherwise quiet morning.
Watching Winston’s truck disappear around the corner, my gaze catches a neighbor spying on me from her front porch. Even without seeing her eyes, I feel her judgment. Sandy’s only been gone for a few months and I’m already shacking up with guys.
Bethany flips people off for minor things like smiling at her. She nearly got her ass kicked for being so quick to raise her middle finger. Yet I consider sending a message to my judgmental neighbor. Sandy left me. I’m the victim. The good one who was dumped. I deserve to move on.
I never flip off people, especially old ladies wearing big hats. Instead, I wave at her then head back inside.
Restless now, I decide to shower. Except I feel worse afterwards since I no longer smell like Winston’s heavenly cologne. Too restless to do anything else, I walk into the third bedroom of the small house. Despite our plans for kids, the room is a gym while bedroom two is my office.
I only have two obsessions and they’re both pathetic. No one should be obsessed with a Stairmaster and Skittles.
I’m still working out when Bethany lets herself into my house. She speaks loudly while making a pot of coffee. I hear her imitating my drunken voice. I also hear her call me a secret slut. Through her babble, I keep stepping while shoving handfuls of Skittles into my mouth.
“Oh, boy,” Bethany says, appearing at the door. “He fucked you into a Skittle rage.”
“We didn’t have sex.”
“Ah, so this is your way of working off the horny. Poor Meredith.”
“Shut up,” I mutter. “He’s picking me up for dinner.”
Bethany sits on an exercise ball and drinks her coffee. “Winston sure aged well. I saw Tyler Parker the other day. He’s lost all his hair and looks about seven months pregnant. Winston actually looks better than in high school. Rougher, sexier.”
I narrow my eyes at my slutty sister. “Back off.”
“I don’t want your sloppy seconds.”
“Liar,” I say, grinning. “You always liked Winston. I saw you flirting with him in the hallways, but he blew you off and hooked up with me. Still hurts, doesn’t it?”
Bethany raises her middle finger, sending me into hysterics. I stop the Stairmaster and sit on the ground where I laugh and laugh until she walks out in mock outrage. I find her sitting at the kitchen table, middle finger still upright.
“Sorry, but normally men drool over you. Jamie Winston was the one time a guy wanted me more. Let me have this win.”
Bethany lowers her finger. “So very true.”
I join her at the table with my cup of coffee. “He was sweet this morning. I’d forgotten how gentle he could be. I only remembered the naughtier parts.”
“Naughty? I’ll let that go since you’ve been married to a walking coma patient for so long. So if you didn’t fuck, did you at least squeeze his tight ass?”’
“I can’t really remember. Sorry.”
“No worries, big sis. You’ll tell me all the naughty details tomorrow. I can’t wait to hear them either. Not after ten years of listening to you talk about Sandy Snooze.”
“Stop mentioning Sandy. I’m trying to fantasize here.”
Bethany nods. “My apologies. What will you wear tonight? Something sexy hopefully. He saw you half-naked last night and couldn’t get enough. Don’t dress like his grandma or he’ll lose interest.”
“I don’t dress like anyone’s grandma. I simply choose not to dress like a hooker like you, so I appear matronly in comparison.”
Bethany taps my cup with hers. “True again. I like how smart you are today. Winston is clearly a good influence. Don’t blow it.”
“I have no expectations. Until last night, I figured he was married with a few kids. Now we’re going to dinner. Whatever happens will happen.”
“Don’t pretend to be spontaneous. You can’t sell the lie.”
“I’m trying something new.”
“I will pray hard for you not to fail.”
“Stop being a pest and help me pick something nice to wear tonight. I want to look attractive, but classier than last night. I don’t want Winston thinking I’m you.”
“After seeing all of your accent pillows, there’s no way he’ll think you’re me.”
I set down my cup and stand. “Stop insulting me and drive me to the mall to find something to wear.”
“Shopping?” Bethany cries, her smirk gone. “Finally, something we can agree on.”
With my sister’s help, I search for a new dress for this fresh start in my life. Jamie Winston is exactly the type of man who can shake me out of the tedium of ten years with the most boring man alive.



Chapter Four
Winston
Chemistry
‡
EVEN AFTER I arrive at Mom’s house for Sunday brunch, Meredith is all I can think about. My nieces and nephews are loud as usual. Screaming at each other and occasionally just screaming to be heard over the other screams, they’re a wild bunch. I hear none of it. My mind is on Meredith watching me from her front porch.
Mom stands in the kitchen, surrounded by her daughter-in-laws. They’re drinking orange juices spiked with vodka. I hear them laughing over the kids’ screaming. Based on the sly look on her face, Mom is sharing something dirty. Call her grandma day and night, but never call her domesticated.
My brothers Kemp and Boyle sit next to me, watching the Cowboys play. We aren’t big into football. We’re more baseball guys really, but on Sundays, we sit here while the kids scream and the women laugh. It’s our routine and we fall into it easily.
“Saw Meredith Gordon last night,” I say, during a commercial break.
Boyle shoves nachos into his mouth then asks, “How’d she look? I saw Misty Robbies at Vitelli’s Bakery the other day and…”
“What were you doing at Vitelli’s?” Kemp interrupts.
“It’s Heather. With this baby, she craves onion bagels constantly and Vitelli’s has the best.”
My sister-in-law is a lapsed Catholic, but she insists her former faith has nothing to do with why she pops kids out every two years. The current bun in the oven is number six.
“So what about Misty?” I ask when my brother focuses too long on his nachos.
“Oh, she’d gone on some health food kick. Lost a bunch of weight and looked scary skinny. Her head was huge on her tiny neck. Freaky shit women are into these days.”
“Meredith looks great. Sexy as hell and she’s a shrink now. Can you believe that? Listening to people whine all day. I don’t know how she does it, but I bet she does it fucking great.”
Kemp laughs. “You’re in heat, bro. Can smell you from here.”
When I frown at Boyle laughing next to me, he says, “Meredith was a nice girl. She helped me with math once. Her sister was nice too. Very generous.”
I roll my eyes. “Shut up. You’re ruining my good mood.”
“Sorry, bitch. So is Meredith single?”
“We’re going to dinner tonight. She got divorced not long ago. Timing is perfect.”
“You’ll be the rebound.”
“If I want. If I want to be the guy then I’ll be the guy. I have a perfect out.”
“How do you figure?”
“If I want Meredith for the long haul, I’ll make it happen. Don’t doubt chemistry.”
“Sure.”
“What if she thinks you’re just a rebound guy?” Kemp asks. “I always assumed those Gordon girls would grow up to be suburban bitches.”
“Watch the language!” Mira yells over the kids’ screaming.
Kemp waves back at his wife without looking at her. I think about his question then shrug.
“Meredith does something to me. I have that kind of power over her too. When chemistry kicks in, well, I don’t think anyone will have any say in the matter.”
“Wonder what the shrink will think about that?” Boyle mutters before shushing us when the game returns.
No matter what my brothers think, Meredith and I are wired to work. Her boring husband left her bored. Big shock. My wild women left me broke and sporting a head wound. I need a change. Meredith does too. Now we have our shot and I never lose when the prize is so perfect.



Chapter Five
Meredith
Orange Makes Me Bold
‡
MY FAVORITE COLOR is orange, yet I fear its vibrancy. I’m not a bold person and only have a few orange accent pillows on a loveseat in the unused living room. As a big believer in the beauty of beige, Sandy insisted we keep things a nice neutral. The orange pillows were my only act of defiance.
Now I stand in an orange sundress and pumps, looking as bold as a raging August sun.
“Winston’s going to eat you alive,” Bethany says, taking a picture on her phone. “Zulma will want to see you decked out.”
I twirl for the picture before checking my hair again.
“You look great, Meredith. Just don’t act like a shrink. Be the way you are with me and Zulma.”
“Arrogant and distant?”
“Well that, but also sweet and irresistible.”
“I’m really nervous and I’m not sure why. He saw me hung over this morning. I looked like crap and my breath was deadly. I look like a supermodel compared to how hideous I was this morning.”
“So very true. I mean, you were pretty hideous when I showed up this morning and you’d taken a shower and brushed your teeth by then. I can’t even imagine the horror he woke up to.”
“You’re not helping.”
Bethany grins. “Winston is a real man, not some prissy bitch like you. He doesn’t care about messy hair or stinky breath. He’s thinking about pussy.”
“I feel better now.”
“I thought that would help,” Bethany laughs, patting my shoulder. “You look sexy and you’re an ace at lying. So, so good at lying. It’s scary how well you lie. Anyhoo, he’ll be all over you by dessert then you’ll come back here and come and come again. Most importantly, I will pick you up in the morning and drive you to work, so you can tell me all the dirty details. You’ll tell me again at lunch with Zulma. We’ll expect a play by play. Possibly drawings.”
I laugh. “That’ll be my favorite part. I have a special talent for drawing cock.”
Grabbing her bag, Bethany shivers. “I love when you talk like a tramp.”
“Thanks for shopping with me. I hope the Dentist likes the edible panties you bought.”
Bethany pauses at the door. “I’ll know he loves me when the Dentist eats something sticky and sugary at my command. Oh, and doesn’t brush and floss immediately afterward.”
“And I’ll know you love him when you stop referring to him as the Dentist.”
“Be bad, sis.”
Smiling, I watch Bethany stroll to her Dodge Durango. She screeches out of the driveway just to upset my neighbors. I close the door then open it again because the empty house bothers me.
My mind is on adopting a pet when Winston’s silver Ford truck pulls into the spot Bethany vacated. Running my fingers through my hair, I’m nervous to the point of needing to use the bathroom. When did I get a nervous bladder?
Winston looks too good to be real and I’m struck with a strong urge to shut the door on him. I can’t be with this man. Not after a decade with Sandy Moon. I’ve lost whatever cool I possessed in high school. I should date the mumbling guy from the coffee shop. Winston is too damn intoxicating in his jeans and black buttoned shirt. I’m not sure I can handle such a sexy beast.
“Meredith,” is all he says before wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me closer for a kiss.
No need to play games or put on fronts, Winston kisses me and I melt. Leaning into him, I ache to feel this way forever. Safe, yet electric. Hungry, yet satisfied. Winston is addictive.
“I thought about you all damn day,” he says, still holding me. “You ready to head out?”
I nod, unable to speak. All I do many days is talk until my voice drives me nuts. Other times, I want to say a million things, but keep my mouth shut so my patients can talk. Tonight, I can’t think of a single thing to say. I’m simply amazed to be in Winston’s arms after so many years.
Once in his truck, I regain the ability to speak. “Last night is a blur,” I say as he pulls the truck out of the driveway. “I don’t remember much. I think we danced and I might have thought you were a stripper.”
“Yes, Woody.”
We share a grin. “I just don’t remember anything important, so forgive me if I ask questions you’ve already answered.”
Winston smirks. “You’re nervous. It’s adorable.”
I can’t stop myself from rolling my eyes. Crossing my arms, I ignore his grin. This plan lasts until his hand reaches over and strokes my knee.
“Sorry you married a douche, Meredith. I can see how dating a real man would be scary.”
“It really is,” I say, patting his hand.
“I’m not looking to party. Last night you were drunk and very willing. I didn’t do anything besides drive you home. I might not look like a good guy, but I am. You can relax.”
I struggle not to laugh in a stupid schoolgirl way. For the rest of the drive, my hand remains on his, which still rests on my knee.
The restaurant is packed, so we wait outside for his name to be called. I try to play coy, swinging my dress a bit. Winston will have none of it. He’s hungry and I’m dinner.
“You smell so good,” he says, nuzzling his lips against my throat. “Like a damn fruit basket.”
Even as I laugh, my body goes soft. All except my nipples. Hard little nubs now, they strain against my dress.
“You smell good too,” I mumble, unable to think when my body is in control. “I wish we were alone.”
Winston kisses me and I don’t think of the people around us. Not tonight with Winston who only sees me. Whenever I feel guilty for such a public display, I remind myself how quickly things end in life. Winston was sweet to me for a single week then gone from my life. I thought I’d never see him again. Now he’s all I can taste.
We sit across each other in a booth that finally opens up. I try to pay attention to the menu, but I’m more interested in studying Winston’s rugged face.
“What would you tell a patient in your position?” he asks, startling me.
“What position do you mean?”
“Say she feels what you’re feeling, but she’s fighting those feelings. What would you tell her to do about that situation?”
“I’d ask her what she hoped would come out of those feelings? Was she being realistic with her desired outcomes? Could she be satisfied with a less optimal outcome?”
“I get hard when you talk like that,” he murmurs. “I figured you should be aware of your powers. You know, in case you want to turn me on later.”
Blushing red hot, I hide behind my menu. The cocky bastard just laughs.
I know Winston is my rebound guy. Even if nothing else happens between us, he’ll make me smile for however long we’re together.
Standing, I join Winston on his side of the booth. He moves over and wraps an arm around my shoulders. Something about his expression makes me think he always knew I would end up next to him.
“Better,” is all he says before we look over the menu.
“I haven’t eaten ribs in a long time because they’re messy.”
“Baby, you get as messy as you want. I’ll lick the sauce right off your lips.”
When he kisses me again, I slide a finger in between the buttons of his shirt and caress his warm skin.
Our lips part when the waitress arrives. She smiles awkwardly, takes our drink orders, and hurries away.
Fanning my face, I sigh. “I don’t normally behave this way.”
“I don’t care,” he whispers, nuzzling my temple. “I only care what you do right now with me.”
“Is that how you live your life? Simply living for the moment without any concerns for the consequences?”
Winston thinks I’m judging him. Once his icy blue eyes study my face and find me completely accepting, he smiles.
“I always figured life was going to give me what I was meant to have. Never thought much harder about it. Of course, I’ve been a lucky man in a lot of ways. My brother Kemp started a construction company, so I work for him without having some bossman bitching at me. My other brother Boyle bought a house with an apartment over the garage. He figured a renter would bring in extra cash and he needs it since the guy has a million kids. So I live there without having a landlord hassling me. Things fall into my lap most days. Look at you.”
The waitress arrives with our drinks and leaves with our food order. As soon as she’s gone, Winston’s lips return to mine.
“Where were we?” he asks, nuzzling my cheek.
“I thought your brothers’ names were Tracy and Casey.”
Winston grinned. “Yeah, but those names didn’t age well. When we moved, I found myself in a class with a girl Jamie. Not just one Jamie either. Every class was a different girl named Jamie. My brothers had the same problem, so we started going by our last names. Fortunately, we have different dads.”
“I hadn’t realized Jerry wasn’t your dad.”
“No, he’s Kemp’s dad. My dad died in a car accident. Boyle’s dad too. Sounds shady to have them die in the same way, but Mom had a thing for men with a lead foot.”
Winston leans forward and nips at my earlobe. “Don’t feel sad for me. Just be glad I had a decent last name to fall back on.”
“How old were you when your dad passed?”
“Five, but please don’t worry about it. I had a great childhood. Dad died doing what he loved. Breaking speed limits.”
I smile before a shiver comes over me from his lips sucking at my throat. “Stop. I can’t function when you do that.”
“I don’t want you to function.”
“Do you want me to eat?”
Winston lifts his gaze to mine. “Good point. If I had my way, we’d be alone right now.”
“Yes, but you wanted to go to dinner.”
“What the hell was I thinking?”
We share a smile and sip from our drinks. I enjoy the sweet rum in my Armadillo Punch while Winston sticks with a beer.
“Have you ever been married?” I ask.
“Not even close. I did have a relationship that lasted a year though,” he says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders again. “We broke up every month or so, but never for long. Still counts as a year in my mind.”
“Why aren’t you together now?”
“She cheated. Or maybe she stole my TV. I always get her and this other girl mixed up.”
I frown at Winston, causing him to laugh. “Look, I’ve always dated one kind of woman. Do with that what you will, but I had a type and that type all played the same bullshit. Stealing, cheating, and even eating the last donut. Real evil shit.”
Grinning despite my better judgment, I try not to put on my psychiatrist hat. It’s difficult though.
“Did you love any of them?”
“No. If I’d loved them, I’d have married them and had bratty kids with them then we’d be talking about how I have a few bratty kids with a few evil ex-wives.”
Resting my hand on his thigh, I ask, “Why would you be attracted to women who treat you poorly?”
“Why did you marry a douche?”
“I wanted someone safe.”
“I wanted someone wild. We both got what we wanted. Your husband bored the shit out of you. My women stole my crap and banged random guys. Turns out what we wanted didn’t work out so well.”
“Do you still want a wild woman?”
“Meredith, I want you. That’s what the tight pants are about.”
Giggling like an idiot, I’m a slave to his hunger. Nothing else matters, not even my common sense.
“As ridiculous as this sounds, I missed you,” I whisper. “During the week we dated in high school, I felt invincible.”
“That’s how I’ve felt since you walked into the bar last night.”
His lips are on mine again. We stop to drink then kiss again, mingling the flavors of the liquor.
“Is that rum?” he asks, caressing a lock of my blonde hair through his rough fingers.
I nod. “I don’t usually drink alcohol much. Since Sandy left, I’m trying to loosen up.”
“Sandy,” he snorts. “That’s even worse than Tracy.”
“Is it?”
Winston grins. “When I have kids, I’m giving the boys real butch names and the girls princess names. Nonnegotiable.”
“Really?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.
Nearly laughing, Winston says, “Non-fucking-negotiable. My first son will be G.I. Joe. Second one will be Captain America. I don’t know about the third. Tonka Truck maybe?”
I giggle since he’s completely serious. “How many kids are you planning on having?”
“As many as my woman will give me. I’ve got lots of practice with my nieces and nephews. I’m ready for the real deal.”
Winston pauses when the food arrives. Once we get situated, he glances at me.
“Do you want kids?”
“Yes.”
Something about my tone draws his gaze. “Sore topic?”
“Sandy and I had plans. Like a schedule, I guess. We planned to finish school and save money to buy a house. After we found a house, we’d prepare for a child.”
“Very organized,” he says and I hear his disapproval. I frown at Winston who shrugs. “I don’t like thinking of you making babies with some douche. Sorry. Go ahead with your story.”
“Possessive already?”
“Why not? Wouldn’t you be upset if some old girlfriend of mine showed up?”
“No, not particularly. In this scenario, would she throw herself at you? I admit I might be jealous, if she rubbed her breasts on your face.”
“Would you fight for me?” he teases.
“I can’t fight.”
“It’s not hard. Just do the windmill move my cousin does. Girls go down pretty easy with that move.”
“Good to know.”
“So tell me about your plan with the douche.”
Using my fork, I tear meat free from the ribs. This is my idea of getting messy.
“When Sandy and I searched for a house, I wanted something two stories with lots of bedrooms. Instead, Sandy wanted a ranch-style with only three bedrooms. He said we could upgrade down the road. However, the entire point of saving up was to buy a long-term home. Moving is a tedious task. Why would anyone want to do it with kids, if they didn’t have to? I knew buying the house was a mistake, but I didn’t fight him. The thing is I know how to manipulate people well.”
Winston gives me a sly grin. I smile too then continue talking between eating dinner. Every bite takes me closer to the drive home with Winston.
“I know how to get Sandy to do what I want. After all, everyone has weaknesses. In Sandy’s case, he suffers from a sense of inadequacy in comparison to his older brother who was a jock and ace student. I could have easily mentioned how we needed a large house for all of the family dinners with his parents. He would have gotten competitive and wanted a bigger house. I now realize Sandy was already backing out of the marriage a year ago when we moved into the house. What I don’t understand is why I didn’t manipulate him into getting what I wanted?”
“I’m no professional like you, but if I had to put on my thinking cap, I’d say you knew he wanted out and you were okay with that. You gave in because having a tiny house wasn’t gonna matter since kids weren’t happening.”
When I study Winston, he leans over and kisses me.
“Was I close?”
“I’d never really thought about that, but you’re likely right. The day he dumped me, I knew I should cry, but I didn’t. I haven’t cried once since he left. I told myself I was in denial, but not like I thought. I never realized the relationship was over a long time ago.”
“Everyone is pretty blind to their own crap. Most people are pretty stupid about other people’s crap too. You aren’t so that makes you ahead of the game.”
Winston manages to console me without a bunch of platitudes. He just says what needs to be said and returns to eating. I smile at his simplicity. Winston is perfect the way he is and refuses to put on any airs.
Eating faster now, I’m desperate to get him alone and relive the excitement of my youth. Those hours in the tent were the most fun of my life. Now I get a second chance.



Chapter Six
Winston
No Rebound
‡
ARRIVING AT HER house, Meredith wraps herself against me as soon as I open the truck door. A quick fuck won’t satisfy. No, with Meredith, I want her spread out on the bed so I can explore the freckles along her chest and between her luscious tits.
“You’re sexy as hell in this dress,” I say. “Now I want to see you out of it.”
Meredith wraps her legs tighter around my hips. Even as she presses up to find my erection, I wiggle free.
“Baby, let’s do this right.”
We walk into the house where she smiles softly at me.
“I need to run to the bathroom,” she says, leaving her keys and purse at the front table.
Meredith disappears down a hallway and I wonder if she’s talking herself out of finishing what she started in the truck. I feel awkward standing in an unloved home. On a couch in the living room, I spot bright orange pillows. The house feels like her douche ex-husband who I’ve never met, yet instinctually hate. Those pillows are glimpses into Meredith’s fiery inside. Sandy smothered the passion in his wife, but I wasn’t an idiot like him. He expected her to behave. I want her to go wild in her quiet Meredith way.
Appearing from the hallway, a barefoot Meredith looks me up and down before smiling.
“You remember where my bedroom is, don’t you?”
I wag my finger at her and Meredith flushes beat red. How I don’t come that very second I don’t know. I’m standing across the room, yet she reacts to me like I’m a sex god.
Meredith shuffles closer, hesitant at first. She’s thinking the way smart women always think. I remember cheating off her papers and getting the best grades of my life. Meredith wanted to go wild back in high school and let everyone cheat off her. She wanted to be bad and dated me.
I don’t know what she wants long term from me. Maybe I’m no different than when she figured I was Woody. I’m her fun fuck after a decade stuck with dull Sandy Schmuck. If this is her plan, I’ll change her mind.
Tomorrow and next week and until she gets the message that we’re fated. Damn, if I’m not thinking the man above has His hands in this meet up. Yeah, we’re fated and I’m no rebound.
Tomorrow, I’ll convince her.
Tonight, I just plan to make her smile. Laugh. Scream. Come hard until her toes curl. I remember that about Meredith. I remember it all now and I have plans.
No longer shuffling, Meredith tosses aside her nerves. She takes a few fast, long steps then throws her arms around my neck.
“I’m relieved we didn’t do anything last night. I don’t want to miss anything.”
Grinning, I lift her up easily and wrap her legs around my waist. Meredith’s dress hikes up as I walk her to the bedroom. I rest her back on the bed and take in the sight of her simple white panties. They’re damp before I run my finger down the slit. Meredith shivers, breathing fast.
“Winston,” she mumbles, sitting up and reaching for the buttons on my shirt. “I want to see your tattoos.”
“I bet you do,” I tease, running my fingers through her long blonde hair. “Shit.”
As soon as my shirt falls off my shoulders, Meredith licks my exposed flesh. Her fingers move too fast, her tongue and lips taste hungrily. We need relief before we can slow down and enjoy ourselves.
“You’re sunburned,” she says as I pull her to her feet.
The concern in her voice makes my cock throb. Turning her around, I unzip her dress while my lips press against her ear.
“If you don’t stop being perfect, I’m going to come in my pants.”
“How can I be less perfect?” she asks with humor in her voice.
“Hell if I know.”
I slide the hooks off her bra and it falls forward onto the ground. My hands find her tits and squeeze those hard nipples. Meredith moans, leaning back against me. I nip the flesh of her throat and she moans again, leaning forward. She’s lost in the need. Forget seduction. I need to fuck and she needs me inside her.
I push the dress past her hips then wiggle off her panties. Her hands press against the mattress, struggling to stay upright. I inhale the scent of her wet pussy. Kissing each ass cheek, I peer around her hip and admire her tits. I want to touch and taste and fuck them. I want it all, but I can barely wait to get my cock out of my pants. Shoving them off, I stand naked and hard behind her.
“Meredith,” I say and she instinctively knows.
Spreading her legs, she tilts her ass up at me. “Winston.”
Caressing her pussy, the head of my cock shines as our juices mingle. Meredith presses back, wanting my cock to own her. She’s like a woman starving and her hunger is addictive.
We groan together as my cock disappears into her desperate pussy. Meredith can’t wait. Needing relief, she pushes her hips back.
“I need to fuck you,” I whisper, wrapping my arms around her waist as my cock throbs deep inside her. “I’ll make your toes curl later. I want you so bad that I can’t go slow.”
“Winston, forget slow. Fuck me.”
Meredith twists around to kiss me and I feel like no time has passed since we last fucked in the tent. Her face flushed. Her eyes alert. Her tits jutting out, aching to be teased. I’m happy to help.
One arm remains wrapped around her waist as I thrust. My free hand teases one nipple then the next. I want to make her scream, but we’re both so close that it takes only a few hard thrusts and my fingers between her legs to send us over the edge.
I empty myself inside her while her pussy clutches at me.
“Well that took the edge off,” she teases then crawls away.
I watch her turn over and rest on her back. Her legs part and she sighs really soft and sweet.
“I’m not usually waxed,” she says, caressing her pussy. “I thought it would make me feel sexy, but it hurt like hell.”
I lean forward and kiss her knee, allowing my lips to slide lower. When I nip at her inner thigh, Meredith’s pussy dampens in anticipation.
“I wouldn’t care if you were sporting the Amazon jungle down here,” I murmur, resting on my stomach even if my cock aches to be where my fingers play.
Meredith smiles, yet her mind is less on my words than my fingers. She’s so wet and hot against my touch.
“Did you miss me?” I ask as one finger disappears inside her pussy.
“Yes.”
“Did you think of me when you fucked Sandy?” I demand, filling her with a second finger.
“Yes.”
I like how she lies for me. Who gives a shit about honesty when her juices dampen my knuckles?
My lips suck at her swollen clit. Not too hard. She’s close enough to only need a nudge. Meredith whimpers and my fingers drip with her pleasure. I lick at my fingers then slide them back into her. I want to lick her longer, deeper.
Meredith sits up and cups my face, bringing my lips to hers. We kiss and she tastes her juices on my tongue.
“Fuck me,” she whispers, tugging me over her.
“I’m like a virgin on my first date.”
Smiling, she gazes lovingly at my cock. “We can take our time later.”
I guide my cock into her pussy again then thrust until she’s full. Meredith and I sigh in unison.
“I forgot how great sex could feel,” she whispers more to herself than me.
“If you let me,” I say, leaning down to suck at her lips, “I’ll remind you every fucking day.”
Meredith wraps her arms around my neck then closes her eyes as I move faster inside her.
“How can I tell this face no?” she murmurs.
Our hips move in rhythm. The fucking isn’t why I’m hooked. It’s the damn perfection of this evening. Her gaze on me is magic. Her voice is music. No woman ever did this to me and I know I can love Meredith.
I just need to make sure she doesn’t talk herself into making us a fling.



Chapter Seven
Meredith
Wishing for a Sick Day
‡
WINSTON’S NUDE BODY looks out of place on my flowered sheets. Bedding can be replaced while this sexy specimen can’t. He’s resting on his back, grinning at me. Though the TV plays quietly, I doubt he’s really watching the news.
I check my messages then adjust the alarm clock since Mondays are my early days.
“How come?” he asks, rolling over and hugging my leg against him.
“Normally, I see patients starting at nine, but one of them needed an early appointment. I made an exception, so Mondays are my early days.”
“What’s wrong with this guy?”
I smile at his relaxed, rather playful tone. “I can’t share patient details.”
“This guy isn’t dangerous, is he?”
I nearly laugh at the protective growl in his voice. “None of my patients are treated for violent tendencies. However, anyone is capable of violence under certain circumstances.”
“You like helping people. I remember how you helped me with schoolwork in high school.”
Winston’s teasing me, so I pat his head and say nothing.
“How did you get this mark on your leg?” he asks, kissing my outer thigh. “It wasn’t there in high school.”
“Back in college, I went with my family on vacation to the Hamptons. I lost my balance and leaned against a grill.”
“Poor sweet Meredith.”
Winston sucks at the flesh until I melt against the headboard. Sensing my willingness for more sex before we call it a night, he slides his fingers between my legs. I squirm lower on the bed then climb over him. He looks delicious beneath me and I want to nibble every inch of him.
I’m tired though. Despite his sly grin and powerful thrusts, Winston is exhausted too. I started the day hung-over. I’m ending it relaxed like I’ve never been before. I don’t now how long Winston takes to crash, but I’m asleep only minutes after his cock leaves my body.
I wake up at the sound of my alarm. Turning over, I tap the button to stop the music blaring. Winston groans, startling me even more awake. I’d nearly forgotten about the night before. My body reminds me quickly though.
“Morning,” I say, kissing his shoulder.
Winston doesn’t want to wake up. He mutters something about five more minutes even as his fingers skim my leg to my hip. By the time he tweaks my left nipple, his eyes are half-open and a smile warms his face.
“I dreamed about you,” he murmurs, rolling over so our bodies press together. “You were swimming and I was stuck on the dock. What does that mean, Miss Shrink?”
“I suspect you fear being left behind.”
“Makes sense.”
Kissing him, I embrace the intimacy we already share. Sandy and I never knew anything like this openness. I’m as much to blame as my ex-husband. I allowed the walls to remain up. With Winston, I can’t wait to see what happens when I knock them down.
The morning shower takes forever as our wet bodies playfully slide together. No fucking, only exploration in the form of washing each other. I wish we had forever to play, but work is barely an hour away. Soon, we leave the shower and dance our damp bodies to the bed.
Winston’s cock is thick when I suck him into my mouth. I haven’t given a blowjob in years, yet I want everything from him. I need to hear his groans and feel his body tense as the pleasure builds before he releases all the pent-up need from the shower.
With time in mind, I lick and suck at his cock even after he comes. My pussy aches to be filled, so I tease his cock until it’s hard again. Winston lifts my chin and smiles.
“Your turn.”
I nearly giggle while climbing over him. I’ve never been so aroused. My hard nipples hurt when he rolls them in his fingers. They’re too erect, desperate for pleasure. My pussy throbs even after I press down on his cock.
Winston wastes no time, thrusting into me. His lips find and suck hard at my nipples. He knows I’m unbearably close and fucks me until I come hard. Breathing fast and whimpering from a mixture of pleasure and agony, I roll my hips faster against his. The orgasm isn’t enough. For either of us.
Bouncing hard on his cock, I need more relief before I can even think of leaving this bed. Screw work and responsibilities, I’m a horny beast needing to get fucked hard and long until I can’t stand.
Winston’s hands leave my swaying tits, sliding down between my legs. One hand opens my pussy wider while he teases my swollen clit. The pleasure is so intense that I nearly slap his hand away. Instead, I come hard. He never lets up. My hips keep working and his fingers keep teasing until my third orgasm forces him to come too.
“And that’s how you start your morning,” Winston murmurs, kissing me as I lean down against him.
My hips keep moving, still wanting more. “Can I see you again?”
“You’re kidding, right?” he laughs. “I’m picking you up for dinner.”
“What if I said no?” I tease, regretfully sliding his cock from my body.
“I’d talk you into saying yes. I’ve never been much of a nag, but I could learn.”
Resting next to him, I’m uninterested in going to the office. His body tempts me to call in sick, yet I sit up and push aside the idea.
“I need to get ready for work,” I say, walking to the dresser. “The coffee should be ready by now.”
Winston rolls over onto his stomach and reaches out to me as I walk past him, wearing only panties.
“I’m really glad you got drunk and ended up at Stinky.”
Holding his hand, I smile. “Me too.”
“But you need to get ready for work,” he adds, sighing.
Accepting I can’t call in sick, I leave Winston and walk to the kitchen. Still dark out, the day is barely starting, yet I’m ready for evening to arrive. I want to return to bed with Winston. I need to feel beautiful, sexy, and brave again.
I return to the bedroom to find Winston resting on his back. He grins when I set down the coffee cup on a side table. I open my mouth to speak, yet don’t trust myself. He looks too tempting spread out naked in bed. If I say the wrong words and he gives me the wrong look, I’ll join him and never make it to the office.
I hide in the bathroom and get ready for work. Winston doesn’t join me, leaving me grateful. I apply makeup and pull my hair into a ponytail. Once I’m in gray slacks and a white striped dress shirt, I slip on my shoes and look for Winston.
He isn’t in the bedroom. Neither are his clothes. I walk into the kitchen to find him leaning against a counter sipping coffee. Behind him, a cabinet stands open, revealing my Skittles stash.
Smiling, I sigh. “My name is Meredith and I’m addicted to Skittles.”
“Hello, Meredith,” Winston whispers, kissing my cheek. “I think you’re even sexier now.”
I wrap my arms around him and hug him tightly. In a little over twenty-four hours, this man has stolen my inhibitions. I just worry he’ll steal my heart next.



Chapter Eight
Winston
Bubblegum Babe
‡
THE NEXT FEW days, I’m wrapped up in Meredith Gordon. I drop by her place each night. First time, I bring pizza. Next night, it’s Thai. Finally, we try Mexican. Nothing says sexy like refried beans.
Without asking, I bring clothes and hygiene stuff. Meredith doesn’t mention anything about me staying over. I know she’s thinking it. Her mind is always ripping things apart and figuring them out. I see all the thinking in her blue eyes.
Meredith hasn’t called me a rebound guy since the first night at the bar. I wonder if she’s still thinking that too. Call me a chickenshit, but I don’t ask. I’m too damn happy to fuck things up with honesty.
Except I don’t want it to end. If I’m wrong about us being something permanent, what then? Do I want to be shocked when the big moment arrives? Am I really so cowardly that I won’t test this new thing I have with Meredith.
When I call her in the afternoon, she’s with a patient, but calls me back.
“Is something wrong?” she asks, sounding worried.
“No, I was thinking we might change things up tonight.”
“How?”
“I’ll pick you up on my Harley and we’ll go riding in the back roads.”
Meredith’s silence says more than any words.
“You’re a shrink, so you outta know the keys to a happy relationship are communication and compromise. I’m communicating with you about what I want you to compromise on. Bikes and my club are important to me. You’re important to me. It’d be like never having you meet my family.”
“Compromise is important. So if I go riding even though I’m leery of motorcycles, what do I get in exchange?”
“What do you want?” I murmur.
“Next Saturday, I’m golfing with my parents and sister. I want you to come with me.”
I’ll need to agree to dip my booted foot into her uppity life or she won’t be forced out of her comfort zone with the Harley. I have to applaud her sly moves.
“Do I have to wear those ugly pants?” I ask.
“I want my family to meet you. Wearing those ugly pants wouldn’t be the real you. I don’t want a lie.”
Hearing her embrace the real me, I wish we aren’t separated by ten miles. “I’m fucking you extra hard tonight for saying that.”
“Assuming I survive the bike ride.”
“I’ll drive nice and slow. I promise.”
Meredith falls into silence again and I wonder if she’ll wiggle her way out of the compromise.
“What should I wear?” she finally asks.
“Something comfortable. That way I can get you naked faster when we get back to your place.”
Meredith laughs in a quiet way that tells me her mind is now on the naked part rather than the ride. I hope she’ll still be in such a great mood when I pick her up.
When I arrive at her place, Meredith is pacing on her porch. She forces a smile, but her eyes are really frigging tense.
The only way I know how to make her relax is to kiss her hard. My hunger startles her. First, she tenses then she wraps me in her arms and holds on tight.
“I brought you a helmet,” I say, revealing the pink monstrosity. “It’s my sister-in-law’s.”
“Where’s yours?” she asks as if channeling my mom.
“I don’t wear one.”
Meredith takes the pink helmet and sighs. “I don’t approve. I know the statistics of motorcycle crashes and survival rates.”
I reach over and tug at the loop on her jeans. “Please don’t share them. I’m not wearing a helmet even if you school me all night long.”
Meredith smiles, but she’s worried. I take the helmet and adjust it on her head. She’s a sexy body with a gumball head.
“Did I tell you how Kemp’s dad died?”
When she shakes her head, the helmet adjusts lower, covering her eyes. I suspect my sister-in-law bought an especially large helmet to prevent messing up her hair.
“He had a severe panic attack one day at work,” I say, helping Meredith adjust the helmet. “He ran a small trucking business and the economy was in the toilet. Jerry figured he’d need to lay off people soon and the pressure got to him.”
My hands find the buttons on the front of her pale blue shirt and I think about what’s underneath. That morning she wore a bright white bra. Smelling like she’s taken a shower, I wonder if she was wearing a different bra now. Man, if I’m not dying to find out the answer immediately.
“So he thought it was a heart attack and ended up in the hospital. Even after finding out it was a panic attack, he looked at his life and decided to make a change. He wanted to be around for his grandkids and travel with my mom after he retired. So he decided to get healthy. Hired a dietician. Got a trainer at the gym. Jerry lost thirty pounds over the next six months or so. He jogged in the mornings. Quit drinking beer. Started ordering salads. All healthy shit.”
Meredith gives me a smirk as if knowing where my story ends.
“Yeah, so he had a real heart attack at the gym one day and was dead before the paramedics arrive. You get my point?”
“Yeah, I get it.”
“You can micromanage shit, Meredith. When death is coming, it doesn’t really give a crap what you have planned.”
“Fair enough, but I’m still wearing the helmet.”
“You do that,” I say, kissing her nose since it’s the only part of her face I can easily reach. “Ready? I figure we can ride for a while then stop at a diner I know.”
“Why a diner?”
“Why not?” I ask, throwing my leg over the Harley. “It’s a place I go with my friends.”
Meredith studies me from inside the cavernous helmet. She’s figuring out my reasons for this sudden departure from our last few days together.
“You’re testing me,” she says, awkwardly climbing on behind me. “If I fail and you dump me, I plan to throw a huge fit. I’ve never done that before and they look fun when Bethany does them.”
“There’s no failing and I’m not dumping you.”
Meredith says nothing, nervous now to the point of shaking. I feel her tension ramp up as soon as I start the engine.
“I don’t want to die.”
“I’d be more worried about the food at the restaurant than getting hurt from riding.”
“You’re not making me feel better.”
“Sorry, babe. I’ve never had a chick so scared to ride before.”
Meredith tenses even more and I sense she’s pissed. Glancing back, I can’t see anything past the gumball on her head.
“I’ve never taken a chick to the restaurant either.”
Whether Meredith takes this as a compliment, I don’t know. She says nothing, holding on tight. I’m careful to drive slow through the neighborhood streets. Through it all, Meredith holds me in her death grip.
Just outside of her subdivision is a street leading to expansive farmland. Empty roads allow me to open up the engine and enjoy the Harley’s power. Meredith grabs me tighter, digging her nails into my gut like she’s hoping to climb inside me.
Not wanting her to be afraid, I wish Meredith loved riding the Harley. Her fear isn’t a deal breaker though. I’m not sure anything could be.
As the sun sets, we ride down the long quiet roads and past miles of cornfields where the only sounds are the engine and singing bugs. Meredith’s grip loosens after fifteen minutes. Slowing at a stop sign, I glance back even if I can’t see her face.
“You ready to get something to eat?”
Meredith struggles with the helmet until she can make eye contact. “Are you?”
“I could eat.”
“Okay, but take the scenic route.”
Grinning at her, I rev the engine. Meredith gets comfy and we take the long way to the Lora’s Greasy Spoon. The place is packed as usual, but we don’t hurry in. Meredith needs a few minutes to get steadied. She also needs help yanking the helmet from her head.
“How’s my hair?”
Grinning, I smooth down her wild blonde hair. “You look really sexy. In fact, I’m thinking about getting the food to go and heading back to your place where we can eat naked.”
Meredith leans into me and smiles widely. “Let me see this place where you hang out with your friends.”
Hands in her hair, I kiss Meredith hard. I can think of nothing sexier than a woman who cares enough to leave her comfort zone.
We get a table near the windows, allowing Meredith to smile at the bright moon.
“How often do you visit this restaurant?” she asks after ordering a good helping of greasy pulled pork.
“A couple guys from my club also work for Boyle. We come here after work most Wednesdays.”
“You made an exception for yesterday though.”
“No offense to the guys, but you’re a helluva lot sexier to look at.”
“These club guys,” Meredith asks, trying to find the words, “what do they do? I mean, what do you do with them?”
“We’re not outlaws. We just like bikes. We like the brotherhood. The sense of belonging that comes from people who think the same way.”
Meredith nods, but she’s unsure. I don’t blame her. Good girls think bikers are all criminals. Of course, my club family thinks country club types like her dad are all criminals too. Assumptions go both ways.
“We have charity rides,” I say, taking her hand and studying her perfectly pink nails. “One of the guys has a kid with muscular dystrophy, so we have charity events a few times a year to raise money. When another guy’s wife got hurt in a car accident, we helped out with his expenses. The old ladies took food to them and watched their kids. The guys helped with the yard and fixed stuff around the house. It’s like an extended family.”
“How long have you been involved with the club?”
“Since I was twenty. My uncle is in the club and he figured I might enjoy talking bikes with other guys. I felt lost after high school and didn’t know what the hell to do with myself. My brothers were getting married and having kids. I was busy dating bad women. I wasted a lot of time with those types of chicks. Good thing I finally woke up and swore them off.”
“Why exactly did you swear off wild women?”
“Bad women,” I mutter. “You’re wild in your own way.”
“No, I’m really not.”
I lean back in my chair and wink at her. “You haven’t seen yourself in bed.”
Meredith blushes and my cock hardens. I think she knows my reaction because a little smile creeps across her face.
“So why did you give them up?”
“Who cares?”
“I was just wondering if the reason you’re fixating on me…”
“Fixating?”
“Is the reason you’re hot for me,” she suggests, “because you had a bad break up? After all, you claimed to seek out certain women and now you’re hot for a very different type of woman.”
“You’re forgetting how I was hot for you back in high school.”
“Me and every other girl.”
Despite the truth to her comment, I grunt. “Not even close. I didn’t want your sister or Maria Zulma or Emma or Melissa or Jacqueline or Paula or Elizabeth. Should I go on?”
“No, I get the gist.”
“Do you, baby?” I ask, taking her hand again.
“Yes. I’m just trying to understand why you liked bad girls and now you don’t?”
“Trying to figure out if this temporary?”
“Just curious.”
“Well, doc, if you want to know why I had a thing for bad women, you can blame my mom. No doubt blaming parents is pretty standard in your line of work.”
Meredith wants to roll her eyes. I see her struggle against the urge. Once she wins, she asks, “Why your mother?”
“She was a slut and a bitch growing up,” I say, grinning at her expression. “Mom says as much. She was a groupie skank. A petty thief. Did drugs and drank like a sailor. These are her words. She had a lot of fun for years then she got bored of it. Got a solid job, found a good man, and had a few kids. Mom’s old stories made me think I could marry someone like her. A slutty bitch who turns around and becomes a good woman.”
I caress the soft skin on the back of her hand. “The problem is I never really thought that plan through. All those sluts and bitches I dated over the years probably did eventually become good women. Especially those younger girls like in high school. I bet they’re all soccer moms or business executives. Once they changed, what the hell would they want with me? I never considered that part. Things usually ended before they ever turned sweet.”
“What interests you in the slutty bitchy phase?”
“The sex is usually hot and the drama is entertaining.”
“So what’s the downside?”
Thinking of my long line of ex-girlfriends, I lose my smile. “It’s exhausting. Maybe I’m too fucking old for their shit anymore, but the hot sex isn’t enough to put up with their flaws. The drama is just noise now. This last girl was always upset. People were mean to her. No one understood her. Not her coworkers or friends or family. She was always an emotional mess. That stuff seemed more fun when I was younger. At the end, I just looked at her and thought why couldn’t she pull her shit together? I guess, my mom was right. The behaviors that are cute when you’re young have an expiration date. These bad girls had stopped being cute too. I’m tired of it all. This last one always thought I was cheating. Drama girls always think that about their men. I used to think it meant they were really into me. Now I see it as an insult. I’ve never cheated. My mom raised me with two rules for women. No hitting and cheating.”
“It’s possible what you need is simply a break from those sort of women.”
“Nope. I made a big fucking deal out of finding a good woman. Declared it from the mountaintops. My family laughed at me and my friends rolled their fucking eyes. I believed in my plan then you walked into a bar I rarely visit. That’s a damn sign.”
“I don’t believe in fate.”
“Don’t have to believe in something for it to be real. My uncle is pretty convinced gravity is a fraud, but I never saw him float away.”
Meredith can’t help laughing. “That’s not quite the same thing.”
“You think too much. That’s how you ended up with your sissy ex-husband. Sometimes you need to let go and feel. I’m doing that with you. I’m not thinking about your cookie cutter house or big fancy degree. I’m not worrying about your yuppie parents. All I’m doing is feeling. Since you walked into Pete’s, I’ve been feeling really good too.”
Smiling softly, Meredith places her free hand on mine. “Me too. I try not to think about the why, but I can’t help it.”
“I know, but for now, just enjoy things. After so long with a douche, embrace the good stuff. I know I am.”
Meredith’s expression makes me feel like a million bucks. In her eyes, I’m a reward. She stops thinking about our differences and begins embracing the parts of my life that are new for her. I figure I ought to take things to the next step and introduce her to my club that weekend. If she doesn’t run away screaming, she might be strong enough to endure my family.



Chapter Nine
Meredith
Zulma’s Ultimatum
‡
ZULMA CREATED TWO tiny physical versions of herself. Five-year-old Amaya and two-year-old Alejandro might look like Mommy, but they have Julio’s calm demeanor. Unlike every other kid at the grocery store, Zulma’s remain quietly at the cart. I look at the kids and imagine what mine with Winston might look like.
“I’m falling hard for Winston. Tell me to stop,” I say as we walk down the bread aisle.
“Why? Is he no good?”
“No, but I might be his rebound. I don’t want my heart broken. Every day, I want him more. No, I need him more. While I’d like to believe the way we feel is real, I’m not his type.”
“Type means nothing. Men want what they want. Julio liked shy girls until me. He didn’t want a woman with a big mouth and too many opinions. He even said that on video. I saw it and he wasn’t drunk either. He meant it, but he met me and here we are.”
I grin at Zulma and her beautiful kids. “I was ready to start a family. Even if I wasn’t really in love with Sandy, we had a decent life and I wanted a baby.”
“Good thing you didn’t make a baby with Sandy. He has a really big forehead. You don’t want no big foreheaded babies, Mere. Trust me. My cousin’s daughter has a big forehead and it’s all you see. The rest of her face is smashed together to fit that giant forehead. Not cute.”
“Don’t underestimate the value of foreheads. My old neighbor has a son without much of a forehead. The poor child’s eyebrows and hairline nearly touch. Freaky.”
Zulma caresses Alejandro’s head after setting him into the cart. “I dodged a bullet with my beauties.”
“Yes, you did. I can only hope my babies are half as cute.”
“Especially after you made fun of ugly babies. I think you might have jinxed yourself.”
Shaking my head, I ignore her warning and return to Winston. “After Sandy left, I thought about selling the house and moving somewhere trendier. I wanted to embrace being single. I also considered remodeling the house and staying there. Now with Winston, I find myself imagining us buying a home together. How he’d want something closer to his family. We’ve only been dating for a few weeks and I’m already planning our retirement. It’s ridiculous.”
“No, you’re doing the opposite than with Sandy. You’re feeling things and adjusting your life to fit those feelings. With Sandy, he fit the picture of your life so you adjusted your feelings for him to fit the plan. This thing with Winston is organic and you’ve always relied on the predictable.”
“You sound like a shrink.”
“I’ve known you since we were eleven and heard you break down people’s fears and hopes a million times. You just aren’t great at figuring out your own stuff.”
“What if I give Winston everything I have and it’s not real or permanent for him?”
“Then you get hurt and deal with those feelings. Staying safe isn’t possible. Not unless you want another Sandy.”
“No. I don’t think I could tolerate someone like him after being with Winston. He’s ruined me.”
Zulma gives me a knowing grin. “He’s basically shacked up with you at this point. I like that take charge attitude. Why waste time? You’re not getting any younger.”
“No, she’s really not,” Bethany says, pushing up behind me. “Sorry, I’m late. I had to wait until the Dentist finished with a patient so I could get his grocery list.”
“Shopping for your man,” Zulma mutters, clicking her tongue. “Six months and no ring though.”
Bethany opens her mouth, remembers the children are present, and only smiles. “You always get mouthy when you have your adorable little shields nearby.”
“I’m no fool.”
Nudging my sister out of the way, I ignore her. “Last night, Winston took me to a bar where his club hangs out.”
“Did I ever tell you that Julio and I roleplay using the characters from Sons of Anarchy?”
Bethany opens her mouth again to say something rude then remembers the children.
“Won’t you think about the children?” I tease her.
“So what happened at the bar?” Zulma asks while Bethany sulks.
“Nothing much. They were nice. Not at all what I expected. After about an hour, we walked a block to a playground and shot hoops with a few of his friends. I haven’t done that since high school.”
“Hold onto him,” Bethany says, grabbing me. “You’re smiling a lot and doing fun stuff and waking from your Sandy induced coma. Hold onto Winston and be happy.”
“Okay. I hadn’t been sure, but since you ordered me to do something, I guess I have no choice.”
“Catty, I like that.”
Zulma sighs. “I hope you two stop messing around and get settled down for real. I have big plans for once you have families. I’ve already decided on the vacations we’ll take. Girls night out will be more fun too when it’s not just another night out.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Zulma grins. “I hate to get tough with you two, but I’ve been waiting too long. You wasted all those years with Sandy,” she says to me then looks at Bethany. “And you wasted all those years with every random guy you could find.”
“Fair enough,” Bethany mutters.
“Either you settle on the men you’re with or ditch them. You’re too old to play anymore.”
“And if we don’t follow your sage advice?” Bethany challenges.
“I’ll have to find new friends with families. I have needs, you know?”
I share Zulma’s smile while Bethany grabs a jar of pickles for the Dentist. As we finish shopping, I decide to shake off my pathological need to plan every damn aspect of my life. No more micromanaging. With Winston, I’ll just feel.



Chapter Ten
Winston
Afternoon Delight
‡
WEARING A FLOWERED black and pink skirt with a pink blouse and black flats, Meredith is overdressed for a work site. Stepping over the siding, Meredith smiles at me. I ignore the guys checking her out, figuring I’ll scare them later. For now, I kiss her cheek.
“Oh, can’t you kiss me in front of your friends?”
“I figured you didn’t want me getting you dirty.”
“Since I have the afternoon off, I decided I’d visit you.”
“Really,” I murmur, pulling her against me so she can feel how excited I am to see her.
I kiss her, making sure to show the guys how she’s mine and they need to look elsewhere. Meredith doesn’t care about my claim on her. She just wants more. Sucking at my tongue, she slides her hands up my ratty tee.
“You’re so hot.”
“Oh, I know it,” I murmur.
“I mean hot like overheated. Are you keeping hydrated?”
Studying Meredith, I love how concerned she is about me. If Nomie or any of my ex-girlfriends showed up in this heat, they’d complain about how they were hot. They’d ask if I had anything for them to drink. They wouldn’t worry about me at all. I wasn’t a kid, needing a mommy to care for him. That didn’t mean I minded having a woman who gave a shit about my wellbeing.
“I have lots of water inside. Want me to show you some of the fancy shit we’ve gotten done so far?”
Eyes hungry after our kiss, Meredith nods. I take her hand and order the guys out of the house, so they don’t do anything to embarrass me. They hurry out, taking advantage of an early lunch. Now empty, the house’s only completed room is the master bath. Once inside, I shut the door and turn to Meredith.
“Feeling wild?”
Meredith glances around then down at my crotch. “Not wild, just really…”
“Are you wet?” I whisper.
Meredith’s smile sets my body on fire. No one’s ever made me feel so powerful and brilliant. Meredith does with only a smile.
Kissing her, I tug up her skirt and caress her ass. Meredith presses her hands against me, wanting to stop and worrying someone will see. She glances around, remembers the guys are gone and the door is locked. Her hands slide up my white tee while her lips find mine again.
“Sex at work feels reckless,” she says in raspy voice.
“I must jack off twice a day since we’ve met.”
Meredith frowns at me, but I ignore her shock. I’m too busy enjoying the sweet scent of her wet pussy. She leans back against the counter as her panties drop past her ankles. I take them off and shove them into my pocket.
“Moan for me,” I say, licking at the wet flesh.
Meredith lets out a low, almost pained moan. I lift her leg over my shoulder and press my tongue deeper. Meredith doesn’t need much to make her come. I even suspect she showed up, hoping for just such a quickie.
I can barely get my cock out of my pants fast enough. Meredith giggles at my hands fumbling at the zipper of my jeans. She helps me get free then leans farther back on the sink. We both groan with relief once I enter her with one hard thrust.
“Been waiting to get back inside you since we said goodbye this morning,” I murmur, holding her hips while moving fast and hard.
Smiling, Meredith digs her nails into my arms. I move faster until she closes her eyes and her pussy clenches around my cock. She moans so loud I can’t hear myself. I feel like I come and come until my legs are ready to give out.
“You do something to me,” I whisper against her cheek.
Despite the hunger of her still clenching pussy, Meredith kisses me tenderly. “You do everything to me.”
Meredith glances down at where our bodies remain connected. She sighs as I pull my cock from her. I caress her pussy then help her stand.
“Should I bail work?” I ask.
“No, I’ll use the afternoon to shop. I want to change things at the house. Lose all that beige and add some color. While I go spend money, you flex these sexy muscles.”
“You couldn’t be a bad influence this once?” I mutter, kissing her neck as she steals her panties from my pocket.
Meredith slides her arms around my waist and smiles. “My visit wasn’t simply for sex. I missed you in a way no phone call could satisfy.”
My fingers smooth her stray hairs. She’s so damn beautiful I can’t imagine no longer having her in my life. Meredith is mine. The idea of any other man having her pisses me off until I’m ready to piss a circle around her. I wasn’t capable of realizing her worth when we were teenagers, but I’m not a kid anymore.



Chapter Eleven
Meredith
Gag Gift
‡
MY OFFICE IS in a new building filled with various medical practices. Bethany works at a pharmacy on the main floor. Her dentist boyfriend is on the second floor. Zulma is the office manager for the medical group on the third floor. Down the hall from the pharmacy is the office I share with another psychiatrist.
Lately, I’ve felt like I have the place to myself. Our receptionist is on maternity leave while Dr. Stigler only works part-time since the birth of her second son. Everyone kept saying I was next until Sandy dumped me.
My brain isn’t on babies during today’s long lunch break. My focus is on privacy as I close the shades and lock the doors. Once I’m certain no one can bother me, I kick off my heels and remove my slacks. Now wearing only my underwear, I call Winston and hope he’s alone.
“You ready to try again?” he asks tenderly, but I hear the humor in his voice.
“I can’t relax when I’m at work.”
We tried this routine yesterday, but I was left frustrated until I arrived home and he helped me find relief.
“You can do whatever you want,” he says as I try to get comfortable in my office. “Mind over matter. Isn’t that something they taught you in shrink school?”
“Now you’re irritating me,” I grumble. “I’m in my underwear. Now what?”
“Tell me about your panties.”
“They’re pink.”
“Slide your finger over the slit. Are you wet?”
“No.”
Winston laughs quietly. “Do you have the vibrator?”
“Yeah, but…”
“No, buts. You’re not ready for anal.”
I roll my eyes while he laughs. “Take off your bra and tell me if your nipples are hard.”
I pop open the front of the pink bra and let it fall off my shoulders.
“They’re not hard.”
“Are you thinking about me?”
“Yeah.”
“What are you thinking?” he asks in a low, rough voice. “Are you thinking about me in the office with you?”
“I am now.”
Winston laughs before steadying himself. “Take off your panties.”
I stand and wiggle them free of my hips. Kicking them aside, I rest on the couch again and feel weird.
“This is where my patients sometimes rest when sharing their feelings.”
“I bet a few of them fantasize about nailing you on that couch. Now tell me about your legs. Are they open? Maybe you can put one up on the back of the couch. Imagine I’m there with you. Show me the pink flesh of your pussy, Meredith. I need to see it.”
I hear the hunger in his voice and imagine him stroking his cock. My body immediately responds to the image.
“My nipples are hard,” I whisper into the phone.
“Touch them for me. Soft at first then pinch them. They like when I pinch them, don’t they, baby?”
“Yes,” I sigh, touching my nipples the way he instructs.
“Is your pussy wet? Can I blow on it?”
Shivering, I smile. “Yes. I wish you were here.”
“I am. Close your eyes and see me between your legs. I love to look at your pussy. The flesh gets so hot and wet for me. When I lick it, your clit swells up. I want you to touch your clit with the vibrator. Make it believe the vibrator is my tongue.”
The vibrator was a gag gift from Bethany for my last wedding anniversary. She said if Sandy couldn’t get things done, the little pink vibrator would. Sandy smiled at Bethany, humoring her because she scared him. I realize now how most things frightened Sandy. They scared me too, but I feel fearless today. Resting back on the couch, I hold the phone in one hand and a vibrator in the other.
“Do you feel my breath on your pussy?” he asks.
“I want to feel your cock.”
“I am there. I’m opening you up and taking what’s mine.”
“Yes,” I say, my eyes closed as I make little circles against my clit with the vibrator. “Your cock is so hard.”
“It is, baby. I can barely hold on. I want to fuck you so bad. Can I fuck you?”
“Yes. Fuck me.”
I imagine him stroking his cock. I know how the hard flesh feels when he’s ready to come. The way his face tenses just before the pleasure overwhelms him. How bright his blue eyes are as he lets go.
“You’re so wet.”
“Fuck me harder,” I moan, leaving the phone where I can hear it while my fingers pinch my nipple. “I’m about to come, Winston. Fuck me harder.”
“Your pussy is mine. It wants me.”
“Yes.”
“No one else.”
“Winston,” I whimper, biting my lower lip.
Hot liquid pleasure rushes over me in waves. I ride the orgasm, pinching my nipple while moaning into the phone. I hear Winston’s breathing shift and know he’s enjoying an orgasm too. Seeing him in my mind, I wish he were coming inside of me.



Chapter Twelve
Winston
Not a Green Pants Guy
‡
DECKED OUT FOR golf, Meredith looks so damn sexy in her pink shorts and tank. I don’t plan on wearing anything so pastel. I’m also avoiding the normal old man golf pants. Jeans and a yellow tee are as close as I’ll get to embracing the golf lifestyle.
“You look nice,” she says, pressing her hands against my chest. “I like how your shirts are always tight.”
“Don’t get me hard before we see your dad.”
“Mom will be there too.”
“Yeah, but I’m good with moms. I have trouble with dads. One of my ex-girlfriend’s dad chased me with a bat.”
“Why?”
I kiss her forehead and grin. “Let’s just say I don’t always think before I speak.”
Smiling, Meredith wants to say something sarcastic, but she doesn’t. I appreciate her holding her tongue even if I can’t.
We take Meredith’s little SUV to the country club golf course. During the drive, I sit back and practice being quiet. Meredith laughs twice on the way, finding my silence entertaining.
The guard at the country club’s front gate recognizes Meredith. He gives me a curt nod then lets us through.
“Did you ever take Sandy Schmuck’s last name?” I ask after the guard refers to her as Ms. Gordon.
“No. I told Sandy I wanted to keep my father’s name. Maybe I just knew we wouldn’t last and didn’t want to change my name back and forth. I’m starting to wonder if I always knew our relationship was doomed.”
Wrapping my fingers around her free hand, I grin. “You just didn’t want to be Meredith Moon, huh?”
“Well there was that.”
“Doctor Moon will see you now,” I tease and Meredith’s grin widens.
“Are you done with the silent act?”
“Can’t be sure. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
She pulls the SUV to the front of the main building and a valet opens her door. I watch her casually slide a twenty into the guy’s hand. Meredith is in her element and I feel like her fucking employee.
Her beautiful smile quickly yanks me from my grumpiness. When Meredith rests her hands on my forearms the ways she does during sex, my body lights up from her touch.
“I know today won’t be as fun as the night on your bike, but please be open to the experience. For my family, golfing isn’t about the game. It’s about spending time together outside.”
“You could go camping.”
“We do.”
“That Richie Rich kind of camping, right?”
“Still counts,” she says, lifting on her toes to kiss my cheek. “Let’s go find Mom and Dad.”
Meredith takes my hand and leads me into the decorative building. We pass the dining room full of the whitest people I’ve ever seen and I come from a long line of Irish folks who can’t tan. On our way out the back doors, I spot more diversity and feel less like the odd man out.
“Stop judging,” Meredith whispers as we stand on the back deck. “I went into your club with respect. Do the same for mine.”
“I’ll try, but my club’s still cooler.”
Meredith wraps me in her arms and smiles so sweetly up at me. “Your club might have bigger balls, but mine has bigger bank accounts.”
Grinning, I kiss her with a bit too much heat. Tempting fate, I pay the price by having her parents arrive as I’m sucking on their daughter’s lips.
Steve and Leslie Gordon give me big smiles. Like most lawyers, they lie well. I don’t know if I fake my smile as well. Steve is a handsome guy with the same blue eyes as his daughter. Leslie gave the girls the rest of their looks. I just pretend I’m looking at Meredith and my mood improves.
After Bethany and her boyfriend the Dentist join us, we drive golf carts to the first hole. Meredith rides with me while the Dentist drives.
“Meredith isn’t good at golf,” Bethany assures me from the front seat. “Don’t worry about making a fool of yourself.”
“Thanks, Beth,” Meredith deadpans. “You always have something sweet to say.”
Grinning at her sister, Bethany leans over and whispers something to the Dentist. He laughs in a way that makes me never want him to work on my teeth.
“Ignore them,” Meredith says, leaning her head against my arm. “It’s not about the game. Dad is awful and he knows it.”
“I might not suck at golf.”
“I didn’t bring you here to wow us with your athleticism. I want you to spend time with my family so they could get to know the man I love.”
We said the words for the first time last night. No big moment for the declarations. I said the words while we fucked. She said them back. Later, she smacked me on the ass while we made popcorn. When I turned to tickle her, she said she loved me. I said she was the only woman I ever wanted. Then we ate popcorn and returned to bed.
Now I worry our easy relationship will hit the family sized speed bumps. “What if they think I’m a piece of a shit?”
“If I needed their approval, I would have brought you here before we got together.”
“You’re a rebel.”
Meredith holds my hand and her touch relaxes me. I know she will never ditch me with her family. On the third hole, Meredith proves me wrong.
Somehow, I end up stuck with Steve Gordon who watches me from behind his mirrored glasses.
After a few minutes of awkward silence, he asks, “Have you ever been to jail?”
“No. Have you?”
Steve sizes me up then sighs. “Actually, I have. Back in college, I was arrested for protesting animal exploitation.”
I cock an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t figure you as the animal rights kind of guy.”
“Oh, I’m not. I was looking to get in the pants of a redhead named Pam.”
“Did you?” I ask, struggling against a grin.
“Yeah, but she was more trouble than I could handle. In college, I spent a lot of time with those outraged social types. I wanted the passion they had, but I hated the self-important crap they spewed. I also wanted a woman who wore deodorant.”
Smiling now, I nod. “I know a few people who think deodorant is optional. It’s really not.”
“No, but people are odd.”
“So you decided to give up on the passionate activist women?”
“No. I just found one whose activism I genuinely supported. Leslie is involved in many charities. She used her law degree to help those less fortunate too. She had all the things those other women had plus she’s very hygienic.”
Laughing, I never expected to find any common ground with Meredith’s dad. Steve proves to be an ordinary guy and we end up talking baseball. Nearby, Meredith and Leslie whisper about me.
“Meredith cares about you. If you’re looking for a fun, easy time, she might not be the woman to have that with. She tends to get attached.”
“I love Meredith. It’d break my damn heart if she wasn’t attached.”
Steve sighs like he’s relieved, surprising me again. “Meredith wasted a lot of time with Sandy. She tried being impulsive as a teenager. Once she went to college though, she studied and worked hard. No goofing off. No letting loose. She and Sandy were the dullest couple I’d ever spent time with and I have a friend who falls asleep in the middle of conversations.”
Studying Steve, I can’t keep myself from saying the words. “You’re not what I expected.”
“I know the feeling. Bethany made you sound like a thug. I don’t know why I listen to that child anymore. I don’t think she’s told the truth in twenty years.”
Grinning, I look at Meredith peeking back at us. “Do you think she’s really over Sandy?”
“I honestly don’t believe she was ever in love with him. He simply fit her image of life. I doubt any of it was personal from her perspective.”
I smile at Meredith who grins back at me. Even falling in love with her, I didn’t understand how I could fit into her world. Hell, I figured her parents might disown her if she married me. All that negative shit wasn’t even close to being on target.
“You ought to invite your brother to join us sometime,” Steve says as we return to the clubhouse. “I’ve made a lot of contacts here over the years. I’d imagine a businessman like him could make some too. I always hear people talking about renovating their homes. Why not tap into that market?”
Smiling like I’ve known this guy forever, I nod. “I’ll let him know.”
Steve puts on his fake grin and gestures hello to someone. I glance back at Meredith and Bethany who are both eyeing me in a weird way.
“Had to happen eventually,” Steve says to me then looks at the guy. “Sandy, this is Winston. He and Meredith are together.”
Sandy shakes my hand limply. He’s completely unthreatening. Based on the dull expression on his completely unremarkable face, I doubt he cares about seeing his ex-wife with another man. He doesn’t want her. Doesn’t care if I have her.
I hate him though. I hate that he ever saw my woman naked or touched her body. I want to rip off his fucking face for waking up next to Meredith for so many years. The guy is nobody, yet I need to crush him to make my claim.
Shoving my hands into my pockets, I keep from punching the guy. Meredith appears next to me, says hi to Sandy, and wraps an arm through mine.
“Let’s go eat.”
Walking into the clubhouse, I remain grumpy. I want Sandy dead for no damn reason besides Meredith should know no other man except me. I’m fully aware I’m being an idiot. Even so, I make the decision not to mention my ex-girlfriends again. If I say nothing about my past, maybe she won’t mention Sandy and I won’t need to go homicidal.
“You should key his car,” Bethany says, sitting at the table with us. “Ooh, let’s teepee his house.”
“No revenge,” Meredith mutters, dismissively waving a hand at her little sister. “Had he not dumped me, I wouldn’t be here with Winston. If anything, Sandy deserves a gift basket.”
Taking Meredith’s hand, I pull her outside. She smiles even though I’m freaking her out. This trait is just another thing I love about her.
“I need you to be brave,” I say when we’re alone under a big oak tree.
Meredith opens her mouth to speak then decides to stay silent.
Cupping her face, I stare into the eyes of my dream woman.
“I love you. I don’t care that it’s happened fast. I don’t care if you and I come from different worlds. None of that means anything to me. I just know that since I saw you in the bar that I can’t get enough. It’s not lust. It’s not sex. It’s everything. I want to see you every day. I want to come home to you. I want to know what you’re thinking and what you’re doing and how you’re feeling. I want that and I’ve never wanted that before. I don’t need to date for months or years to know you’re the one for me, Meredith. I love you and that’s that.”
Smiling, she grips my hands. “I love you too. I try to convince myself that it’s an exciting phase, but I can’t imagine losing you. In fact, I tried to imagine that the other day at work and I cried like a baby. I haven’t cried in years. I didn’t cry when Sandy dumped me, but I sobbed like a baby when I thought of losing you. That’s not lust.”
“No, it’s not.”
“It’s love.”
“It’s fate. I look at you and see my future. I see kids and vacations and stuff I never saw for me. Not in a real way. With you, it’s so damn real I can reach out and touch it.”
I caress her face and Meredith leans into my embrace. “I never believed in fate until I met you.”



Chapter Thirteen
Meredith
Death Stare
‡
TODAY AT BRUNCH, Winston plans to break the news to his family about moving into my place. He wakes up nervous in a way only a lot of fucking can calm. Even after spending hours inside me, he remains edgy when we drive to his mom’s house.
“You think they won’t like me.”
Winston grips the steering wheel. “No. I think they’ll ask too many questions and get pushy. I’m not in the mood.”
“You’re afraid they’ll disagree with you moving in.”
“I’m not afraid of anything,” he grumbles.
I shouldn’t laugh, but I do. He’s behaving like a little boy waiting for his parents to get home and punish him.
“We’ll drop the big stuff on them as we’re about to leave. Give them no chance to frighten you with their questions.”
Winston glares at me until I laugh again. He finally shakes his head and grins.
“I was so sure your family would be the end of us. Figured they’d make you stop seeing me and I’d lose you.”
“Make me? I’m nearly thirty. No one makes me do anything besides the government and the voices in my head.”
Winston smiles wider, yet he remains tense as we pull into the driveway of his mom’s bi-level. Before we walk inside, I tug him against me and inhale his clean scent.
“You need to settle down. I don’t want your family to think I’m a bad influence on you.”
Holding my face in his rough hands, Winston looks like he’s ready to smash something.
“I had a moment yesterday at the country club where I saw our future. I don’t want anything ruining that.”
“The only people with the power to ruin what we have are standing right here. I know I’m not giving you up. That only leaves you.”
His blue eyes still anxious, Winston nods. “I’ve had women come and go. It never bothered me when things were over. With you, I get so fucking freaked when I even think of losing you.”
“Then don’t lose me.”
“That simple?”
“Well it certainly isn’t complicated.”
Winston kisses me gently then smiles and kisses me until I can’t breathe. His body relaxes in my embrace and I relish having such power. Knowing how to soothe the man I love feels magical. I’m still floating when we walk into his mom’s house where chaos awaits.
Judith gives me the evil eye, sizing me up coldly. I simply smile at her because I don’t care if she hates me. I’m marrying her son and she’ll have to deal with this fact. Winston hasn’t asked me yet, but I know he will. This meeting with his family is the last step before he pops the question.
“I like her,” Judith announces suddenly. “I gave her my death stare and she didn’t back down. She didn’t freak out either. She’s a keeper.”
With this proclamation, I’m part of the family in everyone’s eyes. Kemp and Boyle welcome me. Mira and Heather promise to show me the ropes. I meet all the nieces and nephews who have absolutely no interest in me. Through all the introductions, Winston relaxes a little more until he’s the guy I know and love.



Epilogue
Winston
Saying the Words
‡
ON A BALMY evening, Meredith and I ride my Harley on the roads past the farms until we reach the spot where I knew she was the one. This time she isn’t wearing a pink gumball helmet, but a better fitting orange one.
After I park the bike on the side of the empty road, Meredith climbs off and removes her helmet. The wind blows her blonde hair across her beautiful face and I’m again struck by the luck of our meeting after so many years. How different my life would be right this moment if I hadn’t gone to Pete’s Stinky Dive.
Standing on this road, I don’t know what to say. Can’t think of the words to express how I feel. The ones I grab for sound sappy and wrong in my head. When I stare at her for too long, Meredith smiles and I finally understand how words aren’t necessary.
Kneeling down, I remove the ring box from my pocket and open it. Meredith looks so calm as if she always knew. Her smile feels rather anticlimactic after how nervous I’ve been. Suddenly, she giggles then covers her mouth.
“Sorry,” she says, looking like she’ll jump up and down soon.
“No, that’s a sexy look on you.”
“Are you going to ask or can I just say yes now?”
“Will you marry me?”
Giving into her urge, Meredith bounces around laughing before dropping to her knees and hugging me.
“Yes,” she says, kissing me. “The sooner, the better.”
Meredith isn’t kidding. She pulls strings at the country club, makes a million calls, and designs a quickie wedding that looks like something out of a damn magazine. I don’t feel out of place since she uses the colors of my club as inspiration. She makes sure to include my family and friends in the ceremony, making it a perfect blend between her world and mine.
Meredith is never more beautiful than when walking down the aisle wearing a big grin. Her smile promises we’ll have one helluva life together.
After our quickie relationship leading to the altar, I still have a lot to learn about Meredith. My brother even warns me that those little surprises might be deal breakers. Instead, they prove we’re perfect together.
I’m not the kind of guy who worries about bills and financial crap. Meredith loves keeping track of those things. She has spreadsheets and electronic reminders to ensure everything remains paid.
When our three kids come along, Meredith is just as organized. The babies are born early in our marriage with only sixteen months between each of them. Most days, Meredith has no trouble juggling our new family and her career. As they get older though, she gets overwhelmed at times with the chaos. Daddy to the rescue. I love the wild times, barely hearing most of the noise after so many years with my nieces and nephews. My three aren’t nearly as loud when I take them to playgrounds or Grammy’s house to allow Mom a break. Those nights when I return with the kids, we find a recharged Meredith. She laughs more at the kids’ shenanigans. She also thanks me in very energetic ways once the kids are asleep.
Unlike my ex-girlfriends, Meredith never makes me feel like a hero by saving her from the simple things in life. I’m a hero just by making her laugh with one of my throwaway comments, by caring for our children, or by making her toes curl. She doesn’t need saving. No, Meredith just needs me.



Epilogue
Meredith
How It All Ends
‡
WINSTON’S NERVES REMAIN unsettled until our honeymoon in New Orleans. I’ll never understand why he thought I might run, but he finally accepts I’m right where I want to be. Our week in the Big Easy is the epitome of decadence. We do nothing except eat, drink, and fuck. The one time we attempt a walking tour, we end up stopping for catfish and ending up back in bed at the hotel.
Returning home, we quickly put the house for sale and look for a new place. I want a house with all the fancy fixtures. Winston craves an older house with space and character. We compromise when he convinces me to buy a fixer upper and promises he’ll remodel it to my liking. By the time our first son is born, the house has all the character he likes and all the shiny newness I crave. The house has a workshop with space for his Harleys and a mancave. I’m more interested in the fancy kitchen where I keep my stash of Skittles.
We also find a compromise when naming our children. No Captain America or G.I. Joe, but we do choose solidly male names. Mitchell and Gregory seem less likely than their father to run into girls with the same names. Our final child is a girl and Winston figures Princess Barbie should work. We spend nine months bouncing around names. The boys are big fans of Jessie like from Toy Story. Winston fears his little princess will end up in a class with a boy Jesse. He’s obsessed with this fear, so we name her Grace. I figure she’s unlikely to meet a penis-sporting Grace.
Three kids is a lot, but Winston and I make a great team. I’m the organized mom while he’s at the roughhousing dad. I teach the kids to cook. He teaches them to fix cars. The kids grow up knowing both of our clubs, respecting both big balls and bigger bank accounts.
Bethany finally uses the Dentist’s name after he eats a brownie she baked then doesn’t brush for an entire hour. They’re married a year later and I’m soon blessed with a niece and nephew sporting excellent teeth and an affinity for snide comments. Zulma is thrilled to have mommy play dates and real girls’ nights out. We even enjoy family vacations together to Disneyworld.
Everything fell into place once I got drunk and went looking for my rebound guy. Rather than finding a one-night stand, I met someone I thought I’d lost forever. The boy who made my toes curl as a teenager grew up to be the man of my dreams.
The End
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Rescuing the Bridesmaid
Stella Hunter



An accidental meeting between tow truck driver Nate Whitmore and nurse Joanne Johnson blossoms into something more as Joanne deals with maid-of-honor duties for her friend’s weekend wedding and a cheating ex-fiancé.



Chapter One
‡
NATE PULLED INTO the parking lot of the bar looking for the older-model blue Cadillac that was next on his list. He loved this time of the day, just after sunrise. It was so quiet, even in downtown Nashville. Especially on a Saturday morning. His truck windows were rolled down to take advantage of the spring breeze, which ruffled his dark blond hair.
He spotted the Caddy off to the side of the bar—it was the only car left in the lot—and pointed his tow truck in that direction. Bubba’s Tow and Impound managed many of the parking lots for local businesses in the city, and Nate was here to collect his next charge.
He maneuvered his truck behind the Caddy and jumped from the cab to get started. He walked around the vehicle inspecting it for damage and checking for tow points. Coming around to the driver’s side, he reached for the door to see if it was unlocked.
He pulled on the door and it swung open. He leaned in, checking to see if keys had been left in the ignition. When he didn’t find any, he glanced around the floor and along the seat. As he stuck his head over the seat to look in the back, he saw something move, and he jumped in surprise.
Thin, bare legs shifted on the leather seat. He followed the line of them up to find a woman asleep in the back seat. More likely she was passed out, he thought, considering their location in a bar parking lot. Nate moved to the back door and opened it. He paused as he considered what he should do. In all his years driving a tow truck, he’d never found a woman passed out in a car. A couple of men, sure, but never a woman. He needed to wake her up and see if she was okay.
He reached out a hand but paused before he touched her leg. His eyes traveled up again. She was in a skirt, leaving most of her legs bare. Everything about her looked fashionable, from her stilettos to her styled blonde hair. Should I touch her? Will she freak out if she wakes up to find a strange man in her car? A dirty working man, at that. A glance down at himself revealed that at least his clothes were still clean this morning and not covered in dirty and grease.
“Ma’am,” he called, his hand still hovering several inches above her leg. She didn’t respond. “Ma’am,” he called louder. This time she shifted a little, but still didn’t open her eyes. Finally, he grasped her ankle lightly. Her pale skin was cool to his touch, and he felt her shiver when he touched her. He gave her a gentle shake. “Ma’am, you need to wake up,” he called again.
The blonde woman’s eyes shot open, and she pushed herself up on her hands. She blinked rapidly then lifted a hand to rub her eyes. Her makeup smeared as she did so, and Nate tried not to laugh at the black streak that now went from the corner of her eye down her cheek. He chastised himself. He could at least try to give her a little respect. Even if she didn’t respect herself enough not to pass out in a public parking lot. She did look kind of cute though, he decided, if a little skinny.
She shifted her feet to the floor of the car and scooted closer to him. His upper torso was half inside the car from trying to rouse her, and her movements brought them uncomfortably close.
“Oh, did I miss it?” she asked, still blinking and trying to come to her senses.
“I don’t—”
Finally, her eyes focused on him, and he felt her gaze travel down his chest. “Oh my. I didn’t expect a personal dance.” She put her hands on his shoulders and ran them over his T-shirt, emblazoned with the Bubba’s Towing logo, and down his chest. Nate was so shocked that he couldn’t move. What does this woman think she’s doing? She must still be drunk, he decided. She didn’t stop when she reached his jeans, running her hands over his crotch then down his legs. He reacted instantly to her touch, hardening underneath her hand. That was enough to break him out of his stupor, and he pulled away from her.
“What the hell!”
She reached into the floorboard and picked up her purse, rummaging through it until she drew out a few dollar bills. She reached for him again, and before he could move, she’d stuck the bills beneath his belt. “Is this what you’re looking for?” Her hands continued their exploration of his body, but her blue eyes found his finally.
Nate grabbed her wrists and held them away from him. “Lady, you’re drunk. You need to go home.”
“Of course I’m drunk.” Her voice still held a slight slur to it. “That’s the point.” She tried to break out of his hold and reach for him again. “And you and the alcohol are supposed to make me forget.”
Nate pulled the bills out of his belt and shoved them into her hand, closing her fingers into a fist around them. “I am not your stripper. Do you even know where you are?” A hard edge had come to his voice. He knew it by the surprise on her face, the slight opening of her mouth. He relaxed his grip on her hand and softened his expression. He didn’t want to scare her.
The woman glanced around for the first time since she’d sat up. And her surprise became even more pronounced. She combed her fingers through her short hair. “Um. Where am I?”
Nate released her then and let out a breath. “Sorry, lady. I didn’t mean to scare you. You’re in the parking lot of the bar. It’s Saturday morning. Did you go out last night?”
She was still looking around, as if trying to recall how she got there. “It’s Saturday? Why am I in the backseat? Why are you here?” At those last words, a dawning broke in her eyes, and she scooted back across the seat to get away from him as fast as she could.
He recognized the sudden terror on her face, and he didn’t like it. He stepped back out of the car and held his hands up in placation. “It’s okay. My name’s Nate. I was supposed to tow your car. You’re not supposed to leave it overnight. Did you know that?”
The woman looked around again, but slowly her body relaxed a little. “I’m still at the bar?”
“That’s right. Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”
She scrutinized him then, but even separated by the width of the car and the few feet he had backed away, he still felt her stare. Her hand came up to cover her gaping mouth, and her pale skin deepened to a brilliant pink.
“Oh my God. You’re not a stripper.” Nate shook his head then grinned as she buried her face in her hands. She was awfully cute like that with even her ears flushed red. “Oh my God. I’m so embarrassed.”
Nate stepped back to the Caddy and stuck a hand inside. “Let me help you.” After a brief pause, he felt her small hand being placed in his. He tugged gently and helped her slide back across to the open door. As she stood on the pavement, she swayed, and his other hand automatically went to her waist to steady her.
She was tall. As tall as he was, Nate realized. “Are you okay?” he asked again.
She nodded and ran her hands through her hair again, leaving strands sticking out in all directions. Nate’s lips twitched at the picture she presented with her mussed hair, streaked makeup, and wrinkled clothes. She was certainly not what he would have expected to find passed out in a bar parking lot.
“I just don’t understand what I’m doing here. We had a bachelorette party. I remember the strippers.” She looked at him again. “That’s the last thing I remember. I’m sorry about…” She waved her hands towards his waist.
Nate couldn’t help but grin. She really was cute. “Thinking I was a stripper?” he teased. “Don’t worry, I’ll take it as a compliment.”
She blushed again and dropped her chin to her chest. Suddenly, her head popped up, her eyes wide. “Oh my God. I’ve got to get home! Grannie will be worried about me.” She tried to push him out of the way, but he put slight pressure on her waist with his supporting hand, stopping her.
“I don’t think you should drive.”
Indignation rose in her eyes, and her mouth thinned. “You can’t tell me what to do.”
Nate kept his voice soft. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I just don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re still half drunk.”
“I am not!”
Nate stepped back, pulling his supporting arms away from her. She swayed on her feet and reached for the car to steady herself. He nodded. “See? You shouldn’t drive like that. Besides, I’m here to tow your car. Let me take you and your car home.”
“You’d do that?”
Nate shrugged. “Sure. It looks like you’ve had a hard enough time. I don’t want to make the day even worse.”
The woman’s shoulders sagged, and she gave him a light smile. “Well, the day’s just started, and I already know it’s going to get worse. So, yeah, I’d really appreciate a ride home.”
Without comment, he led the woman over to the passenger side of his tow truck and helped her into the seat. He wondered how her day could possibly be worse than it already was. She leaned her head back against the headrest, closed her eyes, and sighed. He stood there for a moment, just watching her, until she opened her eyes to look at him. He had been caught, and a hint of embarrassment crept in. He cleared his throat. “Ah, do you mind if I ask you your name?”
“It’s Joanne, Joanne Johnson.”
“Alright Joanne, let me get your car hooked up, and we’ll get you home.”



Chapter Two
‡
JOANNE WATCHED IN the side mirror as the tow truck driver hooked chains to her grandmother’s car and moved levers on the side of the truck to pull her car onto the bed. His T-shirt hugged the muscles of his arms as they flexed and moved. Nate, Joanne reminded herself. He said his name was Nate.
With his back to her, he bent over, and Joanne raised an appreciative eyebrow at the way his jeans fit his tight ass. She sighed in regret that she didn’t have something that beautiful in her life. Just as well, she thought. I’m not woman enough to keep something that beautiful.
Joanne forcefully turned her mind from the direction her thoughts were heading in. No, no, no. I will not descend into a funk today. Her best friend Ashlyn was depending on her. All the wedding prep had to be done today.
She searched through her purse until she found her phone. Checking it, she saw several missed texts from her girlfriends and two voicemails, one of which was from Stanley, her recent ex-fiancé. She sighed again. She didn’t have to energy to deal with Stan right now. Instead, she sent a quick text to her friends to let them know she was okay, and she double-checked the time. Not even 9 a.m. She relaxed slightly. She had plenty of time to go home and get some real rest before she had to start prepping for the rehearsal dinner tonight and the wedding tomorrow.
She shoved her phone back into her purse as Nate climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed his door shut. “Ready?” he asked. She nodded and gave him the address of her grandmother’s house in Green Hills.
Joanne felt gross after spending the night in her car. In a car! She’d never in her life done something as stupid as that. Stanley had really done a number on her. Body, mind, and spirit. She needed to get over him, and fast, before she got in more trouble than she’d found herself in this morning. She scrubbed at her scalp with her fingers, but nothing seemed to make her feel anything other than gross. Digging through her purse yet again, she pulled out a makeup compact and popped it open. One glance at her reflection and she was mortified.
“Oh my God! I look a mess. Why didn’t you tell me?” she accused Nate. She found a tissue and tried to wipe at the streaks on her face.
Nate laughed. “I didn’t think it was the appropriate time to tell a woman I just met that she looked like a clown.”
“I look like a clown! How can you laugh at me?” She threw the tissue at him, and he laughed even harder.
“It’s not that bad.” He tossed a smile her way before turning his attention back to the road. “Besides, makes you look cute.”
“Cute?”
Nate kept his smile, but Joanne could see his grimace. “Yeah, like, approachable. I mean, look at you.” He gestured at her. “You look so fancy, you wouldn’t seem approachable normally.”
“Approachable?” Joanne knew she sounded stupid repeating everything he said as a new question. But she didn’t understand what he was alluding to. Maybe I’m still drunk. Maybe that would explain why she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off those muscled arms. Even half asleep and all the way drunk, she recalled the feel of those muscles under her hands, and she wanted more. She also recalled groping at his crotch and the hardness she had felt there. Fire rose in her cheeks once more at the thought. But it was nice that she could affect a man, nice to know she wasn’t completely screwed up.
Now his smile turned to a full grimace. “Sorry,” he told her. “You’re just not someone I’d usually feel comfortable talking too. Actually, it might be more accurate to say that most women like you wouldn’t feel comfortable talking to me.”
Realization dawned on Joanne, and she turned to face him, tucking her legs up on the seat between them. “You think I look down on you?” She saw him glance at her again, saw his gaze travel up her legs to her skirt now sitting high on her thighs. She shifted, uncomfortable with his perusal, especially since she looked a mess.
“Maybe not you specifically, but most women of your class, yeah.”
Joanne looked at her lap. “You’re probably right. Sorry, Nate. I don’t know if I’d have paid much attention to you either if I hadn’t been a damsel in distress today.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “You’re paying attention to me now?”
A rush of heat swept over Joanne again, and she began to sweat even in the cool morning air. She was doing it again. She kept sticking her foot in her mouth. She turned her face to the window, trying to hide her reaction from him. “Um, yeah, I mean the stripper thing.” She waved her hand back towards where they’d been. “Obviously you have the body for it or I wouldn’t have made the assumption.” She refused to look at him although her eyes craved the sight.
He turned the truck onto her street, and she quickly put her feet on the floorboard. As she did, she knocked her purse off the seat, and the contents spilled out into the truck. “Damn it!” She tried to pick everything up and point out her grandmother’s house on the left at the same time.
Nate backed the truck into the drive. “I’ll get your car off the bed.” He jumped out before Joanne could say anything.
When Joanne had crammed everything back into her purse, she opened the door and looked down. The truck cab was high off the ground. A slim running board ran a foot below the door, but it was still awfully high off the ground, even with Joanne’s long legs. Joanne eyed her heels skeptically. Just the thought of jumping down made her dizzy.
As Joanne was contemplating the best way to climb down, Nate walked up beside the door. “Need help?”
As much as she hated to admit it, right now she did. She’d embarrassed herself enough today. She didn’t want to fall flat on her face in her grandmother’s lawn in front of Nate and all the neighbors. “Please?” She nodded.
Nate held out a hand, which she took before putting a tentative heel on the running board. As she put some weight on it, a wave of dizziness crashed over her again and her skull throbbed with the beginnings of a wicked headache. Damn, I must have been quite drunk last night. She’d never felt this bad after a night of drinking. She reached out for something to grab and found a hard shoulder under her hand. There was a warmth against her waist, and she looked down to see Nate had stepped directly in front of her and had put his other hand on her waist.
He disentangled their clasped hands and put his other hand on her waist too. Joanne stared into his green eyes. She could see flecks of brown in them up this close. With effortless ease, he lifted her and lowered her slowly to the ground.
Joanne clung to those hard shoulders on the way down. She couldn’t seem to break eye contact. She felt every curve of hers move along those taut muscles on the way down. When her feet touched the ground, she didn’t pull away, although she knew she probably should.
“Joanne, where have you been?” The admonishment broke the spell Joanne was under, and she closed her eyes for a second before she stepped back from Nate. He went back to unhooking her car, which now rested on the pavement of the driveway.
She faced her grandmother. Like Joanne, Vera was tall and thin. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail and only showed a few streaks of gray within the light brown. Vera stood on the stoop holding the screen door open.
Joanne walked across the lawn to her grandmother. “I’m sorry, Grannie. I didn’t mean to be out all night.”
Vera’s eyes travelled to the tow truck then back to Joanne. Worry shone in her eyes. “What happened? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Nothing happened.”
Just then a streak of orange fur ran past Vera’s legs and straight under the Cadillac.
“Oliver!” Vera screeched. “Oliver Twist, you come back here.”
Nate stood beside the bed of the tow truck holding the chains in his hands. He looked towards the car curiously.
Joanne rushed over to the car, trying to see under it without prostrating herself onto the ground. She’d been in enough compromising positions already this morning; there was no need to embarrass herself further. “Oliver? Ollie baby, come here.” She stuck her hand under the car and used her sweetest baby talk, trying to coax the cat out.
“Don’t let him run away,” Vera shouted
“I won’t, Grannie.”
She looked over her shoulder at Nate, who hadn’t moved. He was smirking, and his gaze moved from her ass, which was up in the air from her bent position, to her eyes. She glared and straightened, crossing her arms over her chest.
“You could offer to help, you know.”
“Looked like you were doing just fine to me.”
Joanne dropped her arms and stepped closer. “Please?” She gestured to where the cat had disappeared. “Oliver is an inside cat. Every time he gets out, he gets hurt. You wouldn’t want to put my grandmother through that, would you?” She knew that last comment was manipulative, but she was too tired to care.
Nate’s eyes narrowed at her, but he dropped the cables. “Fine.” He got on his knees beside the tire and bent underneath.
As Joanne watched Nate, she had to admit she couldn’t keep her eyes off him either. Turnabout is fair play, she justified, as her eyes took in the fluid movement of each muscle.
“Here, kitty, kitty,” he called.
“His name is Oliver,” Vera called.
“I think I can reach him.”
“You do know how to pick up a cat, right?” Joanne asked.
Nate threw her a glance from his position on the ground. “I think I got this.”
She shrugged. “Fine. Don’t blame me if you get hurt.”
He started to straighten. “Are you telling me he’s vicious? You sweet-talked me into catching a monster?”
“No. Don’t—” Oliver had seen his opportunity and started to dart from under the car between Nate and Joanne. Nate was fast though and scooped the large orange tabby up in his hands and stood to face Joanne. He smirked with a know-it-all look and stepped to her, holding the cat against his chest.
When Oliver saw Joanne, he clawed out of Nate’s arms trying to get to her. Joanne grabbed him to her before he got away again.
“Ow. Damn it.” Nate held his bleeding arm. “He’s a menace.”
“Oh no, I’m so sorry. He doesn’t like men.” She offered him a smirk then. “I did warn you though.”
Nate rubbed at his chest where Oliver had used his back legs to kick off, and Joanne saw tell-tale spots of blood staining his shirt. Chagrin filled her. She shouldn’t be so smug. This guy had offered to help and had gotten hurt because of her.
“Look, why don’t you come inside and let me clean those scratches.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“No, I insist. Cat scratches often get infected.” She shifted a now purring Oliver to one arm and put a hand on Nate’s arm. “You’ve done so much for me this morning, please let me help you now.”
“It’s just a scratch. I can do it.”
She rolled his eyes at his stubborn nature. “I’m a nurse. I know how to clean a few scratches.”
“You’re a nurse?”
She watched him as he evaluated her once again from head to foot. “Yes, I’m a nurse. Now get your ass inside and let me fix that.”
She saw a flash of something unidentifiable in his eyes before his signature grin—at least, she thought it had to be his signature grin since she’d seen it so often this morning—broke through. “Yes ma’am.”
Joanne turned to the house and started across the lawn, Nate following behind her.
“Oh, my sweet baby Oliver. Did you get hurt?” Vera cooed at Oliver. Joanne handed the cat off to her grandmother before holding open the screen door for Nate.
“Ollie is fine. It’s Nate that’s hurt,” she told her grandmother. “I’m going to clean up his scratches.”
“Oh, you poor man. You just go with Jo, she’ll fix you right up.”
Joanne led Nate to the downstairs bathroom and pointed to the toilet. He sat down on the closed lid without a word. Joanne opened the tiny door of a linen closet and pulled a plastic carry case from a shelf. She set it down on the counter, opened it, and pulled out the supplies she’d need.
When she was ready, she reached for Nate’s wrist and pulled his arm up on the counter where she could reach it. She swabbed the alcohol pad over the three lines of blood. Joanne was aware of Nate’s eyes on her the whole time, and she shifted uncomfortably. He never flinched as the alcohol hit the scratches.
His forearm was warm, and she watched the muscles move as he flexed his fingers. She felt the strength beneath her trembling fingers. Trembling? Why the hell am I shaking? she wondered. I’m a freaking nurse, for God’s sake. I clean cuts and worse all the time. Maybe it’s the hangover, she decided as she brushed the hair from her face with the same shaky arm. Her other hand never let go of Nate’s arm, not wanting to lose that contact yet.
She applied ointment to the scratches and covered them with two large bandages before letting go of his arm. She gestured to him. “Now for those.”
“Excuse me?”
“The scratches on your chest. You’ll need to take your shirt off.”
Nate glanced down, and his eyes widened in surprise as he saw the spots of blood on his shirt. “I didn’t even know he’d scratched me there.” He stood, pulled the T-shirt from his jeans, and lifted it over his head. Joanne tried not to be affected by the sight of those muscled abs so close to her. It’s just the hangover, it’s just the hangover, she kept repeating to herself. Surely that was the only reason he seemed to affect her so.
He laid the shirt over one leg as he sat back down. Joanne grabbed another alcohol pad, took a deep breath, and stepped between his open legs so she could reach him. As she touched him this time, she felt him flinch. She glanced up into his eyes. “Sorry. It might sting.”
“It didn’t,” he said curtly.
She didn’t see pain in his eyes, she saw something else. She broke their gaze, and she felt the heat flood her cheeks again as she returned her focus to his scratches. His chest was hairy, and Joanne was surprised that she found it sexy on him. She’d never thought about chest hair being sexy before.
She finished quickly, even though she would have loved an excuse to keep her hands moving over that beautiful body, and she turned back to the medical case to put the supplies up. She felt Nate stand up behind her and pull his shirt back on.
She didn’t look at him again as she led him back to the front door. “Thanks for bringing my car home. And for catching Oliver.”
“You’re welcome.” He turned to go and then stopped and half turned back. “And Joanne, try to stay out of trouble.” He grinned, which eased some of the sting of his words.
She nodded in reply before pushing the door shut. She leaned against it and closed her eyes. What a crazy morning. And the day had only just started. She sighed and pushed herself away from the door. She had a rehearsal dinner to prepare for. It was going to be a long day.



Chapter Three
‡
NATE CHECKED HIS phone to get the location of his next job. He was sitting in the parking lot of the Nissan dealership, having just dropped off a vehicle that had broken down on I-65. He heard a sound that he didn’t recognize. He turned the radio down and looked around the truck cab, trying to identify the noise. Leaning over, he saw a phone wrapped in a pink plastic case underneath the passenger’s seat.
He reached under the seat and picked up the phone. He knew it was Joanne’s. No one else had been in his truck in the last couple of days. Still chiming, her screen lit up, and he saw a text message visible there.
JoJo don’t do this. Call me.
Well crap. It looked like Joanne might need her phone. He should probably return it to her. He grinned as an idea occurred to him. Pushing some buttons, he saw her phone was unlocked. Quickly, he added a number to her contact list.
Texting his dispatcher that he was taking a short break, he drove out of the dealership and headed back towards Green Hills.
A few minutes later, he stood on Joanne’s stoop. The door was open, but the screen door was closed. Peeking through, he didn’t see anyone in the living room just inside the entryway. He pressed the doorbell and rested his forearm on the door jamb above his head. In just a few seconds, Joanne came around the corner and towards the door. She had changed into clingy yoga pants and a tank top. She paused when she saw him outside.
“What are you doing here?” she asked without opening the door. Oliver came to the door and meowed, rubbing against her ankles.
“Forget something?” He held her phone up for her to see.
“My phone!” She reached down to scoop up the cat before opening the door and reaching for her phone.
Grinning again, he yanked the phone out of her reach. She scowled at him.
“JoJo? You go by JoJo?”
“No, I don’t. Where did you hear that anyway? I hate that nickname.” She tried to grab the phone again, which brought her into his personal space. Oliver hissed at him. “Ollie, quit. Give me my phone.”
“Someone texted you; they called you JoJo. You know, you really ought to lock your phone.”
“Why? So people like you can’t snoop on me?”
“Exactly.”
“Can I please have my phone back?”
“Yes ma’am.” He placed it in her outstretched palm. He took his arm off the door jamb and stood straight. “Well, guess I better get back to work.”
“Thank you for bringing me my phone. I don’t know what I’d have done without it today with the wedding and all.”
Nate’s heart suddenly sank. Had he been messing around with a woman who was about to get married? The text he had seen took on more meaning. That would be just my luck, finding a cute girl only to discover she was engaged. “Are you the bride?” he asked.
“Oh God, no.” She laughed, but it sounded forced to Nate’s ears. His hopes rose a little. Maybe he did have a shot after all. “My best friend’s getting married tomorrow. I’m the maid of honor.”
He nodded. So he still had a shot at a date. “Well, enjoy, I guess. Like I said, I gotta get back.” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder.
“Sure. Thanks again. For everything.”
“See ya around,” he said over his shoulder as he headed for his truck.
*
JOANNE WATCHED AS Nate drove away, then she put the cranky Oliver Twist down and headed upstairs to her bedroom. She had to go over to Ashlyn’s apartment and pick up all the handmade decorations that they had made over the past few weeks. Ash was one of those creative types, so different from Joanne herself. Joanne had made more messes than pretty decorations, but she’d thrown her all into the projects anyway, knowing how much they meant to her best friend.
After she picked up the decorations, she had to take them over to the banquet hall and set everything up for the wedding reception. Only after all that was done could she come back home to get ready for the rehearsal dinner. She was exhausted just thinking about it all. Luckily, Ashlyn and Rebecca, the other bridesmaid, would be helping her.
As she readied her outfit for the evening, her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and did a double take. The caller ID came up as “Stripper/Cat Rescuer/Towing” instead of a name. She shook her head and accepted the call.
“Funny, real funny. Is that the best you can come up with?” she asked.
“Hey, it got you to answer the phone, didn’t it?”
“Is there a purpose for this call?” Okay, she admitted to herself, it is sort of cute. And it was definitely a unique way to get her attention. But she couldn’t let him think he could get away with messing with her phone like that.
“Actually, there is. I wanted to ask you out to dinner.”
“When?”
“How about tonight.”
“Can’t, sorry. I have the rehearsal dinner tonight.”
“Some other time then.”
Joanne considered for a split second. Should she accept? She was still getting over her fiancé’s—ex-fiancé’s, rather—betrayal. On the other hand, what better way to get over a guy than to go out with a handsome hunk of a man? Who cares if he’s not my usual type? It’s not like I’m gonna marry him. I just needed someone to get me over Stan. “Sure,” she agreed brightly. “Call me next week. I have a lot on my mind right now with my friend’s wedding and all.”
“Great. I’m looking forward to it.”
Joanne hung up the phone in a better mood than she’d been in for weeks. Dumping Stan had been awful, but not nearly as awful as finding out about the numerous affairs he’d been having over the years. Even so, it was hard working at the same hospital as him, seeing him take advantage of his status as a prominent doctor to flirt with her coworkers. Maybe this Nate would be just the guy to help her get over Stan and his philandering.



Chapter Four
‡
JOANNE CLOSED HER eyes and prayed for an end to the miserable evening. Ashlyn was her friend, but Joanne wished anyone besides herself and Stan had introduced the soon-to-be bride and groom. So, of course, Ash had wanted Joanne to be her maid of honor, while Aaron asked Stan to be his best man. No one could have predicted that Stan and Joanne, the once happy couple, would be over before their friends’ wedding even came.
Joanne pushed at the steamed broccoli on her plate. She loved broccoli but hadn’t had much of an appetite in the past month. Not since she’d found out about Stan’s numerous affairs. Even now, the thought of his lies made her stomach twist, and the few bites of food she had managed to swallow were a struggle to keep down.
Stan sat to her left at the large round table. The rest of the bridal party took up the other seats at their table, while the three other tables were filled with Ash and Aaron’s families.
As if being walked down a wedding aisle on Stan’s arm wasn’t bad enough, she been forced to listen to him drone on throughout the entire meal. She’d managed to ignore most of what he said, focusing instead on the other conversations at the table. She didn’t want to listen to Stan. How could she know if anything he said was true? It felt like everything he’d told her over the last three years was a lie. When she’d thought he’d been at the hospital working, he’d really been fucking other women. When he’d told her he was too tired to go out, it was because he’d spent the day fucking someone else. When he’d said he wasn’t in the mood for sex, it was because he’d wasted his libido already.
Her stomach churned again, and Joanne clutched at it, forcing herself to think of something else, anything else, to stop the flood of images coming to her mind—images of Stan’s naked body entwined with other women. Her coworkers, her colleagues, supposedly her friends.
She pushed the images of Stan away. What took their place was unexpected. Nate. His sandy hair moving in the wind. That infectious grin. The wide shoulders covered in layers of muscles. She wondered what he would look like naked. Before she could rein in her mind, her imagination galloped away, and she pictured Nate shirtless, his abs flexing as she ran her fingers down them. She pictured the curve of his ass, uncovered by jeans.
Hearing her name, she came back to the present suddenly. Her breathing was heavy, and she felt the stirrings of desire low in her belly. Damn. Of course, it had been over a month since she’d had sex. Surely I have better control than that. I shouldn’t be lusting over some man I just met.
Joanne glanced around, wondering what she had missed. Stan had one eyebrow raised in irritation. It must have been him who had said something to her.
“What was that?” she asked.
Stan sighed and threw his cloth napkin onto the table. “See. This is why I felt the need to go to other women.” His voice was low, and none of the other people at the table heard his accusation.
“Excuse me?” Joanne had no idea what kind of point he was making, but she didn’t like the direction his conversation was going. He’d been trying to make excuses ever since he got caught in his affairs.
He grabbed her upper arm. Stan wasn’t necessarily strong, but his fingers dug into her flesh and pinched her skin, causing her pain. “You never listen to me. You can’t expect to fulfil a man’s needs if you never listen to him. I had to find other women to talk to.”
Joanne would have sworn her jaw hit the floor at his excuse. He’s blaming me? He thought I didn’t listen to him? She sent a prayer up asking for willpower, because there was nothing in the world she wanted more in this moment than to kill the bastard where he sat.
She pulled her strength into her with a breath. “I wouldn’t call what you were doing talking.”
Immediately, as if sensing her fury, Stan turned placating. “JoJo, let’s not fight. You made a mistake, but it’s all behind us now.”
That was it. Joanne couldn’t do this anymore. He thinks we could just move on from this like nothing had happened? He isn’t even apologizing! He isn’t even promising it would never happen again. If Joanne had any doubts about their future—or lack thereof—they were gone now. She was done.
She stood abruptly, pushing back her chair and yanking her arm from his tight fingers. “No,” she stated firmly. “I don’t want to hear anymore. You’re right I made a mistake, but my mistake was trusting you.”
Stanley stood when she did. “Joanne, you’re causing a scene. Can’t you let it go for one night?”
She grabbed her purse hanging from the back of the chair. “No, I can’t let it go.” With those words, she stormed out of the restaurant and to her grandmother’s blue Caddy. I’ve got to find time to get my own transportation, she thought. When her car had been wrecked a year prior, she hadn’t felt the need to buy a new one since she lived with Stan just two blocks from the hospital where they both worked. So now she was forced to borrow her grandmother’s car until she could make time to buy a new one.
Sticking the key in the ignition, she turned it, but nothing happened. She heard some clicking sounds. She tried again to the same results. A third try didn’t end any better. Suddenly, her door was jerked open, and Stan was standing there glaring.
“This is probably a sign you should stay here and talk things out instead of running away,” he said.
“I’m not running away.”
“JoJo, please. Come back inside. We’ll apologize to Aaron and Ashlyn, we’ll finish out the meal, then I’ll take you home.”
Joanne shouldered him out of the way as she got out of the car. She slammed the door shut and rummaged in her purse for her phone. “There’s no way I’m going to get stuck in a car with you.”
“JoJo—”
“And quit calling me that! You know I hate it.” She pulled up the contacts on her phone and hit connect. Was it fate that gave her the personal phone number of a tow truck driver just that morning? What would I have done if I didn’t have it? Would I have given in to Stan’s demands? Thank God I don’t have to find out.
“Hello,” a low rumbling voice came through her phone.
“Hey, Nate. I’m sorry to bother you.”
“Who are you calling?” Stan interjected.
Joanne pulled the phone away from her mouth and covered it with a hand. “I’m calling for a tow truck.”
“In trouble again already?” Nate asked. She could hear the humor in his tone, and even in the face of everything, it made her smile too.
“Ah, yes, actually. My car won’t start. I might need a tow.”
“Is that all you need?”
Joanne paused at the suggestion in his voice, and a shiver raced down her spine. Her eyes automatically turned to Stan. It felt weird having thoughts about another man with a previous boyfriend right here in front of her. “Um, for now.”
“Joanne, there’s no need for this. Let me drive you home,” Stan insisted.
“Who’s there with you?” Nate’s voice was sharp.
“Stan, leave me alone. I’ve got this.”
“Where are you?” Nate asked immediately. She gave him the restaurant’s address. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
“That long?” She hated to sound petulant, but she didn’t want to stay in Stan’s presence for one minute longer than she had to.
“Sweetheart, I have to go get the truck. Trust me, I’ll be there as fast as I can.”
She wasn’t sure why, but she did trust him. Just knowing he was on his way was enough to calm her.
Thirteen minutes later, based on the clock on her phone, a Bubba’s tow truck was pulling up beside her. Relief flooded her body, and she shook her head. Why on God’s green earth am I so accepting of a man I’ve only met mere hours ago? She couldn’t explain it, but there it was.
Nate jumped from the cab of the truck. He eyed Stan warily as he approached her. “Joanne.” He nodded at her then gestured to the Caddy. “What did you do to it? It worked fine this morning.”
She handed him the keys. “I don’t know what’s wrong. It won’t start.”
Nate took the keys from her and slid partway inside to try the ignition himself. Sure enough, it still didn’t start. He popped the hood and walked around to peer underneath.
Joanne was so intent on eyeing Nate’s finely shaped ass sticking out from under the hood that she failed to notice Stan moving toward her. He once again grabbed her by the upper arm and forced her around to face him.
“Who the hell is that?” he hissed. “Why do you have his number? And why were you with him this morning?”
Once more, Joanne pulled out of his grasp. “He’s a fucking tow truck driver,” she yelled. “Why do you think I have his number?”
“Is there a problem?” Nate had pulled himself from the engine and stood ramrod straight. He glared at Stan without moving.
Joanne turned her back on Stan and went over to stand by Nate. “No. No problem at all,” she told him. He stared at her for a few seconds, as if he didn’t believe her, before dropping his gaze. “So, do you know what’s wrong?” she asked.
“Yep.”
“And?”
“See this?” He pointed to something in the engine compartment. Joanne couldn’t identify what exactly he was pointing to among the mess of wires, hoses, and metal pieces. She just nodded. “It’s broken.” He eyed her again. “The problem is that that couldn’t have happened on its own.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying someone did it on purpose.”
He didn’t need to add anything else. Joanne turned back to face Stan, who was still waiting a few feet away. “Stanley?” she questioned. She couldn’t believe he would do such a thing. Surely not. What purpose would he have for doing it?
Stan’s glare shifted from Joanne to Nate and back again, and he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “JoJo, I just wanted to talk. You keep running away.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and reached out to her. “We can work on this. On us.”
Joanne was stunned. She couldn’t believe Stan would do something like this. It felt as if another layer of his deception had been peeled away, and all she could see was the bastard he really was.
“It was an accident,” Stan called. “I was just going to loosen some wires, but they broke when I tried to move them. I swear.”
“Oh my God,” Joanne said, her voice high in disbelief. Without even thinking, she turned and buried her face on Nate’s shoulder.
Nate was stunned for a moment at the sudden contact. Then his hands came up to rest on Joanne’s back. He gave Stan a glare that would kill lesser men. He had no idea what the guy had done to hurt Joanne in the first place, and he didn’t understand how anyone would want to.
“Hey,” Stan yelled, stepping towards them. “Get your hands off her.”
Before Nate could say anything, Joanne twisted out of his arms and landed a punch on Stan’s nose.
“Ouch,” she squeaked, cradling her hand. Stan held his nose, and both had looks of complete and utter shock on their faces. Nate couldn’t help it, he laughed, a deep belly laugh that carried over the parking lot in the night air. He would never have expected Joanne to hit anyone; her personality was too sweet and bubbly. He guessed, by the look on her face, that she didn’t expect to do it either.
Turning back to the car, Nate released the hood arm and started to lower the hood.
“Isn’t there anything you can do?” she asked him.
“Not here. I need replacement parts. I can fix it for you tomorrow. Or I can take your car to the dealership and let them do it on Monday, but you’d be without a car tomorrow.”
She shook her head. “No, I need my car. Tomorrow’s the wedding. I hate to ask, but would you mind fixing it?” She gave him a pleading look.
He gave her a smile. “Anything for a damsel in distress.”
Her face sagged in relief. “Thank you,” she said. She started to walk away but whirled back around to face him when she saw Stan leaning against his Mercedes with his arms crossed waiting for her. “Would you mind giving me a ride home too?” This time her words were sharp and crisp.
Nate tipped an invisible hat to her. “Yes, ma’am.”
Hearing the last part of their conversation, Stan jumped to attention. “JoJo, you can’t let some stranger take you home.” He opened the passenger door of his car and gestured inside. “Please. I promise to be a complete gentleman.”
“You’ve already shown your promises are just hot air,” she tossed over her shoulder. Joanne opened the passenger door to the tow truck cab and awkwardly hoisted herself in, not caring if her skirt and heels caused her to flash the two men. She slammed the door and sat staring straight ahead, waiting for Nate to get her car.
Stan took two quick steps toward the truck but pulled up short when Nate took a stand between him and the truck. Nate didn’t have to say anything; he just stood there, staring Stan down.
“This is not over,” Stan threatened. And with that, he stalked to his Mercedes and tore out of the parking lot.
Nate made short work of getting Joanne’s car loaded. When he finished, he climbed into his seat and took off. Joanne sat silently, her arms crossed, staring out the window. She could feel his glances as they headed to his workplace. She didn’t know what to say to him. She was horrified at Stan’s behavior, embarrassed about her own bout of violence, and felt guilty that she’d asked so much of someone she’d known less than twenty-four hours.
They drove through an industrial park until they came to a fenced-in lot fronted by a single-story building and a small gravel area to one side. Nate pulled the truck into the gravel lot and parked beside the building. He jumped out of the truck. Joanne slowly opened the passenger door, but before she could put a foot on the running board, Nate was at her door. He helped her out and steadied her on the shifting gravel. Why in the world did I wear heels again tonight? She was tall enough without the heels, and she seemed to find trouble every time she wore them.
“Come on,” he said, not letting go of her hand. “I’ll take you home.”
“Don’t you need to do something with my car?”
“It’ll be fine right there. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”
Reluctantly, Joanne let him pull her into a shadowy corner where a dumpster sat beside the building. There, hidden in the darkness, was a motorcycle. Joanne stood stock still as Nate pulled out a helmet and held it out her. She didn’t take it.
“You expect me to get on that?”
“Sure.”
“But…” She gestured to her outfit, namely to her dress and heels.
Nate stepped in front of her and lifted the helmet onto her head, buckling the strap under her chin. “It’s dark; you’ll be fine. Just…” he let another grin slide across his face as he looked her up and down, “stay close.” He pulled her purse from her grasp and placed it safely inside a compartment on the side of the bike.
He straddled the bike and started it up, and held out a hand to her to help her on. Joanne didn’t move. There was no way she could get on that motorcycle with him. Not pressed up against him like she would be. Her arms around him. No. She couldn’t. A shiver ran down her spine at the thought. She wanted to. She wanted to feel his muscles under her hands. She wanted to press her breasts against his back. She wanted to let her legs cradle him.
A tiny gasp brought her back to the present, and she realized it had been from her. She was turned on by the thought of riding with him. He was still waiting there, holding out his hand for her. Tossing all her objections aside, she took his hand and let him help her onto the seat behind him. When he let go of her hand, she placed both of hers lightly on the sides of his waist.
“Not close enough, sweetheart,” he yelled at her over the rumble of the engine. He grabbed both her hands and wrapped them around him, pulling her forward against his back as he did so.
Joanne let out a little squeak of surprise at her sudden movement. Before she could recover, Nate had them moving. Her hands gripped his shirt, and she hid her face in his back. She’d never ridden a motorcycle before, and the thought of nothing being between her and the speeding asphalt was terrifying. She closed her eyes to block out the blurred scenes.
But closing her eyes only heightened her other senses. Like touch. She felt each shift of Nate’s body between her thighs. His heat seeped into her. The wind stroked her skin in a sensual caress. She opened her eyes, and her breath caught in her throat as they whipped around a corner.
She laughed at her racing heart once they straightened. Lifting her head, she dared to peek over Nate’s shoulder. “This is fun,” she shouted to him.
He reached a hand back and patted her leg, now bared from the wind. And her thoughts turned back to just the two of them, touching from thigh to neck. Slowly, as if not of her own accord, her hands caressed his chest, learning the feel of his muscles. Her heartbeat sped up again, only this time it wasn’t from the ride.
Before her thoughts could go any farther, he pulled into her driveway and cut the engine. They both sat still for a minute, neither ready for the ride to end. Finally, Nate got off the bike. Joanne tried to push her skirt down a little when she saw his eyes drift to her spread thighs. Heat spread across her skin at the thought of her exposed body.
Without a word, Nate helped her off the bike. She stood quietly while he unfastened the helmet strap and slipped it off her head. “Thank you,” she told him simply. On a whim, she took his jaw in her hands and placed a soft kiss on his lips.
It was just a brief touch. It was supposed to be a thank you. But a simple spark lit from her lips and traveled to her toes. What am I feeling? Is this what a rebound is like? She’d never had a fling before. She stood there and searched his eyes.
Nate’s hands were on her arms. “Don’t look at me like that,” he said, his voice rough.
“Like what?”
“Like you want something more than a ride home.”
Joanne dropped her gaze and her hands as she stepped back. He was right, she wasn’t ready for this. She wanted him. Of course she did. But she had too much going on right now to deal with the repercussions of a one-night stand.
“Goodnight,” she told him, and she walked to the house without looking back.
Nate stood there until she was locked safely in the house before revving his bike and rushing out into the night.



Chapter Five
‡
JOANNE DIRECTED ASH onto the correct street and pointed out the Bubba’s Towing building. The hood of Joanne’s grandmother’s Cadillac was up, and when they pulled in, Nate peered around it.
Joanne jumped out of Ash’s car and hurried to him. “I forgot my bridesmaid dress in the trunk last night!” She shook her head consternation. “Can you open it?”
Reaching for the keys, he hit the trunk button. She hurried to the back end and found Ash waiting.
“He’s cute!” Ash whispered to her.
“Yeah.” She peeked around the trunk at him. “He is, isn’t he?”
“Hell yeah.” Ash nudged Joanne out of the way. “I’ll get this stuff. You go talk to him.”
“What? What am I supposed to talk to him about? We’re running behind anyway. We need to go.”
Ash shook her head. “There’s always time for true love.” She waggled her eyebrows. “Or even a little nooky.” When Joanne just stood there, Ash pushed her around the side of the car. “Go!” she hissed.
Stumbling a little, Joanne approached Nate, who was back under the hood. “Um. How long do you think it will take?” she asked him.
Nate glanced at her before turning his attention back to the engine. “A couple hours, I’d guess.”
“That long?”
The emotion in her voice made him look at her again. She twisted her hands together in distress. Nate straightened and gave her his full attention. He didn’t know what was wrong, but he somehow felt he should do something about it. “Yeah, sorry. I just started on it. It’s a Sunday, remember? I had to wait until the stores opened this morning to get your parts. Is something wrong?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Joanne chewed on a lip. She desperately wanted her car back, especially after what Stan had pulled last night. If she didn’t have her car, she’d have to find another ride home after the wedding, and damned if she was going to accept a ride from Stan. “I just don’t have a way home from the wedding tonight. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to find a ride. It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”
“I’m sorry—” Nate started to say.
Just then, Ash came around the car and interrupted them. “I’ve got an idea! Why don’t you come to the wedding? Bring the car there. It’ll be perfect!” Ash clapped her hands together. “You can be Joanne’s date. She doesn’t have one since she and Stan broke up.”
Nate held up his grease-stained hands. “Oh no. I won’t crash your wedding.”
At the same time, Joanne said, “Ash, I don’t need a date. I’ll be fine.”
Ash pouted and crossed her arms. She turned to Joanne. “It’s my wedding, and you’re my maid of honor. That means you’re supposed to make today perfect for me. And today won’t be perfect unless everyone important to me has a date.”
“Ash, no. I am perfectly capable on my own.” Joanne turned to Nate. “I’m sorry. Don’t listen to her. Don’t let her pressure you into anything you don’t want to do.”
“It’s not that I wouldn’t like to be your date. I just don’t know if it’s right for me to show up at a wedding last minute like that.”
“Of course it’s okay. It’s my freaking wedding!” Ash exclaimed.
Nate held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. It’s your wedding. But I really don’t know if I can make a wedding today. I’ll drop the car off though. How’s that?”
“Fine.” Ash sighed in exasperation. “Sorry to cut and run, but we have lots of things to do this afternoon.” She headed back to the car, leaving Joanne alone with Nate.
“Sorry about Ashlyn,” Joanne said apologetically.
“There’s nothing to apologize for. She cares about you. She wants to see you happy just like she’s happy.”
“You got that?”
“Of course. She seems like a great friend. What time’s the wedding? I’ll make sure your car is there waiting for you.”
She gave him the details quickly. “I really do appreciate this…and everything you’ve done. You’ve gone to so much trouble for someone you don’t even know.”
Nate shrugged. “It’s no problem, really. I’m a sucker for damsels in distress.” He gave her his signature grin.
“Well, make sure you tell me how much I owe you for all this.” She waved her hand at the Caddy. “I want to make sure you get what you’re owed.”
Nate’s eyebrows rose, and he lowered his head to stare at her from under his lashes. “We can negotiate payment if you want.”
Joanne’s pale skin blushed, and she looked back to see Ash waving at her to hurry up from the car. “Ah, just give me the price when you drop the car off.” She put a hand on his arm and stretched up to place a light kiss on his cheek. “Thanks again,” she said softly before turning away, dashing to the passenger side of Ash’s car, and jumping in. She waved as they pulled back out onto the road.
Nate returned a half-hearted wave. He was focused on how her soft lips had felt against his cheek and the warmth that had spread from there throughout the rest of his body. Maybe I do have a thing for damsels in distress, he thought to himself. Otherwise, why would I feel this way about a woman I just met? He shook his head to clear it. Time to get back to work. He didn’t have long if he expected to drop this car off in just a few hours.



Chapter Six
‡
JOANNE HAD BEEN watching the parking lot out of the upper window of the chapel for the better part of an hour. She paced away from the window to the other side of the room and back again. Where is he? Where is Nate with my car? The wedding started in fifteen minutes, yet there was still no sign of him. Did I misunderstand him? She’d thought he was going to bring her car here, to the chapel, before the wedding. Surely he wouldn’t just drop it in the parking lot during the ceremony without a word to me, would he?
“Will you relax?” Ash said. “You’re more nervous than I am, and I’m the bride.”
Joanne stopped as she made it back to the window. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I’m just anxious to get my car back. I don’t have a way out of this chapel, remember? I really don’t want to impose on anyone.”
“You can ride with me and Jack,” Rebecca stated while fussing once again with Ash’s train.
“Thanks, but I really don’t want to be a third wheel.”
“It’s no problem.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” Joanne said.
The wedding coordinator opened the door to the bridal room. “Ladies, it’s time,” she said.
Damn, Joanne thought. Nate still hadn’t shown up. And he’d seemed so trustworthy after everything he’d done for her yesterday. She’d just have to give him a piece of her mind after she found a ride to the reception.
The walk up the aisle was a blur for Joanne. It took all her concentration not to look at Stan standing as the best man next to Aaron. She was grateful she hadn’t had to be escorted up the aisle. Going back down on his arm after the ceremony would be bad enough.
Once she found her place at the front of the chapel, she watched as a beautiful Ashlyn walked the aisle on her father’s arm. As with most brides, she was radiant, and Joanne couldn’t help but smile at the happiness Ash exuded.
Before Ash got all the way down the aisle, the back doors cracked open again, and someone edged into the sanctuary. A tall, lanky man in a gray suit slipped into a seat near the back. His sandy hair was slicked back, but a curl fell over one ear as if it couldn’t be tamed. Joanne’s breath caught in her throat. It was Nate. He’d made it after all. Apparently he’d changed his mind about coming to the wedding.
He looked more handsome than ever all cleaned up and in a suit. During the ceremony, Joanne couldn’t keep her eyes off Nate, in spite of her duties as maid of honor. Luckily, she didn’t miss a beat. She watched as he shifted in his seat and pulled at his suit jacket, as if uncomfortable in his dress clothes. A smile tugged at her lips. She would guess he didn’t get dressed up very often.
Finally, the vows were said, rings exchanged, and kisses given. The bride and groom walked down the aisle to exuberant cheers from their friends and family. Joanne sighed and took the two steps to the middle to meet Stan. Without looking at him, she placed her hand in the crook of his outstretched arm.
“You look happy today,” he whispered in her ear before they made their first step back down the aisle.
“Mmm,” Joanne mumbled in an undertone. She was watching Nate as he stood at his seat in the back row. His gaze caught hers and he smiled. It was infectious, and she couldn’t help but return it.
“Does that mean you’ve decided to come back home with me?”
Joanne jerked her gaze from Nate’s to glare at Stan. “Hell no. You are slime, Stan. I wouldn’t be caught dead with you if it weren’t for this wedding.”
“Thank God for small favors at least,” he said sarcastically.
Joanne ignored him and turned her attention back to Nate. He was watching her with a quizzical expression, and she smiled in reassurance. His gaze left hers briefly to scan Stan before returning to her with another raised eyebrow.
As soon as they reached the foyer, Joanne quickly disentangled herself from Stan and started back to the doors where guests were beginning to filter out of the wedding hall. She wanted to find Nate and get her damn car. She didn’t want any excuses to have to ride with Stan.
Stan grabbed her elbow as she whirled away from him, and she was yanked to a stop. She didn’t say anything, just glared at him.
“Joanne, please. Let’s put our differences aside. For today at least. Let’s be civil.”
“I am being civil,” she replied. “In case you didn’t notice. Now, if you will let me go, there’s someone I need to talk to before the reception.”
A voice from behind her interrupted them. “Do you mind letting go of my date?”
Joanne whirled around to see Nate standing there with fire in his eyes. As had been the case ever since she’d met him, relief flooded her at Nate’s appearance.
“Your date?” Stan asked skeptically.
My date? Joanne repeated in her head. He didn’t just agree to come; he came as my date. Her mind swam at the thought. He was going to stay and rescue her from Stan again? She’d never be able to repay him at the rate she was going and with all the favors she owed him.
Nate stepped closer and put an arm around her shoulders. “That’s right. My date. Now do you mind?” He gestured to Stan’s hand still grasping Joanne’s elbow. Stan released it at once and held his hand up, but his eyes sparked with anger. He turned back to Joanne. “You invited this,” he waved at Nate, “this mechanic that you don’t even know to a wedding?” He sneered at Nate.
Before Joanne could open her mouth, Nate interjected. “Actually, Ash invited me herself. If you have a problem with it, you should take it up with the bride. But before you do, I should remind you of just how territorial brides get when it comes to messing up their wedding day.”
“Ashlyn invited you,” Stan repeated, still skeptical.
“Yep, sure did.” Nate said.
Stan looked at Joanne once more. “And you don’t have anything to say about this?”
Joanne searched her mind. She honestly didn’t know what to say. So she gave a little shrug instead. “Not really.”
“Fine. But we are not done. Not by a long shot.” Stan shook his finger in Joanne’s face.
“Oh, but I think you are, buddy,” Nate said. And with that, he turned Joanne toward the exit and away from Stan.
“You came,” Joanne whispered once they were out of Stan’s hearing.
“Of course I came. I told you I would, didn’t I?”
“Yes, but I didn’t think you were coming to the wedding though.”
Nate shrugged. “Eh, I reconsidered.” He slipped his arm from her shoulder and took her hand instead. “What kind of man would I be to leave a beautiful woman like you without a date?”
Joanne felt the heat flood her face and tilted her head down so he couldn’t see her blush. “I told you I’d be fine,” she argued.
“I know you would’ve.” His fingers caressed hers. “That doesn’t mean I couldn’t help you out though. I’ve helped already, haven’t I?”
“Yes, you have. I can certainly handle Stan, but he can be annoying. Having someone else here does seem to shut him up faster.”
“See? I’m at your service, as always, milady.” He swept his arm out in front of him in an attempted bow, and she laughed. “I brought your car to you,” he continued. He held her keys out to her, and she took them. “There’s only one problem.”
“Oh?”
“I couldn’t find my own ride home, so I thought maybe you could take me home after the reception.” His grin was a little lopsided and apologetic, and she couldn’t help but smile at him.
She put her hands on her hips and faced him. “So you’re saying that you accepted the offer of being my date just so you could get a ride home?”
Nate fidgeted for a moment before looking her in the eyes. Embarrassment shone out of them. “Yeah, kinda.”
Joanne couldn’t help it, and she laughed. “Fine.” She handed him back the keys. “I like the thought of rescuing you this time. I’ll even let you drive to the reception.”
*
BY THE TIME Joanne and Nate got to the reception, the party was in full swing. Joanne was glad for the millionth time in the last month that Ash hadn’t gone the traditional reception route. There was no reception line. There was no main table or arranged seating. It just might be possible for Joanne to avoid Stan all night because of it.
She picked a table in the back, near the kitchen, and plopped herself down into a chair, glad that the worst part of the day was over.
“You know, a date is supposed to do things like pull chairs out for you,” Nate said as he stood beside her.
She straightened her posture and craned her neck up to see him. “Oh, I’m sorry.” She brushed a lock of hair that had fallen from her updo out of her face. “I wasn’t even thinking. I’m just so relieved that most of my work is over.”
Nate pulled out his own chair and sat beside her. He covered her hand on the table with his large calloused one. “Is there anything I can do? Can I get you a drink?”
“Maybe in a minute.” Joanne studied his hand. He had cleaned up, and the grease stains were gone from his hand. But dark spots still settled in the ridges of his callouses and the corners of his cuticles. She was flattered that he’d gone to so much trouble for her, for someone he didn’t even know. Her gaze travelled up his arm to see the muscles that bunched and stretched at the fabric of the suit until she found his face. His slicked-back hair was mussed now, refusing to lay down. His tanned face held laugh lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth. He was ruggedly handsome, Joanne decided. And she felt lucky to have his attention. She knew many women would swoon over someone of his type. And although she’d never thought she would be attracted to a rugged working man like Nate, she was definitely attracted now.
Before she could say anything else, the DJ was on the microphone speaking. The DJ handed the mic to Ash who thanked everyone for being there.
“To kick the night off,” Ash said, “Aaron and I want to ask each of you to share a story about one or both of us. This will not only let us know more about each other,” she squeezed her new husband’s hand, “but it will also let you feel closer to us. I’ll start, and I’ll tell you about how Aaron proposed.”
Ash continued with her story then handed the mic to Aaron, who proceeded to tell the crowd about their first date. Joanne was smiling at the images Aaron painted for them. He and Ash really did make a great couple. She was glad that she and Stan had introduced them. She saw Stan waiting beside Aaron and realized that he was going to be the next to tell a story.
“I could use that drink now,” Joanne whispered to Nate.
“Any preferences?”
“Something with alcohol,” she deadpanned.
Without another word, he stood and made his way to the bartender. He was back in less than a minute, and he put a glass of white wine in front of her.
“Thanks,” she said before gulping half of the drink down. The wine settled hard on her stomach, which gave a lurch. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to keep it down.
Nate leaned in to her and put a hand between her shoulder blades. “Are you okay?” he asked.
She nodded but took another big gulp of wine and grimaced when it didn’t settle any easier. “Yeah, just needed some sustenance to get through that.” She pointed with the wine glass to the front where Stan was just taking the mic.
Joanne stared into her wineglass as Stan told the story of how he and Joanne had introduced the couple. She didn’t hear a word he said. She didn’t need to. She could feel his stare boring into her. She didn’t look up. She couldn’t. Thoughts of Ash and Aaron’s happiness brought tears to her eyes at the idea of what she and Stan had lost. Because of his lies. Damn him. She blinked rapidly, forcing the tears away and refusing to let them go. She would not cry at her best friend’s wedding.
When someone else began speaking, Nate touched her hand. She jerked her attention to him. “I take it you could use another one of those.” He indicated her glass.
Joanne nodded, relieved. “God, yes.”
He stood and left. Without him beside her, Joanne felt bereft and exposed. She glanced around, making sure Stan wasn’t going to ambush her again. She didn’t see him among all the people, and her tension eased just a bit.
Nate came back and sat down another wine glass and a plate of finger foods. “I thought you could use something in your stomach,” he said.
Joanne smiled gratefully and took a nibble of a stuffed mushroom. She didn’t want to eat. She wanted to get drunk and forget. Food would just hinder that mission. She didn’t want to seem rude though.
As more and more people began to tell their stories of the happy couple, the atmosphere in the room got lighter. At each subsequent story, Joanne sunk further and further into her chair. She and Ashlyn had been best friends since fourth grade. They had been quite a pair, always making jokes, playing pranks, and generally getting into as much trouble as possible. Many of the stories the guests told revolved around one or more of those instances.
Joanne bit her lip and glanced from under her lashes at Nate. What does he think of all my childhood antics? They were so embarrassing to look back on. When Ashlyn’s mother took the mic, Joanne knew she was in trouble.
She dropped her head into her arms on the table. “What’s wrong?” Nate’s voice tickled her ear.
“Nothing,” she mumbled.
As Ash’s mom told the story of how she had caught them both in a double dare to kiss as many boys in their fifth grade class as possible, everyone laughed and hooted in appreciation. Joanne felt the heat spread from her middle, up her neck, and into her face. She knew her pale skin was a bright red now. She heard a chuckle next to her, and she groaned in embarrassment.
“So you’ve always been quite a wild child, huh?” he said, laughing.
“I can’t believe you’re hearing all these stories about me.”
Nate laughed again, and she felt his arm fall across her shoulders before his breath tickled her ear again. “Would it help if I told you embarrassing stories about me?”
Joanne lifted her head to peer at him. He was smiling, and he looked genuine. She sat up, but Nate kept his arm around her shoulders. It was warm and comforting, and Joanne admitted to herself that she liked the feeling.
“Yes, actually. That would help. I feel like all my dirty secrets have been exposed to you, while I know nothing about you.”
“Okay, then. How about this?” He proceeded to tell her about the time he’d stolen a neighbor’s bicycle just so he could get to the store to buy his mom a Christmas present. The cops had caught him before he ever got to the store. They let him off with just a warning since he planned to return the bike. Then the officers drove him to the store so he could buy the gift before taking him home. His mom had first been scared, then angry, and finally happy at his thoughtfulness.
Joanne watched his expressive face as he told the story, captivated by the way he threw himself into the storytelling. He’d had an interesting childhood it seemed, growing up with a single mom. She could see where he got his caring nature.
After several such stories, Joanne found herself laughing and realized she’d forgotten about her earlier embarrassment. She’d even forgotten about Stan and her heartbreak. That thought sobered her. Nate noticed her change of attitude immediately.
“Why don’t we dance?” He nodded his head to the dance floor. The DJ was playing an upbeat tune, and the dancers were having fun.
Joanne nodded. Dancing seemed safe enough, as long as it wasn’t a slow dance. She needed to have fun, to laugh, just like Nate had been making her do tonight. He was pretty good about getting her mind off her problems.
Nate led her to the dance floor, and Joanne let loose and let herself have fun. She was out of breath and laughing when the DJ switched to a slow song. She started to leave the floor when Nate caught her arm.
“Where are you going? I thought we were having fun.”
Joanne hesitated in answering. “We are. I just…I don’t know if I’m ready for this,” she admitted.
He gently pulled her closer to him. “What are you afraid of?” he asked in a low voice.
“Nothing,” she protested.
Nate put a large hand on her waist and another on her neck, shifting them subtly closer. “Are you sure?” His thumb brushed the pulse point under her ear. “Your pulse tells a different story.”
Joanne hadn’t even been aware that her heartrate had skyrocketed as soon as he pulled her closer. Her breath caught in her throat as he swept her backwards in the dance. Instinctively, her hands went around his neck before he pulled her back up to him. He grinned at her shocked expression.
She couldn’t help but return his smile. “You keep doing that and my pulse is in real trouble.”
He moved her around the dance floor smoothly, and Joanne followed without protest. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”
Joanne didn’t answer, but she wondered if she did want that or not. She didn’t know if the excitement she was feeling was from being near Nate or just that she was with someone new for the first time in three years. As he twirled her around the dance floor, she decided she didn’t care. She was going to enjoy the moment while she could.
Her hands moved from Nate’s neck down to his broad shoulders. She could feel his muscles flexing underneath the suit as he moved them. She remembered the play of his muscles in the thin T-shirt as he hooked up her car the previous morning. It had only been thirty-six hours, yet here she was in his arms.
As one slow song led into another, Joanne leaned into Nate’s hard chest. His heart beat against her ear, and his breath moved her hair. She closed her eyes and let his heat envelope her.
“Joanne?” Nate said.
Joanne opened her eyes to find the slow song had ended. They stood in each other’s arms while the other dancers found the new rhythm. Joanne pulled her head off Nate’s chest and looked up at him. His hazel eyes darkened as he gazed at her. Joanne knew what he wanted, and she blushed before pulling away.
As they left the dance floor, Stan materialized in their path. Crashing back to reality, Joanne sighed. She tried to steer around Stan and ignore him, but he stepped back in her path. “What, Stan?” she spit at him.
He glared at Nate, then held out his hands to Joanne. “Dance with me?” he asked. She shook her head, not trusting herself to say anything. She didn’t want to be alone with him, not for one minute. Her throat closed up with tears threatening to overwhelm her again. If she had to deal with Stan, she didn’t know if she would bawl or rage. Neither would do here at Ash’s wedding. Stan frowned at her lack of response. “You dance with him—a stranger—but refuse to dance with your fiancé? What kind of woman are you?”
“You are not my fiancé. Not anymore. You have no right to question my choice of dance partners. If you wanted that right, you shouldn’t have cheated on me.” Her voice had risen considerably on that last sentence, and she took a shaky breath to calm herself.
“JoJo, I made a mistake. Please, let’s talk about it.”
“A mistake? Which one was that? Sandy? Or Justine? No, I know, it was Lucinda, wasn’t it?” She didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Well? Which one was the mistake and which ones were not mistakes?”
Joanne felt Nate’s presence at her back, and his hands landed on her shoulders. “I’m not doing this anymore, Stan. For the last time, we are done. Leave me alone.” She maneuvered to put her arm around Nate’s waist and headed for the bar. Nate’s arm wrapped around her shoulders and made her feel safe from the daggers Stan was shooting at her.
She got a drink and downed it before asking for another. The bartender raised an eyebrow, but did as she asked.
“Are you sure this is a good idea? Maybe it’s time to go home now,” Nate said softly.
“No,” Joanne said vehemently. “I refuse to let him win. I’m staying.”
Nate shrugged. There wasn’t much he could do. She was right in one aspect at least. It wasn’t right for her to leave her friend’s wedding so early. She was the maid of honor, after all. I’ll just have to try harder to make her forget about that jerk of an ex of hers. He’d been doing a pretty good job before the guy had interrupted.
When she got yet another drink from the bartender, he took it from her hand. “Why don’t you go congratulate the happy couple. You are the maid of honor, after all. And you’ve hidden yourself in the corner most of the night.”
Joanne pouted. All she really wanted to do was drink until she couldn’t remember her name, much less the pain from Stan’s betrayal. But Nate was right. She had duties she’d been neglecting. “All right,” she agreed reluctantly.
She started to step away from the bar and realized the Nate was still standing there. “Aren’t you coming?” she asked him.
“I didn’t want to intrude.”
“Please, Nate.” Her eyes pleaded with him. “Please don’t leave me alone. If you do,” she glanced around nervously, “I just know Stan will come back. I just can’t deal with him. Not tonight.”
“All right,” Nate agreed. He held out his arm to her, and she gratefully wrapped her hand around it.
“Thanks, Nate. I can never repay you for all you’ve done for me.”
Nate kept quiet, but he was thinking of all the ways he would like to be repaid. Just being with her, seeing her laugh, making her blush, all those things were enough for him. She was beautiful and sweet and kind and, yes, a little crazy. He’d love to get to know her better.
“Oh, Joanne!” Ash cried as they approached. Ash grabbed Joanne in a hug and clung to her. When she pulled away, Ash was beaming through the tears that streaked her cheeks. “This has been the perfect day.” Before Joanne could reply, Ash had turned to Nate and embraced him too. “You came,” she said. “I’m so glad you changed your mind. Are you managing to keep Joanne out of trouble?” She laughed.
“I’m trying, but it’s hard work,” he joked.
Joanne slapped at his shoulder, and Ash laughed again. “I know. It is, isn’t it?” Ash agreed. She introduced Nate to Aaron then said, “You two talk for a minute. I need to talk to Joanne.”
Ash pulled Joanne a few steps away. The noise of the party kept them from being overheard by the men. “So? How’s it going?”
“It’s fine. He’s really nice.”
“That’s all you have to say?”
Joanne shrugged. “What else am I supposed to say?”
“He showed up for you, silly. That says something. Are you going to see him again?”
Joanne looked over at the attractive man. The man who had agreed to be her date without even knowing her. The man who had rescued her from a parking lot, given her rides, and fixed her car, all without complaint. He was a good person. But Joanne wasn’t ready to start dating again. Was she? It had only been a month since she’d ended things with Stan. “I don’t think so,” she finally answered.
Ash grabbed Joanne by the shoulders and gave a little shake. “You listen to me. I know Stan hurt you. But you have to get past him. You have to let him go in order to move on with your life. What better way to get started than with a cutie like that?”
“Ash, he’s not really my type.”
“Oh? And cheating bastards are your type?” Joanne winced at the jab, and Ash was immediately apologetic. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“It’s okay,” Joanne assured her friend. “I know you mean well.”
“I do. Just give him a chance, Joanne. I’m not saying you’ll marry him. Just ask him out. On a real date. Please? Do it for me.”
“All right,” Joanne conceded. “I’ll at least ask. But that’s all I can promise.”
Ash gave Joanne another hug. “Great! Now let’s go see what those two are talking about.”



Chapter Seven
‡
NATE HELPED JOANNE sit down at one of the tables. “I think it’s time to take you home,” he told her. She’d been drinking quite a bit tonight. Not that he blamed her. After she’d yelled at Stan, Stan had apparently tried to get her attention by openly flirting with several other women. Joanne had even seen him with his tongue down some woman’s throat.
“Not yet,” she slurred. “Have to stay.”
Nate kneeled in front of her so he could look her in the eyes. “Joanne, Ash and Aaron have already gone, people are starting to leave. It’s okay for you to leave now.”
“Okay,” she agreed. He helped her back to her feet. She paused and looked at him. “My car. You drove my car. How will you get home?”
“Let me get you home. I’ll call a cab or something from your house.”
Nate supported her as she stumbled her way out to the Cadillac. He settled her into the passenger’s seat and pulled the seatbelt across her. He was acutely conscious of his fingers brushing her hip bone through the satin of her bridesmaid’s dress and the nearness of her breast to his mouth. He looked up to find her staring at him with wide eyes. Eyes full of desire and anticipation.
He stood quickly. He couldn’t let his attraction get away from him. She was hurt, and she’d had too much to drink. He would not take advantage of a woman in that position.
Shutting the door, he took a cleansing breath before getting in on the driver’s side and closing himself into the small space with her heady perfume.
It didn’t take them long to make the drive to Joanne’s house. Although neither spoke, Nate could feel the tension between them rising with every mile.
When he reached her house, Joanne fumbled with her seatbelt, trying to release it. “Thanks for the ride,” she mumbled. She stopped then and looked at him. “It seems I’m saying that a lot to you. Maybe I should hire you as my chauffer,” she joked.
Nate shook his head. “I don’t think I’d make a very good chauffer. I wouldn’t be able to keep my mouth shut.” When she looked at him questioningly, he elaborated. “You seem to get in the worst trouble. I’m not sure I could keep from commenting on it. Let me get that,” he said, pointing to the still buckled seat belt.
Getting out of the car, he walked around to the passenger’s side and pulled open the door. Once again he found himself too close to Joanne’s delectable curves. She leaned back against the seat as he reached around her, as if trying to keep some semblance of distance between them. But Nate could feel the heat rise as his fingers brushed against her once more. He briefly closed his eyes, trying to regain control of his libido. She does not need my attention. Not now, not tonight. Not when she obviously still has a thing for her ex.
Carefully, he helped Joanne out of the car and to her feet. She swayed and held onto his arm. After she was stabilized, he moved his arm to her waist. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”
With each step she took, Joanne let herself lean a little more on Nate. By the time they reached the front door, her head rested against his hard shoulder. The strength of his arm supported her, and she breathed in his scent. She risked a glance up at his face. His loose curls had lost all semblance of being tamed. She wondered what it would feel like to run her fingers through them. Her fingers twitched at the thought, and she almost dropped her hold on her purse. Brought back to her surroundings, she dug through the bag until she found her key ring, and with shaking fingers, she unlocked her door. She stepped into the entryway with Nate at her back.
“Are you gonna be okay now?” he asked her.
She grabbed the bannister to the stairs and leaned against it. “I’m fine. I feel like a repeating record, but thanks again.”
Nate just nodded. “I’ll call a cab then.”
Joanne didn’t look at him, couldn’t look at him. Her eyes stayed glued to the floor. Taking a shaky breath, she took the leap. “You know, you don’t have to go.”
As soon as the words left her lips, she wished she could take them back. She couldn’t believe she was being so bold, propositioning a guy she barely knew. What will he think of me? He probably already has a low opinion of me, having to rescue me all the time. But this would put her that much further down on his list.
She felt him still beside her. The entryway was small, with mere feet between the door and the stairs. When Nate didn’t move or say anything, she chanced a glance at him. His dark green eyes searched hers, and she couldn’t break their hold on her. Her breath caught in her chest.
This is my chance, she told herself. My chance to take a chance. She wanted to get over Stan, and what better way to do it than with a hunk like this right here in her own home. With a great determined effort, she pushed away from the bannister and took a step closer to him. Her palms rested on his chest, and his automatically came up to hold her arms.
They were almost the same height, and with just the slightest stretch, Joanne hesitantly placed her lips against his. She felt his body respond even if he didn’t move. She felt the air from his breath as it rushed past his lips.
She began to move her lips against his, but still he didn’t react. His only response was a tightening of his hold on her arms. Desperate for him to respond, Joanne ran her hands up until they caressed the back of his neck. Her fingers played in the curls there at his collar while she touched the tip of her tongue to his lips.
At the touch of her tongue, he lost his rigid control. He groaned and opened his mouth to hers, devouring her. His arms wrapped around her thin frame and pulled her against him. Feeling her body mold to his was enough to get him hard instantly.
Nate explored her mouth as he’d wanted to do since he first saw her. Her mouth was warm and tasted sweet from the drinks she’d had earlier. Even as he kissed her, he wasn’t satisfied. He wondered what it would feel like to have her lips, her tongue, on other parts of his body. His desire kicked even higher. With another groan, he pressed her against the wall, moving one hand to tangle in her hair while the other caressed her hip.
When her back hit the wall, Joanne gasped against Nate’s lips. She drew her fingers up through his hair, just as she’d imagined doing. She tugged at his curls, trying to pull him even deeper into the kiss. The ache between her legs grew more urgent as he deepened the kiss. She lifted a leg and wrapped it around his hip without thought. She had to get closer to him. She felt the throb of his erection even through their clothes, and she swiveled her hips to rub against it.
Nate grabbed her ass at her movement and pushed against her. Tearing his mouth from hers, he trailed his kisses down the smooth skin of her neck. He felt her shudder against him. He closed his eyes and paused all his movement. He knew he should stop. As much as he wanted her, he didn’t want her to regret anything they did. Joanne rubbed herself against him again, and he clenched his jaw in determination. But he didn’t let her go. His hand still cupped her ass, and he was cradled between her thighs. It felt so right. He knew he should let her go and step away. Do I have the strength to do it, though?
“Nate. Oh God, Nate. Don’t stop. I need to be closer.” She reached between them and began pulling at his belt buckle.
His resolve suddenly strengthened, and he grabbed her wrists and pinned them against the wall. His breathing harsh as he stared into her eyes. “No, Joanne. Not like this.”
“Nate, please,” she begged. She shifted against him again, and he gritted his teeth.
“No,” he repeated. “You’re drunk, and I won’t be your rebound.”
Those words were enough to sober her. “What?” she asked. Nate let go of her wrists and stepped back from her. Joanne let her leg slide down his until she found her feet.
“You just want to use me to get over your ex. Trust me, sweetheart, I’m not that kind of guy,” he said harshly.
“No! That’s not…” She trailed off at his glare. She glanced down at herself, noting her wrinkled dress, and recalled her earlier thoughts. Maybe she had been using him, taking advantage of his attraction. She’d never had a one-night stand before. It wasn’t the type of person she was. “Maybe you’re right.” She sighed. “Maybe I do feel the need to make new memories to replace the old ones that now hurt so much.” She hugged her arms to herself and turned away from him. Leaning her forehead against the wall, she let a tear slip from her eye.
Seeing Joanne there, looking so alone, almost made Nate’s resolve crumble. He wanted to take her in his arms again and comfort her. Instead, he came up behind her and rubbed her arms. He could still be a friend. There was no reason for her to be alone.
Joanne shivered as the rough ridges of his calloused hands ran over her sensitive skin. She didn’t understand him. She didn’t know why he stuck around. He didn’t even know her. But she drew strength from his touch. Straightening, she turned to face him. She didn’t know what to say, so she said what she could. “I’m sorry.”
He brushed the tear from her cheek. “Hey, it’s okay. I understand the need to forget.”
“Do you?”
Nate just nodded. This wasn’t the time for him to be bringing up his own painful past. Joanne was hurting, and he felt the urge to do something to ease her pain. “You know, sometimes talking helps. Having a friend there to listen. I can do that. I can be your friend, if that’s what you need.”
Joanne shook her head in confusion. “Why, Nate? Why are you doing all this? You don’t even know me.”
Nate ran a hand through his hair. “Honestly? I don’t really know. I just get the impression that you’re sincere, that you don’t hide your true self, and I like that about you. I haven’t seen a lot of that in people. Most people have so many hidden agendas it’s doubtful you’ll ever know who they really are.”
Joanne stared at him. Did he really think people were so dishonest? She’d never experienced much of that. At least not until Stan’s betrayal. Nate must have had a very different life than she had. “What happened to you?” she asked him.
Nate looked suddenly wary. “What do you mean?”
“Someone must have hurt you,” she elaborated. “What happened for you to stop trusting people?”
“I’m not sure I ever trusted anyone.”
Joanne put a hand on his arm, trying to be comforting, just as he had done to her a few minutes ago. “Nate, friendship—or any other relationship—isn’t a one-way street. You want me to talk about my problems, but have you considered it may be you who needs someone to talk to?”
Nate searched the blue eyes before him. Was this woman real, or was he dreaming? She seemed so selfless. Here she was, practically in crisis after watching her ex-fiancé flirt shamelessly with all those women, yet she wanted to help him.
He shook off his seriousness and put on a grin. “You should have been a psychiatrist instead of a nurse.”
Joanne crossed her arms over her chest and frowned at him. She refused to be deterred. “You know so much about me, and I know practically nothing about you. Help me out here, Nate. If you don’t want to talk about who hurt you, then fine. At least tell me a bit more about yourself.”
“It’s late,” Nate protested. “Don’t you think we should call it a night?” He hated talking about himself. He certainly didn’t want to do it here in the middle of the night with Joanne.
“No.” Joanne took his hand and led him into the living room, where she pulled him to sit beside her on the couch. She half turned to face him. “Now, what do you want to talk about?”
“I don’t want to talk about anything. You’re the one who wanted to talk.”
“No, if you recall, talking wasn’t what I had in mind either. You were the one who suggested talking.”
Even as she said the words, Joanne could feel the heat creep up her neck until her ears were burning. She couldn’t believe she had practically jumped him like that. Touching him apparently made her lose her mind. She still wanted him though. Even now, sitting here on the couch, she had to resist the urge to scoot closer, to lean into him, to run her hands over his chest.
She plopped back against the cushions and covered her reddened face with her hands. She was so embarrassed. Not just by her actions, but by the urges crashing through her body as well. How can I be this attracted to a practical stranger? She’d always prided herself that she appreciated a man’s mind and personality as much as his looks.
“Hey, what’s the matter?” he asked her.
“I can’t believe I…propositioned you like that. That’s not me.”
Nate drew her hands away from her face and rubbed her knuckles with his thumbs. “I know that about you already. That’s why I had to stop you. I don’t want you regretting anything that might happen between us.”
Nate leaned back into the couch and draped his arm over the back. “You want to know who hurt me?” he asked her. When she nodded, he pulled Joanne to him until her back rested under his arm and her head lay on his shoulder. Nate sighed. He didn’t want to talk about it, but it might feel good to share it with someone. He’d had his feelings bottled up for so long and no one to talk to. At least in this position he could touch her and she couldn’t see his face while he spoke. He didn’t want to see pity in her blue eyes.
He drew a finger down her bare arm as he began. “A couple of years ago I was sharing an apartment with my best friend. We’d been friends since we were kids. He had been dating this girl for a while, and it looked pretty serious. The thing was, I was wildly attracted to her too.” He sighed again. “I don’t know why. I can’t explain it. But I would never hurt my best friend by acting on those feelings. They started having problems, and before I knew it, they were over.”
Joanne could sense that the most difficult part of the story was ahead. She wished she could see his expression, but she didn’t want to pull away from the warmth of his body. Instead, she reached for his hand that was on the back of the couch. She entwined their fingers and brought them down to rest against her belly. She squeezed his hand, letting him know she was there to support him.
“One day Mandy came to me. She insisted it had been me she was interested in all along. I resisted her for a while. I knew I would hurt Vince if I started anything with her. Before I knew it though, I’d lost control.” Nate paused again and closed his eyes. He didn’t like remembering this part. It still hurt. But he’d promised Joanne. His voice low, he continued. “She had it all planned. She’d been playing me, trying to make Vince jealous enough to take her back. I was an idiot. I lost my best friend over a stupid woman.”
Joanne sat quietly for a minute, considering his words. “You think I’m using you to try to get Stan back?” she asked in a small voice. Nate sighed again. She felt his chest rise against her back and then air tickled her hair as he let it out.
“I admit the thought crossed my mind. Even if you don’t seem the type.”
Letting go of his hand, she turned in his arms to face him. “I wouldn’t take Stan back even if he finally admitted what he was doing was wrong,” she stated emphatically.
The sparks of anger he saw in her eyes made him smile. She meant what she said. He could see the truth of it.
“That son of a bitch…Ooph, I don’t even want to think about him anymore. He’s taken up far too much of my life as it is. No more.” She settled back down in his arms. “Tell me more about your life. I still know so little.”
They sat on the couch for a long time, just talking. When the conversation slowed, Nate realized Joanne was practically asleep in his arms. He brushed a hand down her cheek, and she turned her face into his touch.
“Joanne?”
“Hmm?”
“I should go. You’re exhausted and you need some sleep. You’ve had a long weekend.”
Joanne pushed herself away from him and stretched. Glancing at the clock, she realized they’d been talking for hours. She’d been so comfortable, she hadn’t realized how late—or how early, rather—it was. The red numbers blinked 4:13 a.m. She hated to kick him out, especially after all he’d done for her.
“You need sleep too. You can sleep on the couch if you want. Then I can give you a ride wherever you need to go tomorrow.”
Nate thought about her offer. He was exhausted. Controlling his libido all night had taken a lot of effort. And sitting with Joanne nestled against him had almost put him to sleep too. It’s just the couch, he reasoned. I won’t even be in the same room with her. Surely I can resist the urge to join her in her bed for a few hours. “Are you sure?” he asked.
She nodded and stood, pulling and adjusting her bridesmaid’s dress. She looked mussed and ragged, but she still looked beautiful to him, and he smiled at the image.
“Let me get some blankets,” she said and left the room. She returned a few minutes later, arms full. Nate stood and took the linens from her. “There’s a sheet, a couple of blankets, and a pillow.” She pointed down the hall. “You already know where the bathroom is.”
Nate sat the linens on the couch. “Thanks,” he said.
“Um, I don’t have any pajamas or anything for you.” She glanced at the floor, embarrassed to even say it.
“That’s okay. I wear boxers,” he informed her.
Joanne looked at him, surprised. “Oh…” Her voice trailed off as his words sunk in. She pictured him standing in front of her in just boxers. His bare chest. His trail of hair disappearing into the waistband. His muscular thighs. “Ah…” She couldn’t seem to find her voice, and she turned away, trying to banish the images from her mind.
Nate laughed at her reaction. He turned her back around to face him and tilted her head up to his. “Goodnight, Joanne,” he said softly.
Before she could reply, his lips descended to hers. His lips feathered across hers in what could barely be called a kiss. The fire that had been smoldering her in belly suddenly flared back to life, hotter than ever. Just as she was reaching to deepen the kiss, he pulled away. Joanne tried to catch her breath. He dropped his hands and stepped back while she searched his face. She could see that he still wanted her. He had more control than she did. She was ready to jump him once again. “Goodnight,” she managed to whisper. She turned and started up the stairs. As she made her way to her room, she touched her lips, remembering the feel of his touching her. She didn’t know how she would ever manage to get to sleep.



Chapter Eight
‡
JOANNE RUBBED HER eyes as she made her way downstairs. After tossing and turning for what seemed like forever, she had finally managed to fall into a fitful sleep for a few hours. She wondered if Nate had had the same troubles.
As she came off the stairs, she paused at the view into the living room, shocked. Nate lay on the couch on his back, sound asleep. Oliver Twist was curled up on his chest, and Nate had one hand resting over the cat. Nate must have done some smooth talking with Oliver after she had gone to bed. The cat didn’t usually like men, yet here he was, obviously content. She smiled at the image they made. Nate was much more soft-hearted than he let on.
She took a step into the living room, and Oliver lifted his head, blinking up at her. “Go back to sleep,” she whispered to the cat, and he laid his head back down. She could hear the cat’s purrs from across the room. Still smiling, she headed for the kitchen, determined to let Nate get a few more minutes of sleep.
Before she could go any further, there was a pounding on the front door. She hurried to the door before the visitor could wake Nate and her grandmother. Pulling the door open, she saw Stan, still in his tux from the wedding. Sometime while she slept, it had started raining. Stan stood there, soaked, in the deluge.
“Stan! What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed, trying to keep her voice low.
Stan opened the screen door still between them and reached for her. She put a hand on his chest to push him away and took a step back.
“Joanne, please. I need you. I can’t live without you.” His voice was slurred, and Joanne knew he’d been drinking all night.
“It sure didn’t look that way last night. You looked quite happy with all those other women.”
“I was just using them to try to forget you,” he shouted.
Joanne glanced behind her, hoping his noise hadn’t woken anyone. “Stan, please leave. You’re not welcome here,” she stated as calmly as she could with her heart pounding in her chest.
“No! Not until you listen to me.”
With that, Stan began to sing a love song in a loud and very off-key voice. Joanne winced. Stan never had been very romantic, and he obviously didn’t realize he wasn’t doing himself any favors by trying it now. Joanne heard footsteps behind her. Before she could turn, she heard a sleep-roughened voice near her ear. “What’s going on?” Nate asked.
Stan’s singing stopped when he saw Nate. His eyes widened as his gaze raked them both up and down. Glancing back at Nate, she realized what Stan saw. Nate stood beside her in nothing but his boxers. His hair stuck out every which way. She was still in her camisole and shorts PJs. They both looked like they’d just gotten out of bed.
Sneering, Stan gestured toward Nate. “What the fuck is he doing here? How could you cheat on me like this, Joanne?” Stan stepped closer, raising his fist as if to punch Nate.
“Hey!” Joanne yelled. Suddenly, the anger towards Stan that she’d held in check burst forth, and she found a strength she didn’t know she had. She slammed both palms against Stan’s chest and shoved. Shocked, Stan backed up.
Joanne didn’t stop. She could no longer dam up the emotions that were flowing. “You have no right!” she screamed. “I did not fucking cheat on you, you son of a bitch. You’re the one that cheated on me.” She shoved again, and Stan stepped off the stoop into the yard. Still, Joanne followed him, not caring that she was also getting soaked. Her anger burned in her, hot enough to keep her warm even in the cool spring rain. “You are the lowest, dirtiest slime bag. I can’t believe I never saw who you really are.”
The tears came then, but still she shouted, her words starting to lose coherence as her emotions took over. Shoving again, Stan kept retreating, which was exactly what she wanted him to do.
Finally, Stan grabbed her wrists to keep her from shoving him again. His lip turned up in disgust as he looked at her. “You’re not the girl I fell in love with. The old Joanne would never have acted this way.” He gave a little push as he let go of her wrists. Joanne’s bare feet slipped in the mud as she lost her balance, and she fell backwards, landing on her back.
Nate had stood in the doorway, not wanting to interfere in Joanne’s business. Besides, he told himself, she’s kind of cute when she’s angry. As soon as he saw her start to go down, he rushed outside in spite of his previous reluctance. Stan just stood there, staring down at her as she lay in the mud.
“What the fuck, man? You’re not even going to help her?” Nate squatted down to help Joanne to her feet.
“Why? This is all her fault. She got herself into this mess.”
Nate turned on Stan then, ready to give him a piece of his own mind. Joanne put a hand on his arm and he pulled up short.
“He’s not worth it,” she said to Nate. She tried to push the wet strands of hair out of her eyes but only managed to get mud on her face. “Leave, Stan. I don’t want to see you again.” Grabbing Nate’s arm, she turned away to go back into the house.
Joanne stopped suddenly when she saw her grandmother standing in the doorway holding Oliver. In spite of the image they must have made—half dressed, muddy, and soaked—her grandmother had a wide smile on her face. “Joanne? What have you gotten yourself into now?”
“Sorry, Grannie. I hope we didn’t wake you.”
Her grandmother backed up as they came into the entryway. “My, what a sight,” she said as she eyed Nate appreciatively.
“Grannie!”
“What? I may be old, but I’m still human.” She laughed at Joanne’s shocked look. “Go get cleaned up. There’s extra towels in the upstairs bathroom. I’ll make coffee.”
Before Joanne could thank her, she had disappeared into the kitchen. Vera hummed a tune over the sound of cabinet doors opening and closing.
“Come on,” Joanne said. She led the way upstairs and to the bathroom. Nate watched as she opened the linen closet and pulled out a couple of towels. She could feel his eyes on her, and she tried not to feel self-conscious in her disheveled state.
“Take your time. I’ll go shower downstairs,” she told him. She refused to look at him. She didn’t know what he was thinking about her, and she didn’t want to care. In spite of herself, though, she did care. She cared what he thought.
“Joanne,” he said softly. She stopped but still didn’t look at him. He was blocking the door, and she would have to brush by him in order to leave. The thought of touching him made her shiver, and she closed her eyes. Her emotions were still running high, every nerve on edge. Her body strained toward him, and her resistance started to crumble. Taking a step closer, he brushed her hair back. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“Fine,” she managed to say.
“The fall didn’t hurt you?”
That question made her look up at him. It wasn’t what she’d been expecting him to ask. “Oh, no. I can be clumsy like that.” She tried to laugh, but it came out strangled.
Nate put his hands on her shoulders and caressed her neck with his thumbs. “You didn’t have to protect me.”
“I wasn’t protecting you. I just couldn’t take his lies anymore.” Her eyes fell to his chest where the scratches from Oliver still showed against his tanned skin. Had that really been only two days ago? It felt like it had been an eternity. Without thinking, she reached up to touch them. “I can’t believe it’s only been a few days.” She felt his heartbeat under her fingers as she traced the wounds.
Nate clasped her hand, stilling it against his chest. He crowded her against the sink with his body. “I can’t either.”
Joanne looked back up into his eyes. They were darkened with desire, but he didn’t press her. Her eyes drifted to his lips, and her urge to kiss him grew. Am I ready this time? Sure, last night had probably been a mistake, and she was grateful that he had the foresight to stop before she did something she might have regretted. But this morning her mind was clear. She was over Stan. After the way he treated her earlier, she wouldn’t take him back if he were the last man on earth. Did she have the nerve to take another chance with Nate?
“Joanne.” Her name whispered from his lips, and she threw any reservations she still had out the window.
Pressing her body against his, she kissed him. He didn’t hesitate this time. He returned her kiss with more passion than she had expected. She opened her mouth to him and let him take control. Her arms wrapped around him and explored the skin of his back until she found the waistband of his boxers.
Slipping her hands under them, she squeezed the tight muscles of his ass, pulling him closer to her. Nate groaned. She smiled into his mouth at the thought that she could do that to him.
He pulled his mouth from hers, his breathing ragged. “What’s so funny?” he ground out.
She shook her head. “Nothing. I just like your reaction.”
Nate took her hand and rubbed it against his erection. “This is my reaction to you, sweetheart.”
“I know.” She pushed at his boxers, trying to get the wet, clingy cotton down his legs. “I want to see you, Nate.”
“Are you sure, Joanne? I don’t think I can stop this time.”
She look him directly in the eyes. “I’m sure.”
Before she could catch her breath, Nate had stolen her lips in another searing kiss. His hands went to her waist and tugged at her cami. She stopped struggling with his boxers long enough to lift her arms so he could pull it over her head.
Throwing the top into a corner, Nate let his lips trace a path down her neck and chest until he reached her small breasts. He brushed a thumb across one while he drew the other into his mouth. Joanne gasped as electricity shot through her body at his touch.
“Nate, I’m filthy,” she protested.
“You’re more beautiful now than I’ve ever seen you.” Letting go of her breasts, he pushed her shorts down her legs until she stepped out of them, leaving her naked. “No panties?” She just shook her head. “Good.” He captured her mouth with his again but pulled away to leave her standing there.
Joanne’s skin pimpled with goosebumps in the cool air, and she shivered without Nate’s heat to warm her. He turned the water on and adjusted the temperature. He kicked out of his boxers and reached out a hand for her.
Joanne paused to admire the sight before her. Her imagination hadn’t done him justice. Hard work had chiseled his body to perfection. From his broad shoulders to the curve of his ass, he was beautiful to look at. Aware of her perusal, his arousal jerked.
“Second thoughts?” he asked.
She took one last moment to admire the view. “Hell no.” She placed her hand in his and let him pull her into the shower.
For the first time in months, joy flowed through her. She felt free. Free from the sadness and the pain. Free from her past. Still unable to control her emotions after the tumult of the morning, she threw her arms around Nate’s neck and laughed.
Nate nibbled on her ear as he held her, which only made her laugh louder. “What’s so funny?”
“I’m just happy. Thank you, Nate.”
He pulled her head away from him so he could look at her. “I didn’t do anything. What are you thanking me for?”
She wiped water off his forehead and ran her fingers through his hair. “You helped set me free.” Pulling his mouth to hers, she kissed him with a passion she didn’t know she had.
“Wait, wait,” he mumbled against her lips. Resting his forehead against hers, he drew in a ragged breath. “I don’t have a condom.”
“Oh!” Jumping out of the shower, she rummaged underneath the sink, not caring that she was dripping water everywhere. “Here they are,” she called.
She rejoined him under the spray of the shower, a smirk on her face. “I knew there was a reason I stashed those in here.”
Nate raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You have naked men in your bathroom all the time?”
“Of course not. I’m just psychic,” she joked.
“Really? What am I thinking about now?” He squinted his eyes, pretending to think.
Joanne wrapped a hand around his cock. “Does it matter?”
“Not in the least.” Taking the package from her, he opened it and rolled the condom down his length. His lips captured hers again, and his fingers found their way between her legs. Nate ran a finger down her slit and circled her clit with his thumb.
Joanne moaned as a finger found its way inside her. She held onto his shoulders and widened her stance to let him in further. She writhed against him as he took her closer to the edge. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she grasped his erection. “Nate, please.”
Positioning himself at her entrance, he pushed himself inside. Joanne threw her head back, letting the water sluice over her as he buried himself inside her. As he thrust in and out, tingles began to spread outward to Joanne’s extremities. She held onto him tighter, afraid she wouldn’t be able to support herself.
Nate bent lower to nibble at her breasts and Joanne let out little cries of pleasure. She didn’t know how much more of his touches she could take. Every one seemed to bring her higher than she ever thought she could go. It wasn’t long before her muscles clamped down on him, and she cried out in climax. Nate gave two final thrusts before he too orgasmed.
Breathing heavily, he relaxed his hold on her and caressed her back. He nibbled on her ear until Joanne laughed and jerked her head away.
“That tickles,” she said.
“Mmm. Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind if I ever need to torture information out of you.”
She slapped his arm. “You wouldn’t dare!”
Nate raised his eyebrows in challenge. “Wouldn’t I?” After a pause for her to consider, he leaned his head in, pretending to tickle her neck again.
“Oh no you don’t!” She pulled out of his arms, trying to get away. When she stepped back, one foot slipped on the slick floor. Nate reached out and grabbed her until she caught her balance.
“See what happens when you try to get away from me? You just need to stay here in my arms.” He held his arms open for her.
Laughing, she shook her head. “We should get cleaned up.”
“If you insist. I’d rather get dirty all over again with you.”
Joanne sighed and ran her hands through his hair again. She couldn’t resist those sexy curls of his. “I wish we could stay here all day, but I have to go to work this afternoon.”
Nate kissed the curve where her neck meet her shoulder. “I need to get to work too.” He grinned down at her. “There might be more women waiting to be rescued by a knight in shining armor.”
*
AFTER CLEANING UP, Joanne ran downstairs to round up his clothes. When they made it to the kitchen, Vera was sitting at the table working on the crossword puzzle in the newspaper and talking to Oliver.
She glanced up as they entered. “So you decided not to spend all day in the shower, I see.”
Her tone was innocent enough, but Joanne couldn’t help but blush. She’d never had sex in her grandmother’s house before, and even though she was an adult, it was embarrassing to think about.
“We both have to work, Grannie.” Joanne pulled two mugs out of a cabinet and went to work fixing coffee. “How do you like your coffee?” she asked Nate.
“Sweet,” he answered, winking at her. He took a seat at the table and looked over at the crossword puzzle. “I didn’t know anyone still did those.”
“It’s a habit. Wakes up my brain in the morning, just like coffee. My day couldn’t get started without it.”
“And what do you do? I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.”
“Vera.” She held out a hand for him to shake. “But you can call me Grannie, if you want.” Nate shook her hand, and Joanne put a mug of steaming coffee on the table beside him. “I’m a retired teacher, but now I volunteer down at the animal shelter.” At that moment, Oliver jumped up on the table and batted at the pen lying on top of the newspaper. Vera reached out to scratch his back, and he arched up in satisfaction. “That’s where I got little Ollie here.”
“Don’t let her fool you,” Joanne interrupted. “What she does is meddle in everyone’s business all day. She actually managed to convince the family that she was old and frail just to make me move in to ‘take care’ of her. She’s healthier than anyone I know.”
“You needed a place to stay and a clean start. What’s wrong with wanting what’s best for my favorite grandchild?”
“You just wanted to make sure I wasn’t moping. And you call everyone your favorite grandchild.”
Vera shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it? I don’t see you moping anymore.” She focused on Nate. “Or do I have you to thank for that?”
Nate brought the cup of coffee to his lips and took a sip to keep from answering that question. He had no idea if Joanne had changed because of him. He’d only known her two days. Returning the cup to the table, he finally said, “I doubt it was me.”
“See what I mean?” Joanne said, gesturing at her grandmother, who sat there grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Meddling. Want some breakfast?” she asked Nate.
“No thanks. I really have to get to work.”
“Let me grab my purse and we can go.” She kissed her grandmother on the cheek. “I work until seven tonight. I’ll see you later.” Oliver meowed at her from his perch on the table. “You too, Oliver.”
Nate was waiting by the front door for her when she came down from her bedroom with her things. She grabbed her keys from the table by the door, and they walked in silence to the car.
As Joanne pulled onto the street, Nate spoke. “So where do you work? I mean, I know you’re a nurse, but we never really got that far into introductions.” He rubbed a hand along his neck, embarrassed. He felt like he knew her so well, yet they’d skipped over the basics.
Joanne glanced over at him before turning her attention back to the road. “Saint Thomas. I’m a nurse in the emergency department.”
“Wow. That’s impressive. And probably a lot of responsibility.”
Joanne just shrugged. “I like it. Helping people doesn’t seem like work to me.” Realizing he was still in his suit from yesterday, she asked him, “Do you need to go home and change or anything? Where did you leave your car, or motorcycle, or whatever it is you drive, anyway?”
“Let’s see. No, I don’t need to go home. I keep a change of clothes and coveralls at the garage since my job can get messy at times. I left my bike at the garage since that’s where your car was. And I have a car in addition to my bike. It’s at home. Any other questions?” He counted each point off on his fingers as he spoke.
“Oh, I have lots of questions. But they’ll have to wait until later.”
Nate leaned toward her as much as he could with the seatbelt restraining him. “Really?” His voice was low and suggestive. “Then we will have a later? I can’t wait.”
As she stopped at a red light, she looked at him. “Of course we will. You did invite me to dinner, after all. Unless you’ve changed your mind.”
Nate reached over and clasped her hand on the steering wheel. “Not on your life.” Traffic stated moving then, and he let go of Joanne’s hand so she could drive.
When they got to Bubba’s Towing, Nate stepped out of the car and leaned in the open passenger door. Behind him, he heard two of his coworkers whistling and making comments about his clothing and about Joanne. He grimaced and wondered what Joanne was thinking. She didn’t look like the type of woman to have dealt with the kind of rough men he dealt with every day.
His eyes met hers and she grinned. “At least I don’t have to deal with that all day.” She gave a little wave at the men, and one of them grabbed his chest, faking a heart attack.
He laughed, relieved that she wasn’t offended. “They’re just jealous. Call me tonight, okay.”
Joanne nodded. “Sure. We still have to plan that dinner.”
“Yes we do. See you later.” Nate straightened and started to close the door.
“Nate!” He stopped and bent down again. “Thanks again. For everything.”
She had a soft smile on her face, and in late morning sun that glinted off her blonde hair, she looked like an angel. He still couldn’t believe that she had somehow fallen into his life. A woman like Joanne was not the type of woman he’d have even attempted to get to know. Yet here she was, more than willing to get to know him and give him a chance.
“You’re more than welcome, sweetheart. You can call me anytime you need to be rescued.”
“I’ll take you up on that. Bye, Nate.”
He closed the door and headed for the taunting he knew was coming from his coworkers.



Chapter Nine
‡
THE DAY HAD felt both too long and too short. Nate’s thoughts had been consumed with Joanne from the second she’d left his sight. Remembering her smile and her laughter kept him occupied during his sometimes boring job and helped the time pass faster. He already missed her though. Somehow, she’d invaded his entire world. He’d never felt this way about a woman before. He’d never wanted to just sit and talk, to cuddle up with a movie, to share a bed, to laugh at each other’s stupid jokes. Not even Mandy had made him feel this way.
He shook his head as he checked his phone for the address of his next tow. The vehicle was at a gas station on the corner of Church Street and 19th. He checked the time on his phone—2:49 p.m. It was still hours until he would hear from Joanne again. He sighed and turned onto West End, making his way carefully back towards the city while trying to avoid the worst of the drivers. The rain had stopped, but water still puddled on the streets. No one in this town seemed to know how to drive in the rain, in spite of the commonness of storms, and his day had been busy enough as it was.
Nate pulled into the tiny gas station, looking for the Mercedes he was supposed to pick up. Something felt off to him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but his stomach churned. Spotting the Mercedes, he jumped out of the cab of his truck and walked to the car. As he got closer, he saw a man leaning against the wall of the building directly in front of the car. The top half of the man’s body was shaded by the overhang until he stepped forward into the mid-afternoon sun.
Stan stopped a few feet away, his arms hanging at his sides. Nate glanced down and thought he saw something in the man’s hand that was half hidden behind his leg. This was not going to end well. He knew it in his gut. Taking a deep breath, he confronted Stan.
“You called for a tow truck?”
“I had to see you for myself. You stole my fiancée from me. I won’t stand for that, and I’m going to make you pay.” His voice had risen to a higher pitch toward the end as he spit the words out.
Nate held up his hands in appeasement. “I didn’t do anything but tow her car,” he lied.
“Oh right. That explains you both being practically naked this morning.”
“Man, she was drunk. Because of you. Because of your behavior. I drove her home. That’s all.” Nate ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not doing this. You’re wasting my time, and I have a job to do.” He turned on his heel to get back in his truck. Hearing movement behind him, he looked back to see something metal swinging through the air toward him. He didn’t have time to do more than duck and get his arm partway up, trying to ward off the blow.
Pain shot through his arm, and then it went completely numb. Stan shoved him, and Nate stumbled and fell to the pavement. His hip and shoulder stung where they caught his weight on the rough surface. Expecting a blow to his head, he raised his arm as best he could to protect himself. Instead, a kick landed on his now unprotected ribs.
Nate could barely breathe. Every inhale set his chest on fire. He tried to take shallow breaths as he fought to get to his feet. It was hard to control his body with an aching shoulder and hip, a numb arm, and pains in his chest. He was sure Stan wasn’t done and expected to get hit again at any moment. He couldn’t just lie here and wait to die.
As he finally managed to get his good arm to support him, he heard shouts. A car door slammed near his ear, and he shoved himself against the opposite car to avoid the tires of the Mercedes as they pulled past him.
In seconds, someone was at his side. The voices sounded muffled. He must have hit his head at some point. He started to shake his head, trying to clear it.
“Just hold still,” the man beside him said. “Somebody’s called an ambulance.”
“I’m okay,” Nate protested. He tried to push himself up once again, but none of his shaking limbs would support him, and he collapsed back down and leaned his head against the car. “Just give me a minute.” He had underestimated Stan. In fact, he seemed to have completely misread him. He knew Stan was a doctor. Who would have thought someone like that would resort to violence?
His thoughts circled round and round, never coming to any conclusions. Before he knew it, a Metro police officer and a paramedic stood before him. “Can you stand, sir?” the paramedic asked.
Blinking to focus, Nate replied, “Yeah, I think so.”
With a hand under his good arm, the paramedic helped him to his feet. Nate almost stumbled when he saw all the commotion around the gas station. A couple of police cars and a Nashville Fire Department ambulance jammed into the tiny parking lot, lights flashing. People crowded around near the building entrance and on the sidewalks on both sides of the streets. All this for just a little fight, he thought.
The paramedic sat him on the gurney and began to assess his condition. Nate answered his questions in a short, monotone voice. All he wanted to do was get away from everyone, go home, and put an ice pack on his ribs or something. This fuss was over nothing.
The four police officers had been questioning those who were witnesses. One of the officers, a short woman with dark hair, approached him.
“What’s your name, sir?”
“Nathan Whitmore”
“Can you tell me what happened?”
Nate started to recount the events until the point he recognized his attacker. He paused in his story. Should I report Stan? He didn’t even know the man’s last name. What would this do to Joanne? Would Stan decide to retaliate? If he did, would he go after me or Joanne? Deciding he’d rather err on the side of caution for Joanne’s sake, he skipped mentioning Stan’s name and the reason for his attack but continued with the rest of the tale.
The officer didn’t miss his omission. “You said you recognized him. What’s his name?”
Nate shook his head. “I’d rather not say. I don’t want to press charges or anything. Besides, I don’t even know his last name.”
“And what was the argument about?”
Nate shook his head again, refusing to involve Joanne. “It was just a personal misunderstanding.”
“Mr. Whitmore, we already have the witness reports. A couple of them heard most of your argument. We’d just like you to confirm it.”
“No, I can’t.” Nate started to scoot off the gurney, determined to leave.
The paramedic put a hand against his chest. He didn’t press hard, but Nate stopped moving. He didn’t have enough energy left to fight even that little bit of resistance. “Whoa, you’re not going anywhere.”
“I’m fine. I need to get back to work,” he insisted.
“You need to go to the hospital. Just let them take some x-rays and make sure nothing’s broken.”
Giving up, Nate sat back on the gurney. His head still felt stuffy, and he couldn’t concentrate on anything. He needed to call his boss. Someone would need to come get the tow truck, and Nate would need a ride home from the hospital. It was all just too much to think about. Especially on only a few hours of sleep. He just wanted to rest for a while, then everything would be fine, he was sure.
*
“JOJO.”
Joanne was finishing up the paperwork on a patient when she heard him say her name. She closed her eyes and took a deep, calming breath. I’m not ever going to get rid of him, am I? She turned to face Stan, crossing her arms across her chest.
Stan stood holding a bouquet of flowers, but Joanne ignored them. She was not going to accept gifts from him. Why couldn’t he have brought me flowers when we were together? He had always been kind and attentive, but never romantic. Honestly, it hadn’t bothered her then. But now, somehow it seemed a sign that their relationship hadn’t been as strong as she’d thought.
Her gaze traveled over her ex-fiancé, noting the clothing that was slightly askew, a streak of dirt on his hand, and the wide eyes. She’d never seem him like this, and she wondered what had gotten him upset.
“What do you want, Stan?”
“JoJo, I’m sorry I said those things this morning. I was drunk. I know that’s not an excuse, but I promise it won’t happen again.” He thrust the flowers toward her.
Joanne took a step back. “I don’t want your flowers or your apologies.”
Stan closed the distance between them until Joanne’s skin crawled. She couldn’t place the sensation, didn’t understand why she now felt this way around him.
“What do you want, then?” he pleaded.
Joanne stepped to the side, trying to get more distance between them. “I want you to leave me alone. Stan, how many times do I have to tell you—we are done. For good. Please. Just go away and let me live my life.”
Stan stood there, silent. Joanne glanced around, finally noticing a few of the other nurses pretending to do anything other than listen to their conversation. She knew she wouldn’t hear the end of the questions once Stan left. As much as she didn’t want to talk about it, she wanted Stan here even less. She had to get him to leave. Just as she was about to make another excuse, the emergency radio went off announcing the fire department was bringing in a patient.
Joanne jerked a thumb towards the ambulance entrance. “I have work to do.” She didn’t wait for him to respond, she just got busy with her duties prepping for the incoming patient. She didn’t watch, but she knew the minute Stan turned and left. Letting out a relieved breath, she focused on the ambulance that was already pulling up.
As the gurney came off ambulance, Joanne noticed the head of curly dark blond hair. Her gaze fell to the man’s face and recognition shot through her. Heart pounding in fear, she ran outside to meet the paramedics.
“Nate! What happened?” she questioned him while she checked him out for herself, making sure nothing was seriously wrong. She’d heard the radio report, but when she realized he was the patient, she had to see with her own eyes that he was okay.
He took her hand and squeezed, which reassured her a little bit. “I’m fine. Just a misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding?” she echoed, incredulous. Her eyebrows rose as he shifted on the gurney and grimaced in pain.
“Yeah. The other guy wanted to argue and I didn’t. A misunderstanding.” Nate had already decided he was not going to tell Joanne what had happened. He had no fight with Stan, and there was no need to make him look even worse in Joanne’s eyes. He hadn’t expected to show up at her hospital though. He’d just have to tell her as little as possible.
Joanne pointed the EMS team to the prepped room and helped Nate off of the gurney and onto the hospital bed. “I’ll be back in a second,” she told him before following the paramedics out to the hallway.
“Do you know what happened?” she asked one of the paramedics as another nurse signed off on the patient transfer.
“Some guy hit him with a tire iron and kicked him when he went down. It sounded personal to me. You know him?” The paramedic nodded his head toward the room where Nate lay.
“Yeah. I do.”
“Know who would want to hurt him?”
Joanne thought for only a moment before she made the connection. Sighing, she replied, “Yeah, probably.” She looked around the emergency department, noting that Stan had indeed left. The flowers he’d tried to give her lay in disarray on the desk, forgotten in the rush of an incoming patient. He’d been standing in front of her like everything was normal, yet he must have just come from the fight with Nate. What had he been hoping to accomplish? Had his intention been to simply scare Nate away, or had he meant to kill him? Joanne shuddered at the thought of what he could have done.
“Then you might want to talk to the police ’cause your friend won’t,” the paramedic continued.
Drawn from her own thoughts, Joanne couldn’t follow the conversation she’d been having. “Wait, what do you mean?”
“Mr. Whitmore refused to tell the police who attacked him. If you want anything done, you’ll need to give the police a suspect,” the paramedic explained.
“Thanks for the advice.” The other nurse handed the tablet computer back to him, and Joanne headed back to check on Nate.
The doctor was just finishing his examination when she entered the room. “I don’t think anything’s broken, but let’s get x-rays to make sure.” The doctor wrote down his orders and handed them to another nurse to get the x-rays scheduled as he left.
Joanne approached Nate slowly. Why didn’t he tell me Stan had attacked him? Why didn’t he tell the police? Would he even want to be around me after this? I’ve caused him so much trouble already. Surely this will be the last straw. But he smiled at her before he spoke, and the tension in Joanne’s chest eased.
“You know, I thought about running over here just to see you today. I didn’t expect to be hauled over in an ambulance.”
Joanne smiled at his attempt at humor, but she didn’t laugh. She was still concerned about Stan and any threat he might pose. “You wanna tell me what happened now?” she asked him gently.
Nate glanced into her serious eyes before dropping his gaze to his filthy clothes. He couldn’t look in her eyes and lie to her. Not that he planned on lying. But even a half-truth felt wrong with her. “I told you,” he said. “I was dispatched out to help a driver. I got there and the guy wanted to argue. I started to walk away and he attacked me.”
Joanne stood in silence for a few seconds. When Nate refused to say anything more, she put a hand on his leg. “Nate. I know who it was. Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell the police?” Hurt seeped through her voice until it cracked.
Nate’s eyes rose to find hers. How did she find out? he wondered. It couldn’t have been from Stan, or she wouldn’t have been so shocked to see him come in. He watched as she blinked back tears. Is she crying for me or for Stan?
“Nate?” Her voice was barely a whisper and trembled on that single word.
Nate rubbed the hand of his uninjured arm over his eyes. What could he tell her? There was no good that could come out of this. “It wasn’t worth it. It would be his word against mine, and he’s a damn doctor. And I didn’t want to drag you in the middle of something that might get messy.”
“I’m already in the middle of it!” Joanne protested.
“I didn’t ask to be brought to your hospital,” Nate erupted.
Joanne took a step away from the bed in shock. She’d never heard Nate get angry before. Granted, she’d only known him a few days. It just seemed so against his character. Maybe it’s the pain he’s in, she rationalized. Chin trembling, she lifted her head in defiance. “I was in the middle of it anyway. This is because of me, isn’t it?” Nate opened his mouth, but before he could get a sound out, Joanne interrupted him. “Don’t even tell me it’s not. I may be blonde, but I’m not stupid, Nate Whitmore.”
Nate grinned at the image Joanne made, standing there with her hands clenched in fists at her side, her eyes sparking, and foot stamping as she emphasized her points. “Have I told you how cute you are when you’re angry?”
“This is not funny. You could have been seriously hurt.”
Nate dropped his grin and held out his arm, gesturing for her to come closer. As she did, he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her into his body. Her warmth comforted him more than it should. His body relaxed, and he breathed in the scent of her hair. “I know. But I wasn’t. And that’s all that matters.”
“No, that’s not all that matters.” Her voice wavered, and Nate realized she was crying. He turned her face up to his.
“Hey. What’s wrong? I’m okay.”
“Nate, I didn’t know Stan was so dangerous. What if he goes after you again? I should never have gotten you involved in my problems.”
“You didn’t. I got involved all on my own.” Nate laughed lightly.
“What are you talking about?”
“That morning we met, you aren’t the one that called for a tow truck, were you?”
“No,” Joanne said slowly.
“You were asleep—”
“Passed out.”
“Fine, passed out. Anyway, I showed up to do my job. You didn’t have any control over that. When I found you, I could have let you drive off. I could have called the police if I really thought you were still too drunk to drive. I could have just towed your damn car like I was supposed to. Did I do any of those? No. Instead, I took you and your car home. See? I have a knack for finding my own trouble.”
“But I’m the one who called you when Stan messed with my car. He wouldn’t even have known about you if I hadn’t called.”
“And I didn’t have to go to your friend’s wedding and act like your date. I could have dropped the car off, just like I intended to in the first place.”
Joanne started to say something then paused. “Wait, you acted like my date?”
“Well, it was your friend who invited me, not you. I honestly didn’t know what you thought. I didn’t want to assume I was your date just because your friend said I was.”
Neither said anything for a few moments. It was Joanne that finally broke the silence. “What were we talking about anyway?”
Laughing, Nate brushed his hand over her hair. “Who cares? I’m glad to know I am such a good distraction.” He waggled his eyebrows in suggestion.
“You!” Joanne slapped at his shoulder. It just happened to be the bruised one that he had fallen on, and he shrugged away from her. “I’m sorry,” she cried. “Oh my God, you make me forget everything. You’re a horrible influence on me.”
Her fake sincerity made Nate let out a deep laugh. The sharp pain that clutched at his middle had him gasping and holding his side with his good arm.
“Oh, geez. I’m an awful person,” she cried. “I’m always hurting you. You should just stay away from me.”
Nate snuck an arm around her waist and tugged at her until she leaned against him. “I don’t think I can,” he whispered in her ear. “You make me laugh and bring something to my life I didn’t realize I was missing.”
Nate slid his tongue along her earlobe, and Joanne shivered and melted against him. When another nurse walked in the door pushing a wheelchair, Joanne jerked away, embarrassed that she had let herself almost lose control at work. In front of her colleagues. Nate really was a bad influence on her.
“Nathan, they’re ready for you in radiology,” the nurse said. She glanced between the two of them. Nate still had his arm at her waist, and Joanne stared down at the floor. “Can you stand, or do you need help?” she asked.
“I can stand,” Nate said. He let go of Joanne and used his good arm to lever himself over to the side of the cot and to his feet. He clutched his ribs as he took the few steps to the wheelchair where he sat down. “Will you be here when I get back?” he asked her. His eyes were still squinted in pain from his short walk.
Joanne’s anger at Stan returned full force. Why in the hell had he done such a thing? She didn’t understand. It was so unlike the Stan she knew and used to love. “I’m going to find Stan. I need to confront him about this. But I’ll be back before you’re released.” She glanced at her watch. “I still have a couple of hours left. If you wanted to wait until I’m off, I could give you a ride.”
Nate reached out and clasped one of her hands. “Babe, don’t go looking for another fight.”
“He won’t hurt me.”
Nate shook his head. “Even if he doesn’t, he’s not worth it.”
“No, but you’re worth it.” The words were out before she even knew what she was saying, and she felt the heat flood her cheeks.
His thumb caressed the back of her hand. “You’re the sweetest woman I’ve ever met. Other than my mom of course,” he joked. “I would really rather you just let it be though. Please?”
Joanne shook her head. “I can’t, Nate. I need to understand.”
The other nurse cleared her throat, interrupting them. “We need to go if he wants to keep his slot for radiology.”
“Go ahead,” Joanne told her. To Nate she said, “I’ll probably be back before you are. See you soon.”
Nate squeezed her hand once more before letting go. The nurse swiveled the wheelchair and pushed it down the hall. Joanne squared her shoulders and stalked in the other direction. This late in the afternoon, Stan should be doing his rounds. If he even showed up for work today, she thought. She would find him and demand to know his reasons. He had to have one. He never did anything without planning and thought. He wasn’t a spontaneous guy. In fact, Joanne realized, in that regard he was exactly opposite from Nate. Is that why I was attracted to Nate in the first place?
Is he just a fling, something I’ll get over, get out of my system, and then go back to wanting steady and dependable? Her steps slowed as she approached the elevators, and she grappled with her thoughts.
When she got to Stan’s floor, she didn’t have to search long before she saw him turn a corner and walk down the hall a few yards ahead of her. He hadn’t seen her, and he was walking fast. Before she could call his name, he pushed his way into the men’s restroom. Joanne paused in the middle of the hallway, wondering what she should do. Should she wait for him? She stepped to the side and leaned against the wall. Surely he wouldn’t be too long. He was a man, after all.
Within seconds, Joanne heard retching sounds coming from the restroom. She straightened. Was that Stan? She didn’t think anyone else was in there. The floor was quiet this afternoon, with very little traffic. Stan was the healthiest person she knew; he never got sick. Why would he be vomiting?
It was five minutes before Stan slowly pushed his way out of the restroom. His face was pale and clammy, and he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.
“Stan?” she questioned. “Are you okay?” She didn’t want to be concerned, but it was in her nature, it was why she had become a nurse.
Stan grabbed her shoulders. “Oh, Joanne. I’ve done something horrible.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but Joanne cut him off. “Stan, I know. I know what you did. Nate is down in Emergency right now. Luckily, he’s not hurt too bad.” His mouth flapped open and closed, but no words came out. “Why, Stan?” Her voice was low and hurt.
Stan pulled her down a side hallway where the noise of the nurses’ station didn’t reach. She could see the moisture building in his eyes. Stan was crying, she realized.
“Joanne, I don’t know why. You…you just make me crazy sometimes. I’m crazy about you, and the thought of losing you for good made me lose my mind. I made a mistake. I made several mistakes. I know I’ve lost you.” He buried his head in Joanne’s shoulder, and Joanne realized he had been rambling.
She put her hands on his waist and gently pushed him away. Keeping her voice calm, she spoke soothingly. “Stan, why don’t you tell me what happened today.”
He ran his hands down his face, and Joanne noticed his hands were shaking. “After I sobered up from this morning, the anger hit. Before that, my mind was so muddled that I honestly didn’t know what I was doing. Somehow, I thought that if that guy wasn’t around maybe I could make everything up to you, that you would eventually forgive me given enough time. I was just intending to scare him away, I swear!” He held out his hands, palms up. “But when he got there, he wouldn’t even listen to me. I wanted to argue with him—I needed a fight, and all he did was walk away. He’s a better man than me.” That last sentence was said as a quiet aside. “I just couldn’t let him leave like that. I thought I was just going to make him stay, but something else took over, something dark. Oh God, Joanne, it was awful. I’ve never hit someone in my life. I couldn’t stay after I did that. I had to get out of there before I got sick.”
“Is that what happened in there?” Joanne gestured to the restroom.
“Yes. I couldn’t stomach what I’d done any more. I really thought I’d done some damage. You said he’s not hurt that bad?” he questioned her.
Joanne shook her head. “No, just bruised I think. He’s getting x-rays now, but the doctor didn’t think anything was broken.”
“Oh, thank God. Joanne, I’m really sorry.”
Joanne cut him off. “It’s not me you need to apologize to. It’s him.”
“I can’t talk to him,” Stan exclaimed. “I’m sure he doesn’t want to see me.”
“Probably not,” Joanne admitted. “But can you live with yourself if you don’t make amends?”
Stan scrubbed his face with his hands. “You’re right. You always are. Okay, I’ll come down in a bit.”
“Don’t wait too long. He’ll probably be released after his x-rays are finished.”
Joanne left Stan standing there, his back against the wall, and made her way slowly back toward the Emergency Department. As upset as she had been with Stan for cheating on her, at this point she was glad she’d gotten out of a relationship with him when she had. She’d had no idea he was prone to violence. Of course, she realized anyone could be pushed to do something they normally wouldn’t given the right circumstances. But a friendship with another man—and that’s all it had been before this morning, in spite of their mutual attraction from the beginning—shouldn’t be enough to provoke someone who truly loved her. She did hope Stan was able to eventually find happiness, but she finally felt free of the hurt and the pain that he had caused her. This was for the best. For the first time in over two months, she felt her life was coming back together.
When she got back downstairs to the Emergency Department, she peeked her head into Nate’s room. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, legs hanging to one side. The doctor was in with him, and she heard him say that the x-rays were clear and he was being released. Neither of them saw her, so she ducked back outside until they were finished.
She went to the nurses’ station to sort through some paperwork until the doctor was done. A few minutes later, the doctor approached her with Nate’s patient chart and discharge orders. “Can you process these, Joanne?” he asked her.
Joanne hesitated. “Actually…I can’t.” She motioned to another nurse to take the paperwork from the doctor. “But, please, can you at least tell me everything is okay with him?”
“Yes, he’s fine, just banged up. Are you guys seeing each other?”
Joanne dropped her eyes. She wasn’t used to people asking about her love life. She’d been with Stan for so long that it was hard to get used to the fact that her coworkers didn’t already know what was going on with her life. “I guess you could say that,” she answered.
“Well, take it easy on him for a few days,” he said lightly. “He’s going to need some time to recuperate before doing anything too strenuous.” With that, he picked up a file and headed to another patient room.
When the nurse finished the discharge paperwork, Joanne followed her to Nate’s room. He was on his cell phone when they stepped inside, and she paused, not wanting to interrupt him. He looked over at her and smiled.
“Yep,” he said into the phone. “A day should do it. My arm’s still too sore to do much work, but nothing’s broken. I’ll be back in on Wednesday.” He disconnected the call and slid the phone into the pocket of his jeans. “I hope you’re here to tell me I’m all set to go,” he said to them.
“All you have to do is sign this,” the discharge nurse said. She took it to him and handed him a pen. Joanne stood at the foot of the bed, fiddling with the sheet until he finished. He scribbled his signature and gave everything back. As the nurse reached to take it from him, he froze. Glancing at him, Joanne saw he was focused on something behind her. She turned to see Stan standing in the door.
Joanne stepped closer and put a reassuring hand on Nate’s arm. “It’s okay,” she said.
The discharge nurse scooted quickly out of the room, as if she could feel the rising tension.
Stan glanced between the two of them as she stood there next to Nate before he stepped further into the room. Nate slid off the bed and to his feet. He didn’t know what to expect, but he wanted to face it on his feet. He’d been knocked down enough today. Stan stopped when he was still a good five feet away.
“I just wanted to apologize,” Stan said. “I don’t know what else to say. There’s no excuse for what I did, and I don’t expect you to forgive me. I just needed to tell you that.” Stan turned on his heel and took a step back to the door before stopping again and turning back to them. “I’ll pay your hospital bill. This is my fault and my responsibility.”
“I don’t want your money,” Nate spat. “I can pay my own bills. I may not be as rich as you, but I can take care of myself.”
“I don’t doubt that.” Stan looked at Joanne then to Nate. “If not for you, let me do it for her. I’ve hurt her too, and she deserves something better than me. Why not let me pay for this?” He gestured around the room. “And you can save your money for something more useful, such as treating Joanne the way she deserves.”
“Don’t bring me into this,” Joanne said softly. “I don’t need anything from either of you.”
Nate bowed his head in thought. He should probably take Stan up on his offer. Sure, he had money and insurance. But the hospital bill would probably wipe out most of his savings. Money that he now wanted to keep. He’d never thought much about his future before. Now, he wanted to. He wanted to envision himself with Joanne, planning for whatever might come their way. A house. Marriage. Family. He didn’t know yet, but all the possibilities lay open in front of them.
Lifting his head, he looked to Joanne for any sign of what she wanted him to do. He found her watching him, and she lifted an eyebrow at his stare. Her oval face, usually so expressive, held no clues as to what she was really thinking.
Finally, he faced Stan again. “All right. For Joanne. On one condition.”
“Anything,” Stan agreed quickly.
“Don’t mess with her head anymore.”
Joanne touched Nate’s arm. “Nate, it’s fine. I’m not—”
Nate continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “If you want to win her back, do it like a man. If you want to be my competition, let’s make it a fair contest.”
Both Joanne and Stan stared at him open-mouthed. Joanne spoke first. “Nate? I don’t understand. I thought…I thought you wanted to be with me.”
Nate put his hand over hers and searched her eyes, which were now wide with confusion. “I do.” He brushed her hair behind an ear, and her face turned toward his palm. “I like you. I want to see where this will go. But I know you’re still hurting over him.” He nodded towards where Stan stood. “I don’t want that to come between us. I don’t want his games to hurt you anymore.”
Stan sighed audibly, and they both looked at him. “You don’t have to worry about me. There’s nothing I could do to win Joanne back. Is there, Joanne?”
Joanne shook her head slowly, and silent tears slipped down her cheeks. “No.”
Stan nodded. “I will always love you, Joanne. I wish you the best.” He left without another word.
Joanne and Nate stood there in the silence for a long moment. Drawing a deep breath, Joanne spoke. “Nate, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“I hope you’re not breaking up with me already,” he joked. She looked so serious, he felt he had to break the tension somehow. She gave him her brilliant smile, and his chest eased at the release of tension.
“Not a chance.” She wiped away her tears. “When I spoke to Stan earlier, I realized something.”
“Oh?”
“I realized that I’ve already let him go. Thanks to you, I know he wasn’t the man for me. I’m actually glad all this happened. Well, not all this.” She touched his arm where a brilliant blue was already spreading over a knot the size of a golf ball where the tire iron had hit him. “But him cheating on me, I mean.”
Nate took her face in both his hands. “What are you trying to say, Joanne?”
“I’m saying there wouldn’t have been any competition between you and Stan even if he’d tried.” She moved closer to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Now, when are we going on that date you promised me?” She smiled up at him. Here in his arms, she felt at peace for the first time in a long time, and she tried to memorize his face to keep this moment in her heart forever.
“How does tonight sound?” His lips lowered to hers and brushed against them.
“Perfect,” she whispered.
The End
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Growing up, Ainsley Carter always felt different from her parents. While they embraced their financial status, she never liked how it set her apart from others in their small town. It was always obvious to her what money did to people, how it had the power to change things. Most of all, she hated what it took from her.
Her heart.
Back in Kittery, Maine, for the first time in over four years, she is instantly bombarded with plans that her parents have made for her life. Expensive clothes, the perfect man ready to marry her, the life of privilege.
Or is it?
Memories flood back and, as if conjured from her dreams, there he is, the man who has owned her body and soul since she was a kid. Adam James, the man who has haunted her every day since he broke her.
Adam is the complete opposite of everything Ainsley is told she should want. The hard working roofer rides a Harley, his clothes are ripped and faded, and he wouldn’t be caught dead walking into the country club her father helped build. After breaking it off with Ainsley, he’s bitter. He despises everything about the way Ainsley and her family use money to make problems go away.
What happens when they collide and those still simmering fires ignite and explode?



Chapter One
Ainsley
‡
STANDING IN FRONT of the full length mirror, I scrunch my nose in disapproval. My plane touched down just over an hour ago and here we are shopping. My mother’s favorite thing to do, other than empty her bourbon decanter, and I hate it. Give me jeans and my chucks any day, that’s all I need, but don’t tell her that.
It isn’t like she would listen anyway.
“That one too. You should wear it now and save the blue halter for the club on Friday. Just throw away the old clothes she had on,” my mother says to me while giving instructions to the sales clerk, as she tosses a card at her. No please and no thank you, no recognition that she is even a human being. That is my mother, everyone is beneath her. “All the shoes too. Oh, Ainsley, I’m so glad you’re finally home.” Shoving my unruly brown waves over my shoulder, so that they tumble freely down my back, my mother scrutinizes me in the mirror.
It makes me want to curl into myself, to enroll for another four years and hide away at college from this constant push to be perfect. Being the daughter of Anthony and Julia Carter, I am not allowed to slink into the background. No, Ainsley Carter is destined to marry a man who will take over my father’s empire and become a decorative show piece in the home, just as my mother is.
That is how our world works, I’ve been told.
Shrugging her off, I step down from the mirrors and slump into a chair. Tapping my heel on the tile floor, I stare out the window of the dress shop my mother insisted we stop at as soon as we left the airport. “I couldn’t be happier that you’ll be joining your father and I at the club this week for dinner. Elliot will be thrilled to see you. He’s talked a lot about you since we visited you in California last month.”
“How nice,” I deadpan, completely uninterested in anything my mother has to say about Elliot Becker.
Elliot and I have known each other since we were babies. Our parents have always joked about us growing up and getting married. Now, it’s no longer a joke, it’s anticipated.
That would be all wonderful and good, if I could stand being in the same room with him longer than five minutes.
“Is there a reason you’re sitting there like a petulant child in time out?” My mother’s voice pulls me from my thoughts of asking her to lunch just so I can fake food poisoning.
“No, of course not.” Standing to my feet, I remember my manners and smooth down the front of my dress. “Can we stop closer to home and have a late lunch?”
Looking at her watch, she nods. “We should have plenty of time.”
Once she collects her card, my mother leads the way out to her Mercedes, parked at the curb for the bags to be placed in the trunk. The unusual muggy heat hits me right in the face as we exit the store. Sure Maine has summer, but this shit is ridiculous. “Thank you,” I say as the door man of the shop closes the trunk lid. “I hope you have a way to stay cool in this heat,” I add, knowing it has to be horrible standing out here in a suit when it’s damn near one hundred degrees.
“Yes ma’am. You have a nice day now.”
“You too,” I reply as he walks up to the passenger side door.
My mother says nothing, her heels click on the pavement as she makes her way around the car where the valet holds open her door. Without any greeting or any hesitation, she slides in to the low car effortlessly. When the doorman opens my door, I fumble in with a lot less grace than my mother, but of course she makes everything look easy.
“Ainsley,” my mother scolds the moment the door closes and she pulls from the curb. “I can’t believe you sometimes.”
Arching my eyebrow, I turn in my seat and push my slipping glasses up my nose. Staring at my mother as she drives, I wait for her to continue, but she doesn’t. Tapping her perfectly manicured nails on the steering wheel, she stares straight ahead, lost in her thoughts.
I haven’t been alone with my mother in four years. Not since they sent me and my broken heart abroad for the summer to my aunt’s before I started college. Hell, I even took summer classes so that I didn’t have to leave the apartment that my father rented near campus for me. I have so many things I want to ask her. Things that I need to say before it’s too late, but I don’t know where to start.
How do you have a conversation like this with someone you never felt a close bond with? We merely existed in the same habitat for eighteen years. Nothing more. They have their wing of the large estate my father built, before I was born, and I have mine; there’s no doubt in my mind it has been left untouched by my parents. The only time I am obligated to be their daughter is when it is needed to maintain the façade they work so hard to portray.
*
IT FEELS LIKE hours have passed by the time we finally pull into The Garden Grille, the silence is deafening between us. My mother says nothing, except to the hostess who leads us to our table. It isn’t until we are seated in the far corner of the gazebo that she finally blows out a frustrated breath. “Out with it.” The blue eyes that are nearly identical to mine burn into me. “You’ve been stewing over something the entire drive. I want it out and dismissed before we see your father.”
Taking a deep breath, I slouch and stare down at my fingers. “I’m fine, just weird being back home after so long.”
The waiter steps up and show my mother the wine list. Pointing out her choice, she dismisses him quickly. “Four years is a long time, I know,” she nods, sipping her water. “Though, it was needed, don’t you think? You needed to get your head on straight after things with that boy.” Her face turns up in disgust. “No need to go drudging up old ghosts. You’re older and wiser now, aren’t you, dear?”
Choking back the tears and the twisting in my gut, I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Seventeen years old is hardly an age to know what’s best for your life,” she continues once the waiter sets two glasses down in front of us filled with white wine. Mother spouts off the order before waving him off again.
“No, but I don’t want to be married to a man I don’t love either,” I blurt, before I can call the words back.
My mother’s eyes snap up from her wine glass, widening as her mouth turns up in amusement. “Ainsley, love is nothing more than a mixture of lust and adoration. It’s also something you can turn on and off when necessary or when it financially benefits you.” Lifting the glass to her lips, she sips slowly as she studies me. Lowering it again, she covers my hand with hers. “Before you know it, you’ll be head over heels in love with Elliot.”
“Hello Darling.” The sound of Elliot’s fake British accent behind me makes me cringe. What he believes makes him comes across as refined and more dignified only makes him sound like more of a pompous ass than usual.
You have lived in Maine your whole life, you’re not British you jackass!
“Elliot, how lovely to see you,” my mother croons, standing to kiss each of his cheeks. “We were just talking about you.”
“All good things I hope,” he says with a wink. Leaning down he presses a kiss to my cheek. “I didn’t expect to see you until Friday, Ainsley. Truly, it is my lucky day.”
“Hello Elliot,” I reply, forcing a smile.
Sliding into the booth beside me, Elliot wraps an arm around me, possessively. I should be pleased that he is interested in me. Elliot Becker is not bad looking. His sandy blonde hair and green eyes, mixed with his lean, tan body make for the perfect surfer boy looking package causing all women to fall at his feet. All women, except me.
To me, Elliot is just a part of everything I have grown to hate. This life. The lies, the secrets kept behind closed doors of the insanely extravagant mansions of people who believe true happiness can be bought if the price is right. All the things I was desperate to escape every day while I was away at school, yet were all waiting for me the moment I got back.
“I was thinking that I could come pick you up and we can ride to the club together. It would give us some extra time to talk,” Elliot asks, scooting closer to me. His breath reeks of onions and has my appetite fading fast.
“Excuse me, Elliot, I need the restroom,” I say, hoping he will let me out of the booth.
His manners win out; causing him to stand politely and offer me his hand. “Of course.”
Pushing to my feet, I manage to get around Elliot without touching him. Making my way out of the gazebo, I head toward the large French doors that lead inside when I hear a voice that has me spinning in my tracks.
“This is not fucking happening right now.” The words escape my lips then something slams into the back of the head. Hard. The room spins as my body falls to the concrete patio.



Chapter Two
Ainsley
‡
SPOTS DANCE IN my vision as the familiar face hovers over mine. “Are you okay?” His voice washes over me, making memories surface that my heart can’t handle. “Shit, don’t move. Let me have a look.”
“Promise me you’ll love me forever…”
“Forever is just where we begin, Ainsley.”
His forever was a damn joke…
“Adam?” I ask in disbelief, pushing back the memories and all those empty promises he spouted years ago. I can’t let them come crashing back, they’ll only continue to destroy me.
Just his name on my lips causes a shiver to run down my spine. Everything about him, even in high school, screamed bad boy. Forbidden, and yet, I was completely fascinated. Part of me envied how he took no shit from anyone, but even more, I wanted him.
You had him too, Ainsley.
I did and just one taste of him had me coming undone, and that’s the problem. He hooked me, then threw me back, yet the hook is still embedded. I want him with an ache that in four years, has never ceased. I just learned to live with it while living without the love I had grown to need. The pain of missing him, of losing him, is throbbing as if it were a freshly cut wound now with his hands cupping my face.
Nothing you can do about it, Ainsley. He got what he really wanted from you and walked away.
“Yeah, it’s me.” His fingers run along my forehead. My heart is beating so rapidly, I know that he has to feel it too. “You okay? That waiter didn’t see you when he swung the doors open.”
“I… I… I’m fine,” I stammer as he lifts me into a chair.
Remembering that I am in a dress, I scramble to right myself before I end up on social media news feeds across the world as the next ass flasher. Squatting down, Adam pushes up his sunglasses and I get the first glimpse, in over four years, of those blue eyes that used to render me speechless in high school. I study his features. The black hair that used to curl over his collar is shorter now, no longer hiding his face. A goatee now frames that intense jawline that I always preferred studying instead of my books.
My eyes drift downward to his hands as they settle on the chair on either side of me. The tribal ink on his arms is only visible from his elbows down to his wrists, though I know it runs all the way up to his shoulders and spans his back.
“You don’t look fine, you’re all flushed,” Adam whispers, slipping my glasses from my face. Reaching up, he tucks my hair behind my ear and I have to resist nuzzling into his palm. I look up into his eyes, unable to help being sucked into the vortex that is Adam James. That shy, sexy smile plays across his lips and all of a sudden, it’s like not a day has passed. I am seventeen again and Adam James only has eyes for me.
“Ainsley, what’s going on?” Elliot’s voice breaks the moment.
A growl rumbles up from Adam’s chest as he pushes to his feet. Turning to face Elliot, Adam’s eyes harden. “Becker.”
“James,” Elliot says, shoving past him. “Darling, are you alright? Should we call an ambulance?” His hands cup my face, but I feel nothing like I did moments ago when Adam was touching me. My body rejecting anything to do with Elliot, my heart forcing my eyes up to meet Adam’s. He almost looks pained, but the moment I think I see it, it’s gone.
He shoves down his sunglasses, denying me his eyes, as he smirks. “You gonna make it, princess?”
My blood boils at hearing him use the name I was taunted with growing up. Shoving to my feet, I glare at him. “Don’t call me that, Adam,” I bite out, angry with him for trying to hurt me.
Hasn’t he done that enough?
His smile only widens, “Why, I think you fit the bill perfect, baby.” His endearment is cold and causes Elliot to wrap an arm around me, pulling me into his side. “Look at you, livin’ the dream life. All that’s missing is the tiara; but hey, I’m sure Elliot won’t keep you waitin’ on that too long.”
Just as he intended, his snide comment is a direct hit. The words sting, tears threatening to fall any moment. I won’t let him see me cry again. Never again will I give Adam James one single tear. The man who I spent four years missing, loving, needing, has just lumped me in with everything that I refuse to become and it does more than hurt.
It pisses me off.
“You’re such a bastard, Adam.” Pushing out of Elliot’s grasp, I shove by Adam and storm into the building.
Tables and faces are a blur as I shuffle by, hurrying to the bathroom. The moment I am inside, I slide down the back of the door until my ass hits the tile floor. My manners forgotten entirely as I let the tears flow freely now that no one can see me fall apart.
I gave that man a piece of my heart and soul and he threw it back in my face. I shared my hopes and dreams with Adam. He knew everything I wanted in life, and so much more, none of which had anything to do with Elliot Becker or the standards my family expected me to live up to. He knows me better than anyone and he is using it to hurt me.
Swiping the tears angrily, I stand and right myself. Stepping up to the sink I splash some water on my face and erase the remains of my breakdown. Staring at my reflection, I mentally prepare myself to explain the incident to my mother since I know Elliot has gone straight back to tell her everything.
Blowing out a breath, I yank open the door and come slam into a hard chest. “Lose somethin’?”
Shuffling back, I look up and see Adam watching me carefully. Extending his hand, he holds out my glasses. “Yes, I did,” I reply, reaching out to take them.
“No ‘thank you’ for your knight in ripped Wranglers?” Adam asks, in mock horror. “Why, Ainsley Carter, your mother must be so proud!”
“You don’t know anything about me, Adam,” I ground out, reaching for my glasses but miss when he yanks them back.
“Oh, I don’t, huh?” Stepping closer to me, Adam closes me in between him and the wall. Leaning down, his lips nearly touch my ear as he chuckles. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m the only one who will ever know the real you. It’s a shame you let her die, she was beautiful.”
“You’re a bastard,” I breathe, as the tears threaten again. Why is he tormenting me?
Leaning back, Adam winks at me and hands me my glasses. “Enjoy your lunch, princess. I better get back to the office,” he says before shoving down the hall and out the rear exit of the restaurant.
After taking a moment to catch my breath, I head back out to the table where my mother sits impatiently tapping her fingernails on her wine glass. “Ainsley, what on earth has taken you so long?” she asks the moment I sit back down at the table. “Elliot says you had some sort of accident.”
My eyes fly to Elliot, who nods as he sips his lemonade. Looking back to my mother, I nod. “Yes, I wasn’t paying attention. I’m fine, really.” My hand runs through my hair, making me wince when I brush over the bump starting to form already.
She studies me for a moment, but eventually nods. “Well, leave it to you, Ainsley, to make lunch at the Grille suspenseful and entertaining.”
*
BY THE TIME we’ve eaten, my head is throbbing, but not from the bump. My mother hasn’t stopped talking about all the plans for the next few weeks. “Now that you’re home, dear, we have to get the ball rolling. You and Elliot can begin dating properly so you’ll be officially engaged by summer’s end. We can have a beautiful wedding planned by next spring,” she offers, making my stomach knot painfully. “Elliot’s mother found the most wonderful photographer to do the announcement photos. I’ll let her bring you up to speed on Friday, but we’ve already set up an appointment for September so that we can announce your engagement in all the papers. Your wedding will be the biggest event this town has seen in years.”
Standing to leave, I have to lock my knees after all the ‘wedding’ talk. Elliot’s hand finds the small of my back as we walk out to the parking lot. I attempt to walk faster, but he keeps up with my pace. “This will work so much better, if you stop fighting it, Ainsley,” Elliot says when we reach my mother’s car.
“Why are you going along with it?” I ask, unable to believe that he actually loves me.
Blowing out a breath, he shoves his hands in the front pockets of his dress pants. “Who knows you better than I do, Darling? I mean, we’ve known each other all our lives,” he shrugs. “Besides, I don’t get access to my trust fund until I’m married and I know you won’t bleed me dry.”
Shouts and banging draw my attention to the roof and I spot Adam watching us, a hammer in his right hand. His face is emotionless as he stares at me, nothing like it used to be.
Elliot’s eyes follow mine and he nods. “That explains running into him here,” he grumbles, and I bristle.
“That he’s working?” I ask. “He’s lived here all his life too, Elliot. I’m sure he’s eaten here before.”
His eyes widen, “That’s not what I meant, Ainsley.”
“No, I know it isn’t what you meant, Elliot. That’s the problem.”
“You would think you’d be a little less sympathetic to his lot in life after what happened between you two.”
My fists ball at my side the second the comment leaves his lips and I see fucking red. Few people really know what happened between Adam and me, other than the Beckers, but the fact that Elliot is throwing it in my face has me ready to erupt like a volcano right here on the sidewalk. Damn the passersby, damn the whole fucking world, because everywhere I turn someone is judging me today.
That’s not fucking okay with me.
“You know, Elliot—”
“I am so thankful we got out of there before that started back up.” My mother’s voice interrupts our conversation. “Unbelievable racket. Just the thought of having to listen to that makes my head hurt.”
“I’ll see you later, Ainsley,” Elliot croons, placing a light kiss on my cheek before opening the door for me.
“Lovely to see you, Elliot,” my mother says opening her car door.
Climbing into the car, I don’t look at Elliot. Manners are the furthest thing from my mind right now. All I can see is Adam pulling his shirt over his head and dropping it behind him before grabbing a piece of plywood. My mouth suddenly goes dry, all my rage is forgotten while my eyes lock on his jean clad thighs and how his tool belt hangs loosely around his hips. I can’t help watching every move he makes, shamelessly. His wide shoulders and back, tanned from working in the sun, the muscles flexing with every move he makes. Memories of how that body once felt against mine, skin on skin, floods back making me shudder.
“You could, at least, keep your tongue in your mouth, Ainsley Michelle.” My mother’s scolding tone makes me roll my eyes. “For God’s sake, and right in front of Elliot, too.”
“Let it go, mother,” I reply, turning myself toward the window.
“He gave you up, remember?” she continues as if I never spoke. “Those thoughts you’re having right now lead to actions and those have repercussions for all of us. Tread carefully.”
“Adam and I are over, mother,” I snap, the words burning my lips as I speak them. “I may not have been the one who called it off, but I sure remember it all too well.”



Chapter Three
Adam
‡
“PASS ME THAT box of nails would ya, Sebastio?” I shout above the sound of the sound of nail guns and power saws as we put the roof of the Garden Grille together. The sun beats down on me and I welcome the burning of the sun. It sure as fuck feels better than having a hole punched in my chest again at the sight of seeing Ainsley.
“Fuck roofing, man,” Sebastio complains, tossing me the box. “It’s hotter than hell up here. At least on my boat, I can dive in the water to cool off.”
“That’s why you never catch anything you lazy fuck. You’re too busy jerkin’ off,” I reply.
Wiping his forehead with the back of his hand, he shakes his head. “I never jerk off when I’m out on the water, man. If I pull out the Ol’ Salty, the only thing I’ll catch is every woman from here to Boston.”
“There is nothing okay with anything that just came out of your mouth,” I deadpan. “Seriously, why do I take you in public?”
“Shit, I just want to know what you did before me.” Grabbing the nail gun at his feet, he grins. “I can’t wait until Friday, you know what rhymes with Friday, Adam?” When I don’t answer, Sebastio steps closer, his boots now right in front of me. “Rum.”
I laugh, hammering the first three nails to secure the shingles now that the new boards are in place. “I don’t think it does, bro.”
“It’s your crushing of my dreams that is seriously tearing this friendship apart. What about my dream of becoming a pirate?” he asks, glaring down at me. “Are you going to ruin that too?”
Holding up my right hand, hammer and all, I shake my head in mock horror. “I fully support your quest, Captain Cock Swallow. There’s a power saw with your name on it any time you decide to get fitted for that peg leg.”
“That’s all I ask.” Satisfied with my answer, Sebastio walks over to Donnie, our crew manager, leaving me to my work.
The noise around me fades into the background as I try to focus on the task at hand, but she invades my thoughts. The only woman I ever loved, or would ever love. I was no more than a toy in her game. I thought what we had was love, a chance at forever with someone who understood me. Every time she said she loved me, I fucking believed it, all while it was nothing but her chance to slum it in middle class before she became who she is really supposed to be.
The days at my father’s cabin were the best of my life. While lying beneath the stars on the dock, I listened to Ainsley tell me all about how she hated everything they wanted her to be. Nothing about that life appealed to her and more than anything she wanted to just disappear, with me.
“We could just leave, Adam.” Leaning up on her forearms, she watches me carefully. “After graduation, we can just pack up and go. Start our lives somewhere else, anywhere that my family isn’t.”
Pulling her down against my chest, I crush her lips to mine. Softly and slowly I take her mouth, my hands sliding into her brown waves. The sweet taste of her only makes me sure of one thing: I’d do anything for this woman. “That’s what we’ll do then, Ainsley. Where you go, I’ll go. Always.”
Except she didn’t want me to. She made decisions about our future, life altering choices, all without giving me a second thought. I hate that, in all this time, she still haunts me. I hate how just seeing her brings up all this shit that I buried. Most of all, I hate that I still love her so much.
Ainsley
EARLY FRIDAY AFTERNOON, I walk through the foyer of the enormous house that should be comforting to me, but the deafening silence damn near making me stir crazy. I’ve been home for days, but haven’t left the house. I don’t know what I was thinking even coming back here in the first place. Everything in Kittery reminds me of Adam.
Elliot calls and has sent flowers, all in the effort to win me over, but it isn’t working. Even though my mother scolds me for my lack of manners, I cut the calls short and every gift sent is left untouched. I have eaten in my room, though even if I had gone downstairs, my parents don’t eat there either. I’ve said a handful of words to my father, mostly by phone. Busy man running an empire, apparently. My mother pushes and nags, only to dive for the safety of her suite where I am just as happy as she is for her to remain.
“Lunch was lovely, Martha” my mother says to our housekeeper, her heels clicking across the floor as she heads for the marble staircase that leads to her suite. “Oh, Ainsley, there you are. Be ready at six if you want to greet your father before Elliot arrives. After days of ignoring the sweet gifts he has sent, the least you can do is be ready on time when he comes to pick you up.” Her tone leaving no room for doubt. I am expected to be downstairs and ready at six and that’s that.
Rolling my eyes, I bite my lip in an effort to mind my manners. It would be considered rude if I told her what I really want to do. I have no business speaking out of turn. I don’t get a vote in my own life.
Without a word, I head down the hallway toward my room, sure that she won’t follow. Sitting at my desk, I kick off my shoes and exhale roughly as I stare at the ceiling.
“Don’t allow yourself to hide away in here,” Martha says, shoving into the room with a handful of dresses on hangers. “You really should open the drapes, let the light of life filter in. The sun is nature’s very own mood booster,” she scolds, lying them onto the bed, she walks over to the window and she jerks open the drapes, letting the sun fill the room. Kneeling on the padded window seat, she flings them open wide and I can’t help turning my chair to stare out at the water. The only thing I loved about living in this house was the view from my bedroom window.
The ocean.
The horizon as far as you can see and endless limitations beyond it. A world of opportunity laid at my feet, ripe for the taking. I used to sit there on the window seat and dream of all I would do once I escaped here. I felt like a prisoner, locked away in this life, with no one to rescue me.
Until Adam.
He was my knight, even if I know now he didn’t want to be. He gave me the hope that I could leave this life and have something for myself that meant more than money and possessions.
So much for hopes and dreams, huh?
“I won’t let you sit in this room and hide away. Cabin fever will turn you into a homicidal maniac, I’ve seen it in the magazines at the grocery store. I have no idea why in the hell you ever came back in the first place.” The years have been good to her, even as hard as she works around here. Her black hair is peppered with white and she has laugh lines that show her age now, but being able to laugh at all around here is a damn miracle.
“It’s good to be home,” I lie.
“You’re a horrible liar, girl.” Pushing back to meet my eyes, she smiles. “I’m glad you’re home because I’ve missed you, but you’re miserable.”
“Thanks, I think.”
Walking around my large cherry wood canopy bed, Martha takes the dresses and opens the doors leading in to my walk in closet. “Your mother sent for these things now that you’re back, but I had some things picked up just in case.” Stepping out, she hands me a black tank and jean shorts, along with my favorite pair of Chucks, her smile spreading ear to ear. “I know how you used to love sneaking out to the docks. You can’t exactly do that in designer bullshit,” she teases. The thing I always loved about her most, was her ability to see through the veneer my parents put on everything.
“I don’t know if I want to go back there yet,” I reply. That place was special, but more so because of Adam.
“Go on, now,” Martha scolds. “The fresh air will do you good.”
“Fresh air is the least of my worries,” I mutter under my breath.
“Either you get changed, get out of here and take a walk or I’ll go to the kitchen and get that old wooden spoon I used on your rear end when you used to steal the cookies off the cooling rack.”
“Fine,” I groan, pushing to my feet. “I suppose you’ll cover for me?” I ask, walking into my ensuite bathroom to change. “I won’t be gone long, I need to change for dinner.”
“I know the drill.” Martha waves me off, batting her eyes innocently. “Why, I was just informed that Mrs. Carter has retired to her suite for the remainder of the afternoon. While filling the decanter of bourbon in her dressing room, I was told she is not to be bothered.”
“That bad, huh?” I ask, shuffling out of the dress and into the shorts and tank.
“Ainsley, some things never change. Now, go hit the wall, girl.”
Stepping out of the bathroom, I hop from foot to foot as I slip my sneakers on my feet. “Thank you, Martha.” Walking over, I kiss her on the cheek before hurrying from the room and out the back door.
Making my way through the trees that cover the back corner of the estate, I avoid the padlocked gate completely. Locked doors were always a part of my life, but I found ways around them. I smile when I make it to the seven foot high stone fence and see my initials still carved in the tree that Martha had forbidden the groundskeeper to cut down when I was thirteen. Angling just over the fence, the tree, allowed my escape to the docks every night growing up.
Gripping the branch, I pull my legs up and shimmy up the branch before lowering myself to the ground on the other side. My mother would come unglued to see me dangling from a tree like this; or worse, drop her drink. My hair whips in the wind as I walk up the secluded beach my parents prefer over the hustle and bustle of the busy docks that I always loved.
The sound of the water, the smell of the sea air, all begins to lift my foul mood. Walking down the dock, I pass the Lobstermen hauling in their catch for the close of their day. No one pays me any attention as they hustle by me. I don’t mind, though, there’s only one place I want to be. It calls to me like a siren song, it always has.
Navigating my way beyond the boating dock, I smile once I am at the end of the pier on the waterfront all alone. I drop to my ass, letting my feet dangle over the side. The tips of my sneakers are nowhere near touching the water, making me want to just dive into the cool depths. I stare out further as it laps against the rocky shore of the harbor and absorb it all. I could sit here for hours, completely content to just let my mind wander.
That’s exactly what I do. I let my mind begin to process everything over the last few days. I am back in Maine, for the first time in over four years, and instantly my life is being plotted and planned out for me like a shopping list. It’s like a runaway train that I’m helpless to stop.
Are you really that helpless, Ainsley?
My mind wanders back through all the unhappiness and pain of the last several years. Pulling off my glasses, I shove them into my back pocket and settle on my stomach. Hanging my head over the edge of the dock, I stare down into the water at my blurry reflection. It is funny how accurate the image it is.
There is no real clear view of who I am. People tend to make up whatever they want since the real vision of me is blurry unless you really focus up close. From afar, my parents see a puppet, the kids in school always saw an over-privileged princess, and Elliot sees an obligation to be filled to our families along with dollar signs. No one ever cared to get close enough to see beyond any of that, no one wanted a clear vision of who I was.
There was a time when someone did, or so I thought…
Closing my eyes tightly, I think back to a time when I was truly happy. Days on this very dock. Stolen moments, sweet kisses… Adam.
“Don’t tell me that you dropped your glasses again.”
My eyes fly open, and I bolt to my feet. “No, I didn’t,” I snap, pulling them from my back pocket and sliding them back on my face.
Adam’s eyes are locked on me from beneath the brim of his black baseball cap. The nearly faded fishing hook and embroidered writing barely readable, but I don’t need to know what it says. I bought it. “You still have that hat?” I ask, unable to believe that he kept it after everything he said to me.
Pulling the cap from his head, he grins as he stares at the words ‘Support your local Hookers’. I can almost see the memories playing in his head of that day. His eyes brighten and that smile spreads across his face. My smile, the one that was meant only for me. His eyes meet mine and just as quickly it’s gone as he shoves the hat into the back pocket of his jeans.
“Yeah, I don’t just throw something out when I’m tired of using it.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean, Adam?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.
Adam crosses his arms over his chest, mocking me. “I didn’t fuckin’ stutter, princess.” Turning around, he starts back up the dock away from me. “Now that you’re back, just stay out of my way,” he tosses over his shoulder and I lose it. “You don’t belong down here,” he says, not facing me, but pointing down the beach. “You belong up there, always did.”
“Fuck you, Adam!” I shout, burning up the distance between us. “You have no right to call the shots here. You. Broke. Me!” I scream shoving him. “I have been alone all this time because I couldn’t stay here after what happened between us and you tell me to stay out of your way? You selfish, heartless, bastard! I’m not asking for your approval, or your permission for shit.”
The minute he turns to face me, my palm cracks across his face. Hard. The shock on his face is quickly replaced with anger. His nostrils flare and his entire face hardens as he glares at me, rage bursting from behind his eyes. The top of my head barely comes to his shoulders, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to slap him again. My chest is heaving and my mind whirling with everything I want to say to him, but I can’t focus on just one thing. I want to make him hurt as badly as I do, but all I can do is shake with fury.
“Don’t throw your pity party at me, Ainsley. I fucking loved you. If you think I’m the heartless one then you better go look in the mirror, baby, because you made me that way,” he grounds out, grabbing my wrists to keep me from taking another swing at him.
“Let me go, Adam,” I snap, attempting to pull away. He laughs, pulling me so that I am flush against his chest. His lips hover over mine and my breath hitches. Even now, after everything, I can feel a spark of what was once between us, the embers still smoldering somewhere beneath the ashes of what is left of me. He must feel it too, because he licks his lips. Adam tilts his head down. His eyes fill with heat, making my stomach flip, my heart beating rapidly and I welcome it.
I want him to kiss me.
Adam knows it too. Leaning down, he brushes his lips over mine slowly. “You want me, Ainsley. I know you do,” he purrs arrogantly. “Too bad I can’t be bought with Daddy’s money.”
His words break the moment, causing me to fight him again. “Let me go you son of a bitch!” I shout, trying to yank free of his hold on my wrists.
“I fuckin’ wish I could.” I barely hear the words coming from his lips before he is releasing me and leaves me standing there alone.
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MAKING MY WAY up to the parking lot, I throw my leg over my bike and start the engine. I twist the throttle harshly, the engine revving beneath me as the road calls my name. I roll out, leaning heavily into the curve as I pull away from my past, wanting nothing more than to put as much distance between Ainsley and me as possible.
Call me an asshole all you want, but I have waited to catch her alone again. Yeah, I’m a sick bastard, glutton for punishment, whatever, but part of me needed to know she still wanted me. That I could hurt her, even a little, because just looking at her fucking kills me. After days of her not showing up here, I nearly gave up. She went there every night as a kid; actually, that’s where I kissed her for the first time. She was staring down over the side and her glasses fell right off her face into the harbor. Her beautiful face was tear streaked from crying because she didn’t know how to explain it to her parents without telling them where she had been.
I dove in deep that night, not just into the water for her glasses, but into her life. There was something about her that drew me in like a beacon. She was so different from what everyone else said.
I was a fucking idiot. I still am, because part of me didn’t want to let her go just now. I wanted to kiss her and I almost did. For a split second we were Adam and Ainsley again, just on the docks, and I wanted to forget everything that happened and just get lost in her.
But that can’t happen.
Roaring into the parking lot of ‘On the Rox’, I prepare to drink her out of my system before I do something stupid, like ask her to explain how she could hurt me the way she did. How she could be so selfish? “Look who decided not to be a pussy tonight,” Sebastio calls from the front door, waving me inside. “Get in here and buy me a beer.”
Walking inside, I bypass my co-workers who stand around shootin’ the shit and head straight for the bar. “Yo, Roxy!” Turning around to face me, she laughs. Shoving her phone down into the front of her low cut, black shirt, she walks over. “Beer and a shot, Adam?”
“Make that shot a double,” I correct her, leaning against the bar.
“You got it,” she replies, sliding the extra-large shot glass full of amber liquid down the bar into my palm.
Downing it in one swallow I slide it back to her. “Another.”
“Next time, I can just hook the bottle straight to a vein.”
“Cut him some slack Roxy, he’s got blue balls and a bad case of the ‘don’t give a fucks’,” Sebastio says, clapping me on the back.
“Ainsley?” Roxy asks knowingly, and I groan. “Someone said she’s dating Elliot Becker. She’s home with her eyes set on that ring, I bet. Hmm, it’s a shame, I liked her. She wasn’t too good to come in here and drink beer like normal people,” she shrugs, putting the bottle behind the bar. “I always thought Elliot was gay. Guess I was wrong for trying to fix him up with my cousin Noah on New Year’s.”
“I thought they woulda made a cute couple,” Sebastio agrees, sitting at the bar. “They both loved my version of ‘The Love Boat’ after the Christmas Parade.”
“Again, why do we allow you in public?” I ask, but get no answer because Sebastio is climbing over the bar telling Roxy all about a movie he saw on cable and how she should throw whiskey bottles and dance naked on the bar.
“Why did you and Ainsley ever break up in the first place?” Roxy asks, handing me my beer.
Shaking my head, I attempt to force the pain back, but the thought of her final blow to destroy our relationship still fucking hurts worse than anything I have ever felt. Taking a breath, I say the words that I’ve never been able to say out loud. “She used her family’s money to kill our baby. Anthony Carter, himself, hand delivered the paperwork, because she was too much of a coward to tell me herself. The smug bastard even offered to pay me off for my trouble so I’d keep quiet.” Slumping to the stool, I grab my beer and slap a fifty on the bar. “Line up the shots, Roxy. I have a feelin’ I’ll feel better once I see the bottom of that bottle.”
Slamming back another shot, I laugh to myself as the burn begins to take over and I replay the words she said to me on the dock. Ainsley said that I broke her, but she did that damage all on her own.
Ainsley
WIPING THE TEARS from my eyes, I fix my make-up for the third time. After my run-in with Adam on the docks, I am a basket case of emotion. The things he said still echoing in my head. The minute I come downstairs and step into the foyer the door opens with my father stepping inside, followed by Elliot.
“Good evening, Ainsley,” my father says evenly, setting his briefcase on table beside the front door. “Sorry I am late, we closed on the old movie theatre property today and my presence was necessary.”
“Good evening, and congratulations,” my reply is robotic, but required nonetheless.
“Don’t you look stunning!” Stepping around my father, Elliot eyes my blue knee length halter dress and gray peep toe heels before staring down at his own dark blue suit. “Don’t we make a pair?” Wrapping an arm around my waist, Elliot pulls me against him to face my father.
“Reminds me so much of us at that age,” my mother says, while coming down the stairs, her words already slurring horribly. “Except, at their age we were already married, weren’t we, Anthony?”
“Yes,” my father nods his head in agreement, before starting for the stairs to take my mother’s hand. “Enjoy this part you two. This time next year, you’ll be an old married couple like us.”
“Yeah, can’t wait for that. Elliot, you ready to go?” My outburst stops the conversation and everyone’s eyes are on me. My emotions are all over the place still and the last thing I want to talk about is how excited they are to dress me up and send me down the aisle to end up just like them.
Just as I knew he would, Elliot nods and leads me out the door to his car. I have to bite back a laugh when he opens the door and all the plastic is still covering the radio and dashboard. Slipping into the driver’s seat, Elliot pushes the plastic covered button on the dashboard, making the ridiculously expensive sports car roar to life.
“I was hoping your head would be on straight once you had been settled in a few days,” Elliot says, navigating the long, winding driveway. “Care to tell me what has your knickers in a twist?”
“I’m not marrying you, Elliot. A few days, a few years, nothing is going to change the fact that I don’t love you.” Turning in my seat, I look at him, but his eyes never leave the road. He navigates the curves past the docks that head up the hill to the country club.
The club overlooks the ocean, bypassing the harbor completely. Most of the members don’t even live in town. Choosing, instead, to make the drive up from the bigger cities on the weekends, which means lots of business for the beachfront inns and condos, all owned by Elliot’s father and mine. In the last few years, they have successfully bought up every available piece of real estate and are buying more and more every day.
“Listen,” Elliot says as we pull into the club and wait for a valet. “Of course you aren’t my first pick either, you know?” Meeting my eyes, he arches a brow at me. “You’re mouthy, and ridiculously in need of lessons in proper etiquette.”
The door opens and I take the valet’s extended hand to step from the car. “Well, if we’re sharing,” I start once he stands and hands the keys to the valet and he steps toward me, taking my arm to lead me inside. “You’re a pompous ass, and in serious need of the corncob being removed from your snooty ass.”
“Your parents made a serious mistake sending you off to school,” Elliot snaps through gritted teeth. Grabbing my elbow, he guides me through the front doors of the club into the foyer before settling us into a corner away from nosy eyes and ears. “What they should have done was put their foot down years ago, then you wouldn’t have been whoring around with white trash and shaming your family.”
“Fuck you, Elliot!” I shout, slapping him so hard across the face it echoes throughout the room. “I was never his whore, and I won’t be yours either.” Shoving around him, I stomp away, my heels clicking furiously across the Italian marble.
“Ainsley!” Elliot shouts after me, as I storm for the doorway, desperate to get the hell out of here. “Wait. Ainsley, I didn’t mean it.”
“Where on earth are you going?” My mother asks when I reach the front doors as they enter, blocking my path.
I am fuming. Everything in my head, not just today, but years and years of shit I have wanted to say build up in my chest. I can’t force it back down. I won’t.
“I’m leaving.”
My mother steps closer to me while my father turns to speak to a man in a suit. “No, you’re going back in there with us to have dinner.” Gripping my arm tightly, she leans in to my ear. “Do not a make scene, Ainsley Michelle. You’ve put this family through enough with your dramatics.”
Yanking my arm free, I tumble back into Elliot as he reaches us. “I’m sorry, Ainsley. Let’s just go eat,” Elliot says, steadying me on my feet.
Stepping away from them both, I right my dress, and blow out a breath. Looking at my mother, halfway to plastered before dark all while pretending to be the perfect wife and mother, I laugh at the ridiculous façade they are so desperate to hold onto as it begins to crumble openly around them. Wrapping my arms around my middle, I bend over and laugh so hard tears are streaming down my face.
“Ainsley have you gone completely mad?” Elliot asks when I slump back against a wall.
“What the hell is going on here?” My father booms loudly.
Looking up at him, I wipe the remains of my laughing fit from my face. Looking between them all, I shake my head. “I just realized that there is nothing you can offer me to make me stay here and be any part of this life. I can’t be bought.”
“Young lady, watch your tone and remember who it is you’re speaking to.” My father’s tone is harsh. He is clearly warning me to stop, but I’m too far gone now.
“I am not marrying Elliot. I don’t fucking like Elliot!” Looking to my father, I hold up both hands, hoping that he will just listen for once. “I won’t live this life, not anymore. I don’t want the expectations and the resentment. I won’t be the woman drowning myself in booze all day, while I hide in my room, because I hate my husband and my child. I refuse to hate my life.”
My mother’s jaw drops, her eyes hardening in anger as she quickly scans the room to see who is watching this play out. I could care less, I should have done this years ago. Maybe I wouldn’t have wasted so much time feeling sorry for myself.
“You’ve been home a week and already you’re causing trouble,” my mother says between gritted teeth. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”
“Exactly,” I agree with her. “I have only been home a few days, but I was gone over four years and come home to you planning my life for me. No one asked me what I wanted. It’s just expected for me to follow suit and, believe me, I am ashamed of myself. I should’ve stood up for myself a long damn time ago.”
“Ainsley, you’re making a big mistake choosing here and now to challenge me,” my father grounds out.
“We’ve just had a bit of a squabble, that’s it, darling,” Elliot says, attempting to calm the waves I have stirred up. Reaching out, he grabs my hand. “Let’s not argue.”
Waving my arms wildly, I huff out a laugh. “I’m stopping myself from making the biggest mistake of my life. I can’t be the person who turns their nose up while they look down on everyone else. I won’t lie and pretend with a fake smile because I want to actually be happy,” I continue. “I don’t know if that can’t happen in Maine. There may just be too many secrets and too much pain here for me to ever be happy here.” Turning to Elliot, I kiss his cheek before yanking my hand free of his grip. “Oh, and darling, you were born in Maine and have lived here all your damn life. Chances are you’re not British.”
Shoving through the door, I inhale the salty, sea air as I walk down the cobblestone drive of the club, my smile nearly splitting my face as I start down the hill.



Chapter Five
Adam
‡
“AND I WOULD do annnnnnnythiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnng for muff!” Sebastio sings into the microphone on the small corner stage that Roxy has set up for Karaoke night. He staggers to the edge in hopes of attracting attention of some ladies, nearly falling off completely.
“The lobsterman that caught crabs, everyone. Let’s give him a round of applause!” Roxy shouts as she clears the empty beer bottles and trash from the table beside me. “Now shut the hell up, no one wants to have sex with you.” The lights bounce off her electric blue hair as she crosses the room carrying a loaded down tray in six inch heels like it doesn’t weigh any more than a feather.
“Looks like hell’s freezin’ over, boys,” Donnie shouts, pointing out the window. “Not too often you see ’em walkin’ down the hill, huh?”
Slouching in my seat, I pick at the label on my beer, not giving a shit about who came down from the mighty country club hill. That place may have cost a fortune to build, but it doesn’t draw my interest one bit.
“Shut up, she’s comin’ in,” Roxy scolds, just before the door opens and my jaw nearly hits the floor.
Walking through the door, headed straight for the bar, is Ainsley. She is wearing a short blue dress that ties around her neck and is carrying a pair of gray heels in her hand. “Hey Rox, can I get a beer?” she asks, dropping the shoes to the floor and hopping up onto a barstool.
“You can have anything you want on my tab, baby,” a man calls from the corner table, tipping his beer at her. A growl rumbles up from my chest and I have to remind myself that’s Ainsley isn’t mine anymore before I go pound him into the back of the booth.
Roxy, glances at me then back at Ainsley. “Sure thing, honey. They not have beer at the club?” Popping the cap off the bottle, Roxy hands her the bottle.
“They don’t have anything I want up there,” Ainsley replies before taking a long, slow swallow.
“What is it you want?” I can’t help asking, causing her to still mid swallow.
Setting down her bottle she slowly turns on the stool. Crossing one long, tan leg over the other, Ainsley eyes me carefully. “Not that it’s any of your business, Adam, but all I want is to be happy.”
Biting back my laugh, I arch a brow at her skeptically. “Oh really? How much money you gotta shell out to make that happen, princess?” Roxy’s eyes narrow at me as the words leave my mouth, but it doesn’t matter. Years ago, it was heartbreak and the sting of betrayal that caused me to walk away without much more than a few words. I didn’t ask why and I sure as fuck didn’t hang around for her bullshit apologies or excuses.
Tonight, though, is a whole different ballgame.
Hitching up her the hem of her dress just enough to give me an eyeful thigh and a black garter. Ainsley slips a bill out of it and hands it to Roxy. My dick springs to life and I curse under my breath at my body for reacting to her at all. Ainsley’s eyes sparkle with determination and it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen, her smile is sure and confident and damn near knocks the wind out of me. “Everything I just gave up, and it was a hell of a deal, if you ask me. Money isn’t everything to everyone, Adam, at least it isn’t to me.”
“Sure thing,” I scoff, holding up my bottle to her in a mock salute.
Slipping to her feet, she grabs her bottle and heads for the back door. “The stairs out back still go down to the beach?”
“Sure do,” Roxy answers, pocketing the cash. “It’s a long walk to the docks from there though, especially with it getting dark.”
“Thanks,” she replies before disappearing through the door, the only proof she was even here is her gray heels still lying on the floor beside the bar.
My eyes stay locked on her shoes and the vacated stool, my mind replaying the short conversation over and over in my head. The more I think it over, the more questions whirl around in my mind.
“Did you hear one goddamn word I said, Adam?” Roxy says, slapping my in the side of the head.
“Fuck Rox, what was that for?” I ask, rubbing the side of my head.
“I said get off your ass and go after her,” she shouts, slapping me in the chest with Ainsley’s shoes. “That conversation is far from over.”
Grabbing the shoes, I nod and push to my feet. “You’re right.” Exiting the bar, I head down the stairs that lead to the water, determined to get answers.
Ainsley
REACHING THE BOTTOM of the stairs, I finish my beer, tossing it into the trash barrel before stepping onto the cool sand. The sand squishes beneath my bare feet as I walk closer to the water, only stopping once the tide begins to wash over my toes, before dropping to my ass in the sand and extending my legs in front of me.
I inhale and exhale, each breath matching the sea as it rolls in and out. The water washes over my ankles and calves as the breeze whips my hair all around. I close my eyes, hoping that all the chaos in my head disappears beneath the horizon along with the sun.
“It’s funny how much clarity there is to be found in the darkness.” Adam’s voice makes me jump, but I don’t turn around.
“What do you want, Adam?” I ask, opening my eyes to stare out at the water.
“That’s just the thing,” he replies, his voice softening as he comes closer. “I don’t know anymore, but everywhere I go, there you are. That sure as fuck isn’t helping me figure it out.”
Pushing to my feet, I turn to face him. “Well, I’m sorry, I didn’t know that the entire fucking town was sectioned off in to Ainsley versus Adam zones.” My hands gesture widely as I glare at him. “Maybe you should draw out the boundaries so that I can avoid them while I’m still here.”
“That’s not what I meant!” he exclaims, throwing my shoes to the sand angrily. “You’re here!” He shouts, slamming his hand against his chest violently. “I don’t want to love you anymore, Ainsley, I wish I hated you. You ruined everything because you’re a goddamn coward and I still can’t fucking hate you.”
Now it’s my turn to shout, the emotion of years of hurt building to crescendo and exploding from my chest like a rocket. “You abandoned me!” I scream, slamming my hands into his chest, his eyes going wide in shock at my attack. “You took his money and broke it off with me. I saw the papers and the check. I know everything!” I shout, unable to stop the tears from falling down my face. “You knew how I felt about the money, how I fucking hated it, and you jumped at the chance to take it.”
Adam’s eyes widen, his expression damn near murderous. “I didn’t take a dime from that old bastard and I sure as fuck wouldn’t have wanted you to get an abortion. I take care of what’s mine and you didn’t even give me the chance to.” My mouth drops open in shock as I register what he just said. My legs give out causing me to crumble to my knees in the sand. “I never wanted anything more than to marry you and make a family, Ainsley. You took that from me by letting them make those choices for you, instead of us making them together. I knew then where I stood in your eyes, that’s why I knew we could never work.”
Memories flood back making me dizzy, my breath rushes out of me in ragged pants as my chest heaves frantically.
The moon shone, full in the sky as I walked down to the beach and see Adam standing there staring out at the water. I smile, knowing that he is waiting for me, that my father was wrong when he told me Adam took the money and left town. “Hey,” I say sweetly, wrapping my arms around his middle, but he doesn’t move. He stands still, frigid and unreceptive of me.
“Your father came to see me last night.”
“I know,” I reply, wishing to every star in the sky in this moment that my father was lying about visiting Adam last night.
“This will never work, Ainsley. I need to end this now.” Just those words and my world comes crashing down at my feet. Slipping from my arms, he turns to face me, his face an expressionless mask. “I know now, that we want different things. Play time is over, time for us to both accept reality.”
I can’t move. I can’t breathe. “Adam,” I call out. He stops, but doesn’t turn around. Pain rips through me and it’s so excruciating that I nearly collapse. “I can’t believe you are doing this to us,” I murmur, wanting to hear it from his lips.
Lowering his head, Adam sighs, “There can’t be an ‘us’, not now.”
Without another word, Adam walked away, breaking my heart into a million pieces on the very beach where we now stand. I replay the words he said over and over, comparing them with now and I gasp as I realize the horrible truth.
“Adam, what are you talking about?” I whisper, covering my hands with my mouth. “I was never pregnant.”
“Can’t you even admit it?” he asks, shaking his head in disbelief when I look up at him. “I saw the test and paperwork from the clinic you went to in Boston. I didn’t take the money he offered me to go away, when he showed me that, the decision was made for me. I couldn’t bear to look at you once I knew what you had done.”
“I was never pregnant, Adam,” I repeat, pleading him with my eyes to hear me. “I thought he bought you, that he paid you to leave me. God, I can’t believe you took his word for it instead of asking me!”
Pushing to my feet, I pace the wet sand. When Adam says nothing, I turn and head up the beach away from him, leaving my shoes where they lay. I am pissed. I can’t believe the lengths my parents went to all because my father was playing a fucking game so that I would be too broken to fight when it came time to do his bidding. My own parents expected me to roll over like some trained puppy while they manipulated both Adam and me.
The only thing that hurts worse is that Adam believed it all and walked away without even asking me himself.
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AINSLEY WASN’T PREGNANT? She honestly thought I would choose money over her? Thoughts echo in my head as I watch her stalk away from me down the beach. The waves come in again and again, washing away her footprints with every passing second, as if she was never here.
I walked from her life over four years ago thinking it was best. Fuck, that’s a lie. I walked away because I believed lies and did exactly what they wanted me to do. I broke her heart, and, in the process, broke a part of myself. We were manipulated like fucking puppets and if we had only listened to our hearts, instead of the bullshit, we could have been together this whole time. Four years of fucking wasted time, wasted heartbreak and agony.
“You. Broke. Me!”
Her words echo in my head, ripping at my heart. This may not have been either of our fault, but neither of us did what we should have done. Why didn’t I demand answers? Why didn’t she? We let the hurt blind us from the issue at hand: we didn’t trust each other enough to see through the lies. Nothing has been the same since that night. If I were being honest, I knew all along that I left the biggest part of me on the beach that night.
I left my heart with Ainsley and now I know it would always be hers.
Forcing my legs to move, I run after her, knowing that I can’t lose her again. “Ainsley wait!” I shout, grabbing her arm just before she climbs the steps to the dock. “Why didn’t you ask me about the money?” I ask her. “How could you honestly think I’d chose money over you?”
Her eyes meet mine, filling with tears. “I didn’t want to.” Her voice is filled with pain and she nods. “When he told me, I swore it wasn’t true. Then that night, you….” Ainsley chokes on a sob and I can do nothing but pull her into my chest. Wrapping my arms around her, I bury my nose in her hair and breathe her in.
“How could we have been so stupid?” she asks, sniffling against my shirt. “Just a couple lies and bam, over, just like that. I was right, I can’t stay here,” Ainsley’s voice is quiet, sad, but resolute. “I can’t stay here after all that has happened, not now that I know what they’ve done to us.”
“I’m so sorry, baby,” I whisper into her hair. “Fuck, I’d do anything to go back to that night.”
“Adam…”
The pain in her voice, shreds me, but not as much as the actual words she speaks. Just the thought of her leaving town again hurts badly, I know I can’t let that happen. I can’t let her go again. The feeling of her in my arms is so right, I only want to hold her tighter, to get closer. I can’t even think about watching her walk away from me. It feels like my heart is beating again for the first time in over four years and if I let her leave, I’ll never recover.
“I’m not strong enough to let you go again. Tell me what to do, Ainsley. I need you, I always have,” I say, my words coming out in a rush. Unable to call the words back, even if I wanted to. I know a lot of time has gone by, but my feelings for Ainsley have never faded. If anything, her absence, has made them stronger. Now that she is here, where she belongs, everything just feels better.
Looking up at me, Ainsley’s eyes search mine. “Kiss me, Adam. Please, I’ve never needed anyone, but you.”
Cupping her jaw, I slam my mouth to hers, aching to drown in the taste of her. As if reading my mind, she parts her lips for me. Taking full advantage, I thrust my tongue inside, groaning when her taste invades my senses. Ainsley moans softly, making my dick thump against my zipper. Her hands slide up my biceps, digging her nails in when she reaches my shoulder blades.
Turning us, I press her back to the rocks lining the shore, effectively hiding us from prying eyes. I need to touch her, feel her beneath my hands, and I’ll come unhinged if I have to wait one more second. All the sanity I have left depends on this moment, right now. My hands, slide down her body, feeling the curves that have changed with the years. Sliding my hands beneath the hem of her dress, I cup her ass in my hands and lift her off the ground.
“Adam,” she moans wrapping her legs around my waist. Her hips roll against me causing my dick to jerk again.
“Ainsley, I’m not fucking you on the beach,” I growl against her neck before biting her earlobe.
Her hips roll against me again and she gasps. “Ah, you feel so fucking good.”
Taking her mouth again, I nip at her bottom lip then suck lightly. I keep my eyes open, focusing on her as if she will disappear if I blink. She does the same, her eyes hooding, becoming darker and darker with every second.
“I want to watch you come apart, Ainsley.” My fingers brush along her collarbone as I ease her to her feet. Moving down, I grab her hips, hoisting her over my shoulder.
“Adam!” she squeals, swatting at my ass with both hands.
“I’m going to lose myself in you until the sun comes up,” I growl, taking the steps carefully up to the dock since I can’t adjust my cock. “And that’s only the beginning, Ainsley.”
“But, Adam, don’t you think we should…” she huffs as I stride down the dock, her body bouncing against mine with every step.
Stopping, I ease Ainsley down on her feet again. Looking down at her, I grin. “We’ll deal with everything else tomorrow,” I inform her, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. I pull her body against mine and she sighs, making my heart nearly beat out of my chest in anticipation. All I can think about is being with her, touching her, to show her how much I still love her. “It’s just us tonight, Ainsley, the only thing you need to worry about is what I’ll do to you next.”
Ainsley
EVERY INCH OF my body is on fire. With each touch of his hands, every kiss of his lips, Adam has me burning with need. It feels even better than I remembered.
Taking my hand, Adam helps me onto a boat. “It’s Sebastio’s. I crash here when I don’t feel like driving out to the cabin,” he explains, lifting a padded bench lid and yanking out a black backpack.
“Oh,” I reply.
Shouldering his bag, Adam closes the distance between us, a shy smile spreading across my face when I reach up and run my fingers along his jaw. Turning his face, he nuzzles into my palm before kissing it softly. “You ready to go?” he asks, meeting my eyes again.
“We’re not staying here?” I ask, looking down to my bare feet, kicking myself for leaving my shoes behind when I realized how my father had single handedly ruined everything and that Adam and I were too blinded by hurt to even see it.
His face goes completely serious and he shakes his head. “There is only one place I want to be with you right now, Ainsley and it’s not here where we can be interrupted,” he replies as I hear heavy footsteps coming down the docks in our direction.
“Are you ready to climb on board?” The unmistakable slurring of Sebastio makes me jump, his footsteps only growing louder. “I can’t wait to tear into that booty. Honestly, I was shocked when you called tonight. I didn’t expect to hear from you.”
“You can do whatever you want to me, if you just shut the hell up. I need you to make me forget everything else tonight, but you.”
The female voice causes the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up as realization sets in. My eyes fly to Adam, widening just as his are as we both realize who is coming.
My mother.
Grabbing me by the waist, Adam pulls me around the corner out of sight. “Did you know about this?” I whisper when he pulls the door, leaving it opened just a crack.
Adam’s eyes harden and he shakes his head. “No, ssh.”
“You want a drink first, babe?” Sebastio slurs, stumbling onto the boat. I can barely see them through the crack in the doorway, but I freeze when I see my mother smile seductively at him, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder. “We can talk about it, if you want?”
Stepping onboard, my mother cups his groin through his jeans, squeezing hard, and I have to force myself not to throw up. “If I wanted a drink, I’d go home to that big, empty house or back to the club where I’m just the prize on Anthony’s arm.” Leaning in, she brushes her body against his and I shudder. “I’m here to take the one thing you give me that he gives to everyone but me. The last thing that I want to do is spend precious time talking about how miserable my life is.”
“Lead the way, beautiful. You know your way around The Pearl Necklace; after all, you bought it,” he adds, waggling his brows.
“Are you kidding me?” I whisper in disbelief as they head below deck, Sebastio slapping her ass as she walks by him making her squeal in delight. “We all went to school together. She’s known him since he was five!”
Tightening his grip around my middle, Adam leans into my ear, his breath hot and heavy on my neck. “Compared to her, baby, Sebastio is five.” His arms slip from my waist and he takes my hand in his. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Nodding my head, I let him lead me off the boat as quietly as possible. No way do I want to run into my mother. Talk about awkward moments to have with your parents. Seeing my mother this way only solidifies my choice further and gives me a million questions that I am not sure I want answers to. How long has she been unhappy with her life and why the hell hasn’t she done anything about it?
Instead of doing someone twenty five years younger than her husband while he enjoys cigars and his weekly poker game…
No way could I live a life of secrets and lies like she is. Money and security are nice, but not at the expense of my happiness. Life is too fucking short.
Leading me down the steps, Adam takes us back down the beach toward the bar. When we reach the steps, he stops and drops his bag to the sand. “You’ll need these,” he says, kneeling to pick up one of my shoes from the ground, slipping it onto my foot before repeating the process with the other. Grabbing his bag, he stands to his feet and takes my hand, pulling me up the steps.
Instead of going back inside the bar, Adam leads me around to the parking lot, stopping at his blue and black Harley Davidson Fat Boy. The very same beautiful bike that we rode out to his father’s cabin and the one place that I felt free. On the back of that bike, my arms wrapped tightly around Adam’s waist, I was his girl. I wasn’t Anthony and Julia Carter’s daughter, the only child of the richest family on the Eastern seaboard, who was destined to marry into money, I was just me. “You’re gonna need to slip this on,” he says, handing me his backpack. “This too,” he adds, slipping a helmet on top of my head; luckily, it isn’t one that covers my face.
His fingers move along my chin as he adjusts the strap, tightening and checking it with his fingers. I can’t help letting my eyes drift closed when his thumb brushes over my bottom lip. My tongue darts out, tasting his skin, and he groans.
“Ainsley,” he growls in warning. “I’m trying to be the voice of reason here, but you’re making it hard as fuck right now. After not being able to touch you,” he says running his hands up my arms. “It’s been over four years since I’ve tasted you,” his voice is a warning as he purrs against my ear. Leaning into me, he presses his groin into my hip and I moan. “I need to be inside you, baby, and I don’t want it to be because I’ve bent you over my bike, but you’re pushing me.”
My eyes fly open. Running my fingers up his arm, I feel his muscles tensing with every touch. The minute my fingers reach the nape of his neck, it’s his turn to close his eyes. Reaching up on my tiptoes, I run my tongue along his bottom lip, humming in satisfaction when I know he is just as desperate for me as I have always been for him. “The best times of my life were spent on the back of that bike, Adam.”
Adam mumbles something about me driving him to drink before turning and swinging a leg over his bike. Starting the engine, he twists the throttle, revving the engine as a wicked smile plays on his lips. Slipping the pack onto my shoulders, I hitch the knee length hem of my dress up just enough to climb on behind him, carefully teetering in my heels as I steady myself on the seat. Pressing my chest to his back, instantly feeling at home again, as I wrap my arms around him.
Once I stop moving, Adam turns his head. “Hold on to me tight, baby.”
He doesn’t have to tell me that, there’s nothing that could make me let go of him now. Pulling out of the parking lot, the wind races over my overheated skin as we head out of town on the roads that lead to Adam’s cabin on the lake.
The engine roars as the bike eats up every inch of road. With each passing mile, I let all the shit from today, and the last four years, fade into the wind. Breathe in, breathe out. Good in, bad out. All that happened in the past is done and I won’t let it affect me anymore. Pressing my cheek to his shoulder, I close my eyes and breathe in the air and embrace the freedom I am grabbing onto with both hands.
When Adam stops in front of the cabin, I sigh, sad to have the ride be over, but anxious to get my hands on him again. Pulling my arms free from the bag, I drop it to the ground and climb off the back of the bike. Unclasping the helmet, I walk around the front of the bike and meet Adam’s eyes as I settle it on the end of handle bars.
“There’s some things I want to get straight, Ainsley.” Swinging his leg over, he dismounts his bike and reaches for me.
I shake my head, taking a step back before he can grab me. “I’ve had enough serious conversation for tonight. I’ve wasted so much time worrying about shit I can’t control. It will all be there tomorrow waiting for us.” Kicking out of my shoes, I smile. “All I want is to be here, now, with you.”
Adam steps closer, his eyes darkening. “I’ve dreamt of having you back here,” he replies, running his hands up my arms, his fingers barely touching my bare skin. “Do you remember it like I do, Ainsley?” he asks, brushing his fingers along my collarbone. “Have you ached for me like I have for you?”
“Yes.” My answer rushes out of me on a harsh exhale when he cups my jaw, angling my face up to look into my eyes.
“I’m not going to spend time talking about what could’ve been, we lost time and there’s nothing we can do about that now. I also won’t deny that seeing you again today didn’t knock the wind out of me. I’ve spent years thinking that…”
Pressing my fingers to his lips, I silence him. “I don’t want to talk anymore, Adam.” Adam nips at my fingers, wrapping his hand around my wrist, he gently presses kisses to each finger and my stomach flips at the sensation. I want that mouth on me everywhere, all at once, and I can’t wait another second.
Glancing behind me, I step onto the path that leads past the cabin and down to the lake. Adam’s eyebrow quirks up, but he scoops up his bag and steps toward me, reaching for my waist with his free hand. “I need to touch you, Ainsley. You’re making me crazy.”
Taking a breath, I blow it out and pull my hair over one shoulder. Reaching behind my neck, I loosen the tie of my halter dress. It falls to my hips, exposing my breasts; my nipples harden when the cool night air hits them. “Come and get me, Adam,” I reply, shoving the dress over my hips so it pools at my feet on the ground, leaving me in nothing but my black lace panties.
Dropping his bag, Adam takes two strides and engulfs me. Wrapping his arms around me, he crushes his lips to mine. “Goddamn, you’re fucking spectacular,” he growls against my mouth.
Our tongues collide, teeth nipping playfully, my sensitive nipples rub against the worn cotton of his t-shirt as he cups my ass in his rough hands. Lifting me from the ground, Adam strides the rest of the way toward the lake, his heavy feet pounding against the dock before he stops and lies me down on it. “I’m going to have you right here, Ainsley. You’re going to scream my name and come over and over again, and no one will hear you but me,” he says, yanking his shirt over his head, giving me a closer look at the body I got a glimpse of after lunch the other day.
The moonlight through the trees doesn’t give me much light to see all of the ink he has added, but I almost swear the metal bars through his nipples wink at me, taunting me. My mouth is watering.
Kneeling, Adam pushes my thighs apart, his eyes heating every inch of skin as they make their way up my body. Each of his hands spanning across my thighs as they inch higher and higher, so slowly that I feel like I am going to explode if he doesn’t do something soon.
Leaning down, Adam presses his lips just above my knee. “I bet you still taste so goddamn sweet, Ainsley, and I’m fuckin’ starved.”
Grabbing my panties, Adam rips them away, tossing them to the dock. Pulling my thighs apart, Adam smiles wickedly and I nearly come un-fucking-hinged. Everyone has a trigger. That one thing that obliterates all rational thinking and common sense, the thing that can have us barely hanging on the edge of sanity. For me, it’s Adam. This is what he does to me, what no one since has, or ever would. He stokes the embers that burn within me to a full on blaze. There is no hope for ever putting it out, it can’t be tamed. With Adam James, I am destined to burn, and there’s no better way to go.
His lips brush over my mound making me arch my hips. I feel him smile against me, his tongue darting out to taste my fevered skin. Cupping my ass, Adam tilts my hips how he wants them and parts me before latching onto my clit without hesitation. His tongue flicks rhythmically against the hardening bundle of nerves. I try to tilt my hips upward, desperate for more of his mouth, but he doesn’t allow it. He growls against my clit and I moan a long, loud, desperate plea, only making him do it again. Adam is determined to draw this out, to make it last, and I don’t blame him.
I never want him to stop.
“More, Adam, please,” I beg, but he simply wraps an arm across my lower abdomen to keep me still.
I lean up on my elbows, wanting to watch as much as I can in the darkness. The moon and the stars giving off just enough light for me to make out his features. His finger thrusts into me, slow even strokes in perfect time with his licks as they build faster and faster. My head lulls back, my eyes closing as I let the sensations overtake me. My thighs shake uncontrollably, the sound of my rapid heartbeat is roaring in my ear.
God, I’ve missed him so much.
Thoughts of how this will work and what we will have to face tomorrow are nowhere in sight when Adam’s thumb presses against my rear entrance. The ring of muscles tensing in protest, but God I want him there. I want him everywhere.
His thumb circles, asking the silent question. “Please, Adam,” I pant, needing more of him, needing all of him. Now. I am hanging on by a thread, desperate for release, for all the things he had ever given to me. Freedom, acceptance, love. I want to fall over the edge into the oblivion, knowing that he is here, knowing that without a doubt, he will catch me.
His mouth leaves me, his fingers slipping from my pussy, drawing the wetness of my arousal to my asshole. “Ainsley, you’re fucking gorgeous,” he says pressing the tip of his thumb inside, easing in and out slowly. “I could watch you like this all night.”
“Ah,” I cry out when his thumb slips deeper. My body instinctively wants to resist the invasion, but the pleasure that spreads through my body as he works his thumb in and out has me relaxing and embracing the unbelievable feeling of fullness.
Bending down, Adam runs his lips along my inner thigh, nipping and sucking his way up to my center. When his tongue flicks over my clit, my hips jolt upward causing his thumb to plunge into me to the hilt. Flicking his tongue faster, he sucks my clit into his mouth and I fall.
I tumble over the edge and lose myself as I shake uncontrollably, screaming his name into the night as my orgasm slams into me like a tidal wave, leveling me.
Adam slows his movements, gently bringing me down from ecstasy. “I need you, Adam,” I say, once my breathing regulates. He stands to his feet and lifts me into his arms. “Now.”
“I want you in my bed, baby.” Adam’s voice makes it very clear that he is just as desperate to be inside me as I am to have him there. “I need us where we belong.”
I don’t argue. Instead, I settle my cheek on his bare shoulder as he carries me up the path back to the house. Stepping onto the porch, he shoulders open the door and settles me onto my feet. The lights flick on and I hear him kick the door closed, but my focus is on the space. The once run down cabin is now fully restored. The wood has been replaced and polished, the old hardwood floor now a beautiful dark cherry color.
“Adam, it’s beautiful,” I gasp, my eyes widening when they take in the stone fireplace. Uncaring that I am naked, I walk over and run my fingers along the mantle, taking in the handmade piece that must have taken weeks to put together himself.
“So are you,” he replies, circling my waist with his arms. Pressing his lips to my shoulder, he drags them up the side of my throat.
Turning to face him, my fingers instantly itch to touch him. My fingers skim his chest as I lean down and brush my lips over one of his pierced nipples, causing him to hiss loudly through his teeth. I run my hands along his abdomen, his muscles twitching when I run my fingers along the waistband of his jeans. “You’re still dressed,” I say, popping the button open. “Take me to bed, Adam,” I breathe, pushing up on my toes to run my tongue along his partly opened lips.
“Christ, Ainsley, you’re gonna kill me before we even get there,” he warns when I slide down the zipper and slip my hand inside to wrap my fingers around his rock hard erection. His fingers grip my wrist. I tighten my fingers as he pulls my hand free, squeezing as I pull. “Fuck,” he groans, pulling me against his body, rolling his hips. “I’m so fuckin’ hungry for you, baby.”
Grabbing my ass with his hands, he urges me to wrap my legs around him. “When did you become such a caveman? I can walk, you know?”
Adam’s hand slides up my back and into my hair, pulling the strands, almost painfully causing my stomach to flip. “Don’t count on being able to walk tomorrow,” he boasts, his eyes darkening as he makes his way past the couch and through the door that I know leads to the cabin’s master bedroom.
My fingers dive into his hair, tugging and pulling at the strands with my fingers. “Do your worst,” I challenge, slamming my mouth to his.
My back hits the mattress as we tumble onto the bed, my hips rolling against the worn denim still covering his crotch, causing him to groan low in his throat. Ripping his mouth from mine, Adam pushes from the bed to his feet. He kicks his boots from his feet before shoving his jeans down his long, lean, legs. His erection is thick and heavy as he palms it, his hand running up and down it, slowly, as he stares at me.
Letting my legs fall open, I hold up my hand, crooking my finger in a ‘come here’ gesture as I wink at him. “I’d love to help you with that,” I whisper, running my tongue across my bottom lip.
Adam settles on the bed, kneeling between my thighs. He runs the tip along the swollen lips of my pussy, then brushes his cock over my clit again and again. My eyes flutter closed, my pelvis tilting to increase the friction against my throbbing clit. He’s dragging this out, painfully, and I fucking love it. After the years of being apart, he knows the cues my body gives and still can read me like an open book.
Just as my thighs begin to tremble, Adam pulls back. My eyes fly open as he leans over me and opens the bedside table, retrieving a condom from the drawer. “I have no clue why I bought these after seeing you the other day, but I’m so fucking glad I did.” I watch every move he makes: tearing the foil with his teeth, rolling the latex down his length, then he strokes slowly as he positions himself at my entrance. “I’ve never wanted anything more than I want this moment, right fucking now,” he growls, as he plunges into me.
I gasp, my body clenching around him. Adam stills, his eyes closing tightly as sweat begins to form on his brow. Wrapping my legs around his narrow hips, I try to move, to take more of him, but I can’t. He won’t let me. Adam grips my hips, his fingers digging in almost painfully and I welcome the bite. It reminds me that this is real and not the dream I have had for years where he makes love to me before walking away like I never mattered in the first place. All the doubt is gone, the questions that I never thought I’d get answers to, it’s all meaningless just like the lies my father told us both to keep us apart.
I can’t help giggle.
Adam’s eyes fly open, his brow knitting together as he stares down at me. “Not the noise I expected to hear with my dick inside you, baby.”
“Sorry.” I giggle again, “I was just thinking about my dad,” I explain.
“Again,” he mumbles, leaning down and brushing his thumb over my bottom lip. “Not something I was expecting to hear with my dick inside you, baby.” His lips brush over mine gently; I part mine, letting him slip his tongue inside, moving my own against it. My hands cup his face, running my fingers along his stubbly jaw as I lose myself in his kiss.
Then we’re moving. Adam rolls us, so that I am above him while he leans his back against the headboard of the bed. My mouth doesn’t leave his. I roll my hips sliding down until he’s seated fully inside me, he moans into my mouth as I grind against him. Our bodies move together; with rise of my hips, Adam thrusts his hips upward in a desperate move not to lose the connection. I rotate my hips, moving up, down, up, and down, again and again. His balls slap against my ass as I grind my clit into his pelvis. It’s perfection. Adam’s hands slide up my body to palm my breasts, pinching and pulling my nipples between his fingers.
Ripping my mouth from his, I fling my head back as I moan. “You feel so good,” I cry out, moving my hips faster and faster. “I’m so close.”
One of Adam’s hands slides down to clasp my hip, his fingers digging in as he tries to slow my movements, but I’m too far gone. Reaching behind me, I hold onto his thighs, riding out my orgasm as it washes over me. I clench around him as I ride out the wave, not wanting it to be over so soon. I want to draw out the pleasure. I don’t want this feeling to ever go away. The ache that has lived inside me for so long is replaced with a sated feeling of elation that feels like flying.
Even when I was away at school, my parent’s had somewhat of a hold on me. Thousands of miles separated us, yet they had their claws in me, their expectations were enough to choke the life out of me. And, for a long time, it did.
Not anymore.
Meeting Adam’s eyes, I move against him as I feel him swelling inside me, stretching me. “Fuck, Ainsley. I’m coming!” Adam shouts, thrusting his hips against me, the loud slaps and our panting breaths echo off the walls. He body stills, his hand cups my face and I stare into his eyes. “I love you, Ainsley,” he says, before kissing me softly and rolling us to our sides.
Adam slips from my body and I miss the connection immediately. “I love you, too, Adam. I never stopped.”
“I’ll be right back.” Climbing from the bed, Adam walks out of the room, giving me a great view of the tribal ink that spans his back along with his sexy ass.
Looking up at the ceiling, I try to wrap my head around everything that has happened. Never in my wildest dreams did I see myself lying in Adam’s bed again. I thought I’d never hear him say he loved me again. After that night on the beach, it was safe to assume that I’d lost all hope of building my life with him.
Now, it’s not so impossible.
“What’s on that beautiful mind of yours?” Adam asks, pulling the edge of the blanket down so that I can slip beneath it. Sliding in beside me, he pulls my back against his chest.
“I’m happy,” I say, because honestly, that’s all I’ve got.
“I am too,” he replies, kissing my hair. “I want you here with me, Ainsley. Every night, in my bed, every day your smile the first thing that I see.” Turning me to my back, Adam stares down at me, his eyes soft, yet serious. “We can make this work, I just need to know you want it as badly as I do. My feelings for you haven’t changed.”
Reaching up, I cup his face, and he nuzzles my palm. The coarse stubble from his jawline brushing roughly against my hand. “We promised to love each other forever, Adam,” I whisper, leaning up to brush my lips over his, gently. “I never could let you go.”
His lips trail down my jaw and stop just behind my ear. “I’ve already gotten started on forever, a long time ago, Ainsley. No matter how hard I’ve tried, I’ve never seen anyone but you.”



Chapter Seven
Adam
‡
WATCHING AINSLEY SLEEP in my arms, I can’t bear to fall asleep. Part of me is afraid that if I do, I’ll wake up and find out it was all some cruel dream. After talking for a while, we took a shower, where I devoured every inch of her body until the hot water turned cold. After that, I went outside and collected our clothes and my bag while Ainsley managed to find something in the cabinets for us to eat.
Now, here I lay with her in my arms while she sleeps. The sun is peaking through the window, telling me that the night is over, but the day comes with all kinds of new beginnings. After everything that has happened, here she is in my arms again. I’ll do everything in my power to keep it that way, even if that means leaving the only place I have ever called home.
After seeing my best friend with Ainsley’s mother last night, the final pieces clicked into place and I know that the façade around the Carter’s is crumbling. Anthony can try to hold onto his home and his money, the empire he worked so hard to build, but he can’t have Ainsley. She’s never been his. Since we were kids, that girl was mine. I’ve loved her probably since I first saw her on the docks. I lost her once, and lived in that darkness for years.
I won’t fucking lose her again.
Even though I don’t want to, I slip from the bed carefully, not wanting to wake her. Grabbing my jeans from the floor, I head into the bathroom.
Once I’ve taken care of business and shoved on my jeans, I head up the hall and into the kitchen in search of my cell phone, in my backpack, on the bar. After making a few calls, I get the number that I need and dial, pacing the kitchen as it rings.
“I suspect I know where my daughter has run off to now, don’t I?” Anthony Carter’s voice echoes down the phone angrily.
“You’re a sick man, feeding us lies in an attempt to keep her under your thumb. Ainsley is finally right where she belongs and that’s where she stays,” I reply smugly, leaning back against the bar, I cross one ankle over the other. “It was her choice, Mr. Carter, I suggest you respect that.”
“Respect?” he chuckles into the phone. “Respect is earned, not given. Neither of you two deserve an ounce of anything from me, especially not respect.” I hear the chair creak in the background, letting me know he’s pushing to his feet, no doubt looking out at the perfect view of the harbor that he has from his castle. “Listen to me, James, you bring my child home. She has no idea what she wants. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it has to be. I always get what I want, no matter the cost.”
“You manipulated us once, you’ll not fuckin’ do that again you arrogant bastard,” I roar into the phone. “Ainsley is an adult and can make her own decisions. You can’t control everyone.”
“You forget who you’re talking to,” he replies ending the call.
Tossing the phone to the bar, I slam my hand against the cabinet. “Sonuvabitch!”
“I seriously doubt the cabinet deserves the punishment,” Ainsley says from behind me, making me jump.
“No, but I don’t negotiate well with the police,” I say, turning to face her. “An assault charge is a bad idea.”
Stepping through the doorway, wearing nothing but my t-shirt, her hair a beautiful, unruly mess, Ainsley has never looked more beautiful. “Why did you call my father?”
“I wanted him to know he isn’t getting away with the lies, not anymore,” I reply pulling, her into my arms. Looking down, I brush her hair over her shoulder and place a kiss just below her ear. “I wanted him to hear it from me that I’m not going anywhere this time, no matter what he does.”
“That’s something I plan for us both to say to him, and my mother,” Ainsley’s arms wrap around my shoulders, her fingers twisting the ends of my hair. “In person.”
“I can do that,” I reply, making her smirk.
“Good, now kiss me,” she whispers against my lips. “We need to get dressed so we can go eat. You don’t have anything else here and I’m starving.”
Ainsley
GETTING DRESSED WAS an adventure. Adam would find a reason to touch me, or kiss me, and then off the clothes came again. As hungry as I was for real food, I still couldn’t have said no to Adam. He’s the one thing in this world I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of.
Dressed back in my dress from last night, minus my shredded panties, I hang on to Adam as we ride back into town on his motorcycle. The wind blows around us while the sun warms my skin, and I can’t help smiling because this feels so right. The world has been off its axis for so long that I am a bit overwhelmed to have it feeling right again.
Adam pulls into a café just inside of Kittery and shuts off the engine. “This good?” he asks as I climb off the bike carefully so that I don’t flash everyone since Adam ripped my panties last night.
“Mhm,” I reply looking up at the sign. The old green and white building is a bit run down and in need of repair, letting me know that they couldn’t possibly have anything to do with Carter Industries. I smile at the building that is a reminder that Anthony Carter doesn’t own everyone in this town and nod. “It’s perfect.”
Adam wraps an arm around me and leads me up the ramp to the front door. Stepping inside we are instantly drawn to where Sebastio sits at the bar of the diner eating breakfast. “I tell ya,” Sebastio says around a bite of food. “Fuckin’ prime. I don’t know how I’m still alive. We only came up for air long enough for me to…” His laugh fades the moment he sees us. Waving us over, his eyes assess me carefully before widening in realization. “Shit,” he curses under his breath. “Hey, Ainsley, how ya been?”
“Good, how about yourself?” I ask, swallowing around the vomit that wants to come out at the thought of who he was just talking about.
“Can’t complain,” he replies, gesturing to the empty barstools beside him. “Have a seat you two.”
Adam pulls me further into his side. “No thanks, man. We’ll catch up later. Lots to talk about,” he says clapping him on the shoulder with his free hand as he tugs me toward a corner booth on the other end of the restaurant.
“I think I threw up in my mouth,” I whisper sliding into the booth.
Adam slides in beside me and shakes his head. “Yeah, thought we’d do without that. He brags a lot about this chick he’s been fuckin’ for a while,” Adam winces and clears his throat. “Now, all those conversations are coming back to haunt me.”
“How about we order before I lose my appetite,” I say grabbing a menu. “The thought of my…” I stop myself, shaking my head with a groan. “Yeah, let’s just not.”
Once we’ve ordered, we sit in comfortable silence until our food arrives. The entire time we eat people are looking at us. At me. I don’t know how to explain it, the stares, the whispers, it irritates me. It pisses me off. I don’t understand what the problem is.
“You can tell your father we aren’t sellin’ so that he can build a goddamn shop here or another house none of us who actually live here in town can afford,” the waitress says, tossing the check down on the table. Her face is hard as she stares at me through her red rimmed glasses that match her ponytail. “He can stop sending people in here to eat and run off customers.”
My eyes meet hers, rage and confusion bubbling under the surface a long with shock at her outburst. “Ainsley doesn’t have anything to do with her father’s business propositions, Angie,” Adam interrupts, grabbing the check. “She’s here with me.”
Angie’s face softens immediately. “I’m sorry, Adam. I honestly recognized her and saw red. He’s been pushing for over a year for us to sell and it’s only getting worse. He’s doing everything in his power to cause us to go bankrupt all so he can make a profit on this property. Hell, I still think he was behind the fire that destroyed the old movie theatre. My grandfather is ninety three years old, he can’t handle this shit. This place is his blood, sweat, and tears. I’ll never sell it, no matter the price.”
“Are you serious?” I ask, pushing to my feet, anger coursing through my veins. I see fire burning through my vison. The fact that he thought he could control me, or even Adam, is one thing, but everyone in Kittery? Surely he doesn’t think this is how life is supposed to work does he? “The man’s philosophy on how the world works is fuckin’ delusional.” Turning to Angie, I smile. “I apologize, simply because he is my father. I’ve never been more ashamed to admit that than I am at this moment.”
Walking past her, I bolt out the front door into the parking lot, needing fresh air to clear my head. I barely register Adam tossing money to the table and following me out, but his voice is unmistakable when he calls my name, causing me to stop mid-step.
“Take me to the estate,” I say, turning to face him. “I want to see the look on his face when Anthony Carter finally loses.”
*
THE RIDE IS quiet, and I know it is because Adam is giving me time to think. I haven’t quite figured out what I am going to say, but the moment we stop, the front doors swing open and Martha is out on the porch.
“Oh you’ve gone and done it now, my girl,” she chuckles when Adam stops the engine and I climb off. “Your father has been in a state ever since last night. Pacing and making calls, I’ve never seen him so angry.”
“Is he here?” I ask, stepping onto the porch.
Martha nods, “Yes, he said to tell you he’d be waiting for you in his office. Your mother has asked for me to let her know when you arrive as well, I’ll go get her.” Her eyes fix on Adam, and she smiles. Reaching up, she pats his arm. “I’m glad to see things worked themselves out.”
“Thanks,” Adam and I say in unison, and I smile at Martha.
Taking Adam’s hand, I entwine our fingers and step past Martha into the house. Everything about this house is cold and makes me feel out of place, it always has if I’m being honest. The furniture is all perfectly placed. Yet untouched and unused, all to make us appear to be above everyone else just because my parents spent more on their new sofas than most spend on a car.
Swinging open the big, heavy wooden door that leads to my father’s office, I immediately smell the scent of his cigar burning. “I see you’ve found your way home, Ainsley.” Turning in his seat, he sees Adam step up beside me, still holding my hand, and his eyes narrow. His salt and pepper hair combed back, not one strand out of place and even on a Saturday he is in a suit. “Pity you didn’t want to see things my way. Stubborn, the both of you,” he chuckles to himself.
“I’m not a puppet to be played with,” I argue. “You’re my father, you should want what’s best for me. Instead, you lied to me.”
Placing his cigar in the ashtray, he steeples his hands, the tops of his fingers tapping against his lips. “I am doing what is best for everyone. I did you a favor, years ago, getting rid of him; a favor that I see was spat back in my face.” Grabbing his cigar, he shrugs. “Do you think I’ll allow my only child to throw all I’ve worked for away? You’re so much better than this Ainsley.”
Adam’s fingers tighten around mine, I can feel the tension radiating off his body. “I already told you on the phone, old man, I’m not leaving her again.”
“Pity,” he replies pushing to his feet. My father buttons the front of his jacket as he steps around his mahogany desk. “Have you ever gotten onto your motorcycle and wondered if your brakes will fail in traffic? What about if the gas heat in your cabin is faulty?” he asks Adam and I tremble at the thought. “All the happiness in the world can be overshadowed by fear. Fear is one of those things that can cripple you and everyone around you. I’d hate that for you Adam, I really would.”
“You bastard,” Adam roars, taking a step forward. “I’m not scared of you, never have been.”
“Am I interrupting?” my mother asks, stepping into the room from the patio doors with a glass filled with what I am sure is a screwdriver. Sipping her drink, she heads to a chair beside my father’s desk. Sitting down, her eyes meet mine and flit to Adam. “I’m glad everyone is here so we can clear up a few things. I can’t say that I didn’t expect for Adam to be with you; after all, he didn’t take the money so he didn’t have to leave town. Guess you didn’t see that one coming, did you, darling?” my mother snorts before downing the rest of her glass. Placing it on the table, she looks up at me. “You’ve caused your father a lot of trouble, young lady. He’s very displeased and put out. For God’s sake, he slept at home last night for the first time in years.”
“Julia!” my father roars, slamming his hand down on his desk. “That’s enough.”
“Oh, Anthony, you don’t get to call the shots this time, darling. I’ve just gotten started.” Crossing one leg over the other, my mother grins. “It’s a shame. I mean, you can hire hits, falsify documentation, and burn down property without batting an eye, but our daughter falls in love with a man who makes less a year than the cost of your car and suddenly you’re breaking out in cold sweats.” My father’s eyes widen and my mother just laughs.
“Shut up, Julia. Think about what you’re saying and be rational. Accusations like that change everything for us,” my father says, his voice almost pleading.
“It isn’t accusations when you have the ability to back it up. You see, I didn’t like the things Ainsley said to me; they didn’t make me angry, but they hurt. That had me asking myself a lot of questions and the answers told me one thing.” My mother tosses back, her eyes meeting mine briefly before turning back on him again. “She was right.”
“Mom,” I begin. “I didn’t say those things to hurt you,” I explain, taking a step towards her. “All I wanted was for you to hear what I was trying to say.”
“Ainsley,” she stops me, holding up her hand, smiling sadly. “I never hated you, I despise the situation I was put in, always have. I filled the voids in my life with alcohol and men, instead of using what I already knew about your father to dig deeper and expose him for the horrible bastard that he is.” Turning to face my father, she shrugs. “Bet you didn’t think I was paying attention to those hushed conversations or that I wouldn’t think to look into where the money was going from my family’s trust? That’s right,” she says raising her hand to her chest. “As of today, everyone finds out that the Carter’s have been broke for years and that you’ve been living off of your wife’s trust fund until you could get Ainsley married off to Elliot. The only person this hurts is you, Anthony. The things you learn when you’re fucking a man on the side who has the ability to look into those things on a moment’s notice.”
“You vindictive bitch!” my father shouts, making me jump. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
“Oh my God!” I gasp, clapping one hand over my mouth.
“I’ll be damned,” Adam says, clearly amused that it’s reaping day in the Carter house finally.
“Desperation is ugly, Anthony.” Standing to her feet, my mother walks over and hands him a flash drive. “I know exactly what I’ve done and I even brought you a present! This is a copy of all the files that have been forwarded to the proper authorities who, according to what Martha just told me, are actually pulling up outside as we speak. I have also sent everything to my lawyer who will be filing for divorce Monday morning, along with putting the house up for sale. It’s over, Anthony.”
My father roars, sending things from his desk crashing to the floor. Adam yanks my arm, pulling me backward, safely shielding me behind him. The doors fly open and armed officers walk into the room accompanied by Martha. “Anthony Carter, we have a warrant for your arrest for suspected arson and fraud.”
After that, everything happens so fast I feel like I’m in a whirlwind. Clutching Adam’s hand, I blow out a breath as they cuff and lead my father out to the squad car, knowing that everything is going to be okay because I know without a doubt he isn’t going anywhere.



Chapter Eight
Adam
‡
Six Months Later
“YOU MAY NOW kiss the bride.”
The moment the words leave the Preacher’s mouth, I smile wickedly at Ainsley. The strapless white cotton sundress she decided on, instead of a traditional gown, showing off enough of her sun kissed skin to have me ready to devour her whole. Taking her in from the tips of her beautiful bare feet all the way up to the beautiful blue eyes that render me speechless at times, I pull Ainsley to me with a growl and press my lips to hers.
The last six months haven’t been easy. With the media coverage not just exposing Anthony Carter’s dirty secrets, but the involvement of the Beckers as well, we were very relieved with his lawyer who put in for a change of venue for the trial and it was granted. We spent most of our time hiding away from the press at the cabin, while Julia retreated to the boat with Sebastio, who was more than happy pull anchor and head out to sea for a while.
Now that the town has gotten back to normal, it seemed like the perfect time to out a ring on Ainsley’s finger and make her mine forever. The fact that I am kissing her on the very spot I first fell for her, just makes it that much more perfect. There was never any doubt in my mind, once she said yes, that this was where I wanted us to stand in front of our friends and family and say our vows.
Ainsley’s hands arms wrap around my neck, her body molding against mine perfectly. The only thing I want to do is disappear with her and devour my wife for days.
“For God’s sake, Adam,” Sebastio shouts, “You plannin’ to make us grandbabies right here on the docks too?”
Pulling back, I glare at him just as Julia slaps his arm. “Would you stop that!” she scolds, but can’t hide her smile.
“What?” he asks throwing up his hands, his grin splitting his face. Walking up, he shoves his way between us, wrapping an arm around both Ainsley and me. “Am I not allowed to be a proud Daddy today?” Turning to me, his gaze hardens. “I don’t think it needs to be said, son. I expect you to treat my little girl right.” Leaning in closely, he grins. “I’m experienced in knot tying and I know exactly where to dump a body out there, boy.”
“Jesus, you’re insane,” I chuckle. “We really need to stop letting you out in public.”
“Whatever, man. I’m like oral,” Sebastio says with a wicked grin. “Sure, you can technically exist without me, but who the fuck would want to? Something would always be missing.”
“I always thought of you as a rash,” Our boss, Donnie, shouts. “You know… Once he’s under your skin, he may be a little irritating, but you figure out how to live with it because it’s better than cutting off your arm.”
“Thanks man,” Sebastio says, “You’re totally nice in a really fucked up way, I like that shit. It makes me want to throw you off a roof then buy you a beer.”
“How about, since Adam and Ainsley are the only two here that are legally married and the thought of anyone fucking you, let alone marrying you, makes me want to get anal from a nail gun, I say we go to the bar and get this party started,” Roxy says, cutting Sebastio off.
“Marriage?” Sebastio groans, clutching his chest. Staggering over to the rail, he clings to it for dear life. “No one will get these balls in a vise,” he teases winking at Julia.
Swooping Ainsley up into my arms, I grin when she squeals. “Caveman!”
Taking the steps down to the beach, I turn and look at Roxy. “See you up there in a bit.”
The sun is setting just as we make it to the blanket I set out earlier, the flameless candles scattered up the steps that lead up to the bar where our reception is no doubt kicking off without us. “Adam,” Ainsley gasps, taking in the beach in front of us. “What did you do?”
Settling her on the blanket, I follow her down onto it, bracing my weight on my elbows. My lips brush over hers and without hesitation, her hands slide up my arms and grip my biceps. “Do I need an excuse to steal alone time with my wife?” I ask, kissing down her jaw.
“Wife,” she whispers, testing out the words. I look down at her, my heart fucking ready to explode along with my cock. “I guess you’re stuck with me now, huh?”
Laughing, I nod my head and lean down so that my lips are almost touching hers. “Damn straight I am,” I reply. “I promised you forever, and I’m not wasting one more minute. We’ve got a whole lot of forever left, baby.”
The End
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Chapter One
‡
“ANNA! GET YOUR butt over here! Look at the hottie outside!”
Anna Mara sighed and pushed away from her desk. The ladies she worked with were all sweet, but she doubted their taste in men. They were all at least five years older than her twenty-five years and married with kids. Their version of “hot” was a man who did dishes without being asked. Not like little ol’ Bowling Green, Kentucky has a great of selection of single men, anyway, she thought.
Crowded around the one window were her six coworkers, all breathless. Anna pushed into the small opening between the two women who were closest to her age, Sam and Liz. Liz simply pointed in the direction of the line of bushes that separated their office parking lot from the next.
“Oh holy shit,” was all Anna could say. Edger in hand, ears and eyes covered with protective equipment, and shirtless was a landscaping god.
“You need to tap that,” muttered Sam, “because I might be tempted to if you don’t. Mamma has one free pass that hasn’t been used, and I would use it on that man.”
Anna watched as the man’s back tattoos rippled and danced over his muscles. His arms were also covered in bright designs. When he turned, more tattoos framed his chest and left his flat stomach bare. Flashes of silver glinted from two nipple piercings. His bronze face was lightly dusted with a light-brown shadow along his jaw and topped with sun-bleached, cropped brown hair that flopped carelessly over his safety glasses.
Anna’s heart flipped in her chest, and she had to resist the urge to pet the window where he was showcased.
Liz bumped her hip and giggled in her ear. “He looks like a rock bad boy!”
Anna agreed. He did look like a bad boy, but that was what she liked.
“Hey! Were you just saying earlier today that you wished someone would come by and mow your lawn for you?”
Lesa and her big mouth. The mother of four grinned at Anna. She knew what was going to happen next.
All the other women turned towards her with matching looks of devious planning.
“Umm…yeah,” she answered nervously.
“I have the landscaping company’s number. I thought maybe I would call them myself, but now I think you should.” Lesa’s grin turned into something wicked.
“But I don’t think I could afford a landscaper,” Anna mumbled, knowing it was a flimsy excuse. The ladies were giving her a valid reason to call Mr. Tattooed Landscaper instead of just calling like a creeper.
“Bullshit. It’s cheaper than buying a lawnmower,” another woman piped up.
Anna grasped for more excuses. “But what if I call and they don’t send him out to my place?” It sounded bad in her own ears.
Sam was the one to counter this time. “You have a proven landscape company coming out to your house then. Your yard gets mowed by someone other than you. Gonna call now?”
Glancing one last time out the glass, Anna reached towards Lesa’s outstretched hand, already holding a sticky note with a number on it. “Damn it. You guys are a bad influence.”
Hoots of laughter filled the room as Anna pulled her phone from her pant pocket. She dialed the number and continued to watch the man outside. To her surprise, the man jumped just as her phone started ringing. Stopping the edger and pulling off his ear protection, he picked up the call just as the ladies around her calmed down.
“Wilson’s Landscaping, this is Kyle. How may I help you?” The deep voice was pleasant in Anna’s ear.
She smiled, now knowing his name.
“Hello, Kyle, my name is Anna Mara. I need someone to mow my yard.”
She saw a bright smile light up Kyle’s features.
“I can help you with that, ma’am. Give me just a second to walk back to my truck, and I can look and see when I can come over to give you an estimate.”
“Okay!”
“So in the meantime, how did you hear about my company?”
Anna felt a blush creep up her neck and cheeks. She felt like a stalker, calling him like this.
“Umm, I work at one of the buildings you landscape for…”
“Uh hum, which one?”
She watched him walk closer to his white truck, almost out of view from her vantage point at the window.
“Healthcare Solutions.” Anna mumbled her reply.
Almost immediately, Kyle’s head whipped towards the huge window where they were all standing exposed.
Anna groaned as her coworkers yipped and ran away from the window, caught ogling.
“I guess you are the one they wrangled into calling then,” he laughed, obviously amused.
“Ahh…yes? But I really do need my lawn mowed.”
They made eye contact through the window, and Anna marveled at how wide and nice his smile was.
“I bet.”
She watched as he turned back towards his truck and out of her view.
“Seriously. And sorry we got caught creeping. Promise I am not a stalker, but we are a collection of bored medical billers. Any distraction is a good distraction.”
A very masculine chuckled sounded in Anna’s ear and pulled at something inside her.
“You are too noticeable with that bright red hair to be much of a stalker. Besides, sometimes a guy likes having pretty women ogle his body. I don’t mind.”
Anna breathed a deep sigh of relief. “Thank you for not taking offense. We don’t behave badly often.”
“I am sure your version of behaving badly and mine are completely different.”
“Maybe. Maybe not, but I am still sorry. We were acting like horny teenagers.”
Kyle let out a burst of laughter.
“Grown women acting like kids. Love it. Anyway, Anna, how does next Tuesday afternoon sound?”
Anna grinned to herself and set the appointment with Kyle. Now all she had to do was make it until Tuesday.



Chapter Two
‡
THE WEEK PASSED quickly for Anna. Her coworkers were unapologetic in their teasing throughout the week, ribbing her for getting them all caught spying. By the time the afternoon rolled around, she was just happy to have some man candy showing up at her house. After all, she didn’t know if he was married or an axe murderer. To her, he was just some deep-voiced, hot-as-sin, tattooed dream boat coming to quote her some prices on mowing her lawn.
Climbing into her beloved ’87 Camaro, Anna squealed. He really was coming over. She couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t excited. Excitement quickly turned to dismay as she turned her key over in the ignition and nothing happened. She tried again, nothing. Her radio was on, so it wasn’t the battery. Her fingers drummed on the steering wheel nervously as she ran through a short list of possible problems. Not the ignition itself. That would grind if it had been going out.
“Well, fuck me and fuck this car!” she shouted, bashing the steering wheel with all her might. Her red hair fell out of her ponytail and covered her face, hiding the tears streaming down her face. “Fuck my life!”
She watched as the last car left the parking lot. More hot tears flowed as she realized she was going to have to call a tow truck and pay for repairs on her car. There went all her money for the next month. Anna thumbed her phone on and was surprised to see a phone call coming in from Wilson’s Landscaping. Why was Kyle calling?
“Hey, Anna, I was calling to let you know I was going to be about fifteen minutes late,” Kyle said, a bit out of breath. “I had to run to the store to pick up a part for one of my crew’s small engines.”
“Hey, I was just about to call you to cancel anyway.” Her voice sounded dead in her ears. She just hoped he couldn’t tell she had been crying in frustration.
“What? Why?” Anna thought he sounded a little hurt.
“My stupid car won’t start, and I don’t know what’s wrong with it. Gotta call a tow truck and get this heap back to my house.” Her hands once again pounded on her steering wheel. “I don’t even know if I can afford you anymore because of this stupid thing!”
A slight chuckle sounded from the other end. “You can always afford me, sweetheart, but if you would like, I can swing by there and look at your car. I do know a bit about engines. I could at least keep you company while you wait on the tow truck if I can’t help you.”
“Oh my geebus, thank you so much. You really don’t have to, but I really appreciate it,” sobbed Anna. She was already grateful for his company and his offer of help.
“Be there in five.”
Anna hung up with Kyle and dabbed at her eyes with the bottom of her shirt. Her situation was still looking bleak, but at least she now had company. Maybe he could fix her car and the situation would be even better. She might just have to bake him thank-you cookies then.
*
“I HAVE GOOD news for you, Anna,” Kyle said while lowering the hood of her car with a squelch. He rubbed his hands over his jean-covered thighs to rub off some of the grease on his hands. Anna couldn’t help but notice the pleasant way his legs filled out the material. Shaking herself out of her one-track mind, Anna looked up into Kyle’s bright green eyes. They were the color of fresh cut grass.
“My car’s not quite dead?” Her small joke brought a smile to his face.
“Not quite. Your beast still has some life. Just needs a new idle air sensor. It got gunked up, and now it won’t open all the way. But that’s okay because the part is cheap and it takes two screws. Fifteen minutes tops.”
Anna couldn’t help it—she ran over to him and gave him a huge hug.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
Her face pressed into his solid chest, and she felt the tears come to her eyes.
“I thought I was so screwed, and I was going to have to go into debt, and I was going to have to bum rides from my already harried friends and…” It was like a freight train of worry just started out of her mouth before she could stop it.
Strong arms wrapped around her and pressed her into his muscular, warm body. She felt a hand go under her hair and rub her neck.
“Shhh…it’s all right, none of that. I’ll get your car problems fixed for now.”
Anna melted into his body, taking his comfort. It had been a long time since anyone had held her when she had a freak out. She allowed herself a few moments to take in the intoxicating scent—a mix of sunshine and fresh-cut grass—before looking up at his chiseled face. She found herself suddenly wanting to nip the shadowed line of his jaw. His full lower lip seemingly begged for her kisses.
Get a hold of yourself, girl, she chided. He’s a stranger! But what a hot, kind stranger.
“Hey, don’t think so hard,” Kyle finally said, lightly thumbing her chin. “I can practically hear your inner gears turning. I am glad I could be here to help a pretty girl out.”
Anna sighed and pulled away from his embrace. “Pfffttt,” she dismissed. “I bet I am really pretty with my bright red hair and equally bright red eyes.” She lifted up her messy hair playfully and dabbed at the corners of her eyes.
“Your eyes look like crystals after you cry.”
Anna felt the blush creep into her skin, and she looked down. “Whatever.” She dragged her foot across the ground, trying to distract herself from the compliments. She might start thinking he liked her if he kept it up.
Daring to look up, Anna met his eyes. He beamed at her.
“Let’s hop in my truck and get that part. There’s an AutoZone just down the road.”
Anna climbed into his white F-150 and looked around. The floorboard was covered in grass clippings and dirt. The dash had various catalogs for power lawn equipment and blank invoices. She saw a black leather datebook that had some dirty fingerprints on it. A lone McDonald’s cup sat in the cup holder.
“My truck, my music, by the way, so if you don’t like Brantley Gilbert, I’m afraid you are going to have to suffer.”
Anna giggled and looked over at Kyle. He was not a man she would have pegged for a country music fan.
“What? You think someone like me wouldn’t listen to some country?”
Anna shook her head. “I figured Metallica or Korn, but not Brantley.”
He laughed and glanced at her. “Oh, I like them too, but some days I just enjoy myself some country.”
Anna nodded in agreement. “Me too.”
“I am glad we are in agreement on what to listen to at least. Music is generally the first way you learn if you will get along with someone or not.”
Anna nodded again. “It is. I can’t be friends with people who regularly listen to Kenny G or Michael Bolton. They remind me of my grandma too much!”
“Now, now, there are some good Michael Bolton songs. How ’bout ‘Jack Sparrow’? You can’t lie and say that’s a bad song.”
Kyle began to belt out several lines of the Lonely Island song causing Anna to clutch her stomach in a fit of giggles.
“Oh my geebus! Stop! That song is too funny!” His Michael Bolton impersonation was killing her.
Kyle laughed too.
“Another Lonely Island fan, I see. Let me serenade you with more!”
Kyle sang lines from at least three other songs, causing Anna to snort.
“Ha ha ha ha, I made you snort! That’s awesome!” Kyle blurted. He banged his steering wheel in amusement.
“Oh, shush!” Anna continued to laugh. She was enjoying his company and was regretting that they were now pulling into the parking lot of the auto parts store.
A few minutes later they were done recovering the part and were back at her car, pulling the old part off.
“Tell me why you have an old Camaro instead of some little compact car. Don’t get me wrong, I love these cars myself, especially since my old man drove one when I was younger, but there has to be a reason why you are driving some unruly, gas-guzzling beast that’s hard to drive in rain and snow,” Kyle said while banging on the small part he was replacing.
Anna leaned against her blue baby casually and folded her arms against her chest. Her father had asked her the same question a few weeks ago, and she was tired of having to explain it.
“I just love these things. My dad bought one when I was fifteen, and I was only allowed to drive it on weekends when I was in high school. I fell in love with Camaros then and wanted one of the new ones when they first came out. But when I drove one, something was missing. I dunno what it was, but once I found this old man, I knew I would never be happy driving any other car. I might eventually get a little Honda or something, but for now, this is enough for me.”
Kyle looked up from under the hood of her car and nodded.
“I get that. People sometimes ask me why I am driving around some beat-up, seventeen-year-old pickup, but I love it and plan on driving it until it falls apart.”
Kyle wiped his hands on some napkins Anna had recovered from inside her car, and slammed the hood shut.
“Well, we are done here. Want me to follow you home? If you still wanted one, I could give you a quote on your lawn too.”
Anna pushed off from her car, happy this afternoon was going much better than she could have expected when she first couldn’t start her car. “Sure. Let’s go!”
It took them ten uneventful minutes to get out to Anna’s house on Otter Gap Road. Since her place of employment was already on the edge of town, her house was well into the country. Dwarfed by an acre of field in the front and two acres of lightly wooded backyard, her small two-bedroom house was perfect as far as Anna was concerned. It was far enough back no one could see into her open windows but not so far back she couldn’t see someone pulling into her paved driveway. Eventually she wanted to start a garden on part of the property and dig a pond, but for now she was happy with her overgrown flower beds and shade trees. Her house might not be new, and it might not be large, but she had bought it for the land. She was lucky a family friend was moving to Florida and had wanted to sell it cheap.
“Welcome to Casa Mara, home to Anna and Chester, the big ginger tabby.” Anna gestured, welcoming Kyle to her home when he got out of his truck.
“Damn, lady, got enough yard?” Kyle clicked his tongue, taking in the fence row separating her property from the rolling cow pasture next to it.
“Yeah, it’s a bit much for me to maintain, obviously, since I don’t have one of those big riding mowers you landscapers do.” Anna surveyed the six-inch high grass. “Takes me all weekend with my tiny push mower, and it died last weekend cutting the weeds along the fence row, so yeah, I need help.”
Kyle chuckled and jotted down some notes on a scratch pad he had taken from his truck.
“I can fix you right up. Let me walk around for a few minutes, and I can give you a price, okay?”
Anna nodded and headed towards the house. “Kyle, just come right on in the front door when you are done. I will have some tea waiting out for you.”
Kyle simply grunted and walked around the side of her house, mumbling. Anna was a little worried he would quote her some outrageous price now that he had seen her yard, but then she remembered he hadn’t even mentioned what she owed him for the part for her car. Maybe he would give her a discount for being a hot mess.
Anna deposited her purse on the small end table inside her front door and headed straight to the kitchen, where her howling ball of fur was waiting by his food dish.
“Chester, my main man, how was your day of napping?” she cooed, opening a new can of food for him.
A simple meow was his only response as Chester dug in.
“Does your cat talk back?”
Anna jumped and turned towards the voice. “Kyle! You scared me to death. I wasn’t expecting you in so quickly.”
Kyle smiled and slid into a seat at her kitchen bar. “I didn’t need much time. I have a pretty standard rate for property like yours. I was mainly just looking to see if you had any thickets or sinkholes out there.”
Anna busied herself getting down tea glasses and pouring their refreshments.
“So how bad is it?” she asked, putting the glass of tea down in front of him. She remained standing comfortably on the other side of the bar.
“Not bad at all. Your land is pretty flat with no major obstacles, so a crew should be able to get in and out easily.”
He then quoted her a price that was about what she was thinking it should cost.
“Oh, excellent.” Anna was relieved. “When can you guys come out here?”
Within a few minutes, Anna and Kyle had a date, time, and method of payment worked out for lawn care. She was excited to finally not have to worry about at least one item in her life.
“I guess I should be going,” Kyle finally said. He sounded slightly disappointed, and Anna suddenly didn’t want him to go. She reached out her hand and placed it on his colorful forearm. She could feel him tense under her fingers. Her blue eyes met his green ones.
“Wait, what do I owe you for helping me out today? We didn’t discuss it.”
Kyle shifted in his seat and looked down where she was touching him. Anna studied his handsome, chiseled face while he was momentarily distracted. He had a small scar running beside his slightly crooked nose. It gave him a tough-guy look. Another small scar ran through his right eyebrow, as if it had been split in a fight. Long, dark lashes framed rounded eyes. A dimple parted the two halves of his perfect chin below two inviting lips. Anna’s brain began thinking about what it would be like to kiss this man and take him back to her bed. She wondered if the nipple rings she could see pushing his shirt out made his nipples really sensitive like some of the women she knew had said.
“I was secretly hoping you would forget about that.” He chuckled.
“Nope, not forgetting.”
She really liked the deep sound of his voice. It did interesting things to her body. Hearing it now, after imaging him over her in bed, made parts low in her body tighten. All should think about between their banter was what he would sound like whispering what a dirty girl she was in her ear.
“I know how you can make it up to me then.”
“Hmmm?” Anna leaned forward and placed her elbows on the counter between them, still lost in her naughty thoughts of her hot landscaper.
“You could go out to dinner with me on Friday.”
Anna jerked up and went wide-eyed.
“Or not. Sorry. Too forward. What was I thinking? Maybe being single for so long addled my brain. Sorry. Sorry,” Kyle babbled as he stood, turning towards the door.
Anna moved quickly around her bar top and grabbed Kyle’s arm, spinning him around to face her. His face was flushed red in embarrassment.
“I have this crazy ex who seems to know everyone, and I figured maybe you knew her and you didn’t want to go out with me because of that and…” Kyle blurted.
Anna was momentarily confused but recovered quickly. “I don’t know your crazy ex, but she can’t be that bad.”
“Sorry, I babble sometimes,” he said sheepishly.
“No need to be sorry, silly man,” she said, playfully slapping his bicep. It was like slapping a piece of wood. “I was lost in thought and was startled. Of course I will go out with you on Friday, even if you have a crazy ex. I can handle myself.”
Her smile was met with a sigh of relief.
“How about Rooster’s at five then? I will meet you there?”
Anna nodded and both of them began the short journey across her living room towards the front door.
“I will see you then,” she said, watching him walk away.
Just as Kyle climbed into his truck, he called back to her. “Can I call you before then?”
“Yes!”
Anna smiled and turned back into the house at the sound of him backing up in her drive. She sighed deeply as the door shut behind her. Chester ran up to her legs and head butted them.
“I have a hot date, kitty man. Finally.” Chester looked up quizzically and walked off.
“Pfftt, just like a cat to not be excited about anything.”



Chapter Three
‡
THE NEXT DAY, Anna’s harrowing tale of broken-down cars and landscaping quotes was analyzed and rehashed by all the ladies at her work.
“Oh my god, I can’t believe you got a date out of all that.” Sam squealed from beside Anna. “Actually, I can, because, lady, you are smokin’ hot and you are the sweetest. I am glad it was with someone just as good lookin’ as you, finally.”
“You flatter me!” Anna replied, continuing about her work. A small buzz rattled her desk. A text? she wondered. No one ever texted her at work. All her non-work friends knew better than to try to get a hold of her during daylight hours. Maybe it was a doctor or nurse practitioner asking questions about their billing? It was possible since it was in her job description. Anna tried not to freak out as she flipped her phone over to see who it was.
Anna made a pleased noise as she read the text.
“I know that giggle,” Liz stated from behind her. “It’s gotta be something good. I heard your phone buzz, so it has to be him. Am I right?”
The whole office erupted in curious and well-meaning questions as well as laughter.
“You nosey old bats! Of course it’s him.” Anna shushed them all and tried to focus back on work again. Kyle had sent her a text telling her he couldn’t wait until Friday to talk to her again. She had just been thinking about texting him before she received his text.
For the rest of the day, Anna alternated between grinning like a villain and working. Kyle continued to text her back and forth, talking about cars, music, and Lonely Island songs. Anna was amazed when it was time to go home, because the last time she bothered to look it was lunch.
The rest of the work week flew by in a haze of laughter and texts. Anna was excited to see Kyle when Friday rolled around. She wasn’t nervous, just curious to see if they could keep up the obvious chemistry they had whenever they texted each other.
Pulling up to Rooster’s at fifteen till five, Anna was happy she had a few minutes to herself. She double-checked her makeup in the visor mirror and applied a bit more berry lipstick. The makeup look she had gone for tonight looked good in the low light and made her eyes look like dark ocean-blue pools. She had decided to leave her hair down and naturally wavy, trying not to look too made-up or like she was trying too hard. Now was not the time to be overly glam, no matter how hard it was to put down the eye shadow and gel eyeliner. She didn’t want to look completely different from how she looked when they first met. She just wanted to draw his attention to her best features. Her cobalt blue dress top looked perfect with her black boots and dark jeans, showing off her curves and hiding the places she wanted hidden.
Finally satisfied with her appearance, Anna texted Kyle to let him know she had arrived and where she was parked so they could walk in together. Within five minutes, an answering text popped up on her screen letting her know he had just pulled in.
Anna hopped out of her Camaro and walked over to his truck.
“Hey there, beautiful,” Kyle greeted.
Anna blushed and replied, “Hey there, yourself. Ready for some chicken?”
“Hell yeah.”
Grabbing his hand like it was the most natural action in the world, Anna walked inside with Kyle to eat some chicken and have fun.
At the table, Anna took in Kyle’s choice in attire. He was wearing a close-fitting black shirt that barely hid his massive muscles. She could see hints of his piercings also, loving that little bit of naughtiness. While he was occupied with the menu, she took her time staring at his visible tattoos. Each arm had a definitive theme, as far as she could tell. His left arm held images of the devil, darkness, and horror. A Cthulhu and a stylized devil were the main pieces on it, with serval small zombies and evil clowns filling the spaces. Anna found the small she-devil on his wrist hilarious. She was poking some poor, horrified man in the ass. On his right arm, beings of light covered his skin. Mostly angels, but he had some Technicolor fairies and birds filling the spaces. A mermaid fanning out her long hair was the centerpiece on his bicep.
“You like em’?” Kyle asked, extending his left arm across the table. Anna nodded and began to trace the outline of the she-devil. She felt him shiver under her light touch.
“Does that bother you?” she asked shyly. She didn’t have any tattoos herself, but she enjoyed the slightly raised feeling of the outline of his.
Kyle tipped one side of his mouth up in a half grin. “Nope. I just like the delicate way you touch me. Reminds me of other places I would like for you to touch.”
Anna gasped and mock clutched her necklace. “Why, Mr. Wilson! You are being too forward!” She lowered her voice. “For before dinner conversations. Maybe after our food has arrived, we can continue that line of thinking.” She waggled her eyebrows playfully.
Kyle burst out laughing and grabbed her smaller hand in his calloused one. Anna felt her heart jump like a rabbit at the contact. It just felt right, her hand being in his. Both of them were still hand in hand and in stitches when the waitress came and took their dinner order.
After ordering, Anna debated asking a question that had been bothering her since she first saw his tattoos when he was at work. She pulled her hand out of his and grabbed her drink, taking a hesitant sip.
“Spit it out,” he said. “I can see those wheels turning inside your head.”
“Are you in one of those biker gangs here in town? I know Bowling Green has a few. I see those Heaven Hill boys riding around, and you know…” Her words dropped off as she looked away from Kyle. She knew it wasn’t polite to ask him, but she had to know.
Kyle sniffed loudly and sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “What’s it to you? Don’t associate with those kinds of people?” His sneer took Anna aback.
Anna tried to recover. She leaned forward and looked him dead in the eyes. “I was just curious because of your tattoos. The only guys I’ve ever met before who had as many tats as you were either tattoo artists or in biker gangs.”
Kyle’s body language didn’t change. Anna huffed and sat back in her chair. “Sorry if I offended you by asking a simple question. I have nothing against anyone. Bikers just seem cool. You’re cool. Figured the two might go together.”
Anna began lifting her straw out of the glass and stabbing it through the holes in her ice cubes mindlessly. She wasn’t going to say anything else until he did. She had already apologized; now it was his turn to speak.
After about a minute, Kyle leaned forward quickly and put a stop to Anna’s ice stabbing.
“You really shouldn’t do that anymore.” She heard amusement in his voice. When her eyes met his, she felt her heart drop. Laughter tipped up the corners of his mouth and amusement brightened his eyes. He was so handsome when he smiled.
She found herself answering his grin with one of her own.
“Why shouldn’t I, Mister Grouchy?”
“Think about it—a straw through a rounded hole in ice. Got something on your mind?” His dark brows wiggled suggestively.
A gasp escaped Anna’s lips. She quickly speared another ice cube on her straw and flung it out of her glass, landing a direct hit in the center of Kyle’s chest.
“You pervert! It’s just ice!” Anna doubled over laughing as Kyle brushed the ice from his shirt.
“Says the one who was straw-fucking ice holes.” Kyle shook his head, obviously trying not to laugh.
“I didn’t mean for it to look like that!”
Kyle snorted. “Yeah, yeah. Say what you want, I know you were thinking about wild monkey sex.”
Anna flung another ice cube at him just as a hurried waitress dropped off their orders.
“Saved by the food, mister. And you sure are lucky, because I have a whole cup full of ice begging to be hurled at the slightest provocation.”
Kyle picked up a saucy chicken wing and threatened Anna with it.
“Let’s not start a food fight, young lady. Because, make no mistake, you will lose, and I might just have to spank you for being naughty.”
Kyle casually popped the wing in his mouth while Anna stared open-mouthed at him. A fiery burst of heat burned its way from her core to her scalp. Images flashed quickly through her fevered mind of being thrown over Kyle’s jeaned thigh and his rough hands making hard contact with her ass. She squirmed in the wooden chair, her clothes too tight and her body too hot. His words ignited her imagination in a way only her romance novels she loved had. No other man in her life had even once affected her like this.
“Umm…” Anna jabbed her fork at her grilled chicken tenders and shoved a small piece in her mouth. Another image popped into her mind of her slowly savoring his long, hard shaft lovingly with her lips and tongue. Anna mentally kicked herself and tried to focus back on her food. Her one-track mind was now gleefully supplying her imagination with thoughts of their naked bodies coming together in various ways. She could feel the heat in her cheeks as she fidgeted in the seat.
When she looked up, Kyle was studying her intently. She knew he was guessing what she was thinking about. A nervous tilt lifted the corners of her mouth as she looked quickly down again, uncomfortable with the knowledge that broadcasted in his eyes.
“Good tenders,” Anna said simply between bites.
An amused noise of ascent sounded from across the table.
“I am not in a club, by the way,” Kyle managed between bites of dripping drumsticks.
Anna scrunched up her face, lost as to what he was talking about.
“A motorcycle club. Not in one. Never have been, but I know guys and work for guys who are. A Harley is on my wish list though.” Kyle continued to munch on the last couple of wings while talking. “I know a bunch of different people from all walks of life. My tattoos tell a story about where I have been and where I hope to go. I just happen to like the way they look.”
“Me too. I love tattoos on other people. I enjoy hearing about the stories behind each one. It’s wearable, individual art, and it rocks.” Anna once again found her eyes drawn to the incredible human canvas in front of her.
Kyle looked back proudly at her as he moved his right hand along his left arm.
“I wear my life on my sleeves.”
Anna giggled at his play on words. She marveled at the ease in which he made her laugh and made her feel completely turned on. He didn’t have to touch her to make her hot; all he had to do was make one well-placed comment and she turned into a puddle in her seat. No man had ever made her laugh and smile so much and looked half as good as Kyle doing it.
She brushed away the thoughts of dates past, and instead focused on how she needed to get out more. She wasn’t living some version of her favorite stories, she was just a regular girl out with a regular guy, doing regular date stuff. He might awaken parts of her only book boyfriends managed to before, but it didn’t mean he was going to make her burst into sexual flames.
“Speaking of sleeves and tattoos, wanna meet some of my people tonight?”
Anna bit her lip, distracted temporarily from her thoughts. “I don’t know…” Her fingers drummed on the table beside her plate.
“My buddy’s band starts in about forty-five minutes out at the bar on Old Louisville Road, and I figured since we were having such fun here we could go have some more fun listening to some music.” His voice was hopeful, and Anna couldn’t deny she wanted to spend more time with him.
“Just as long as you protect me from rowdy, drunken rednecks.”
Kyle belly laughed and took her hands in his. “Who, then, is going to protect you from me?”
The waitress chose that moment to drop the check for the meal, and Kyle snatched the generic black folder before Anna could protest.
“I am going to pull my man card out on this one and pay for both of us. Don’t you go looking at how much I am spending on you,” he teased.
Anna hid a giggle behind her hand and quickly shook her head.
“Wouldn’t dream of it. You just do what you gotta do.”
Kyle gave her a lopsided smile and went about settling the check.
Anna took the time to think about what a great time they were having and if she wanted to continue it with a little bit of music. A night out sounded like an excellent plan.



Chapter Four
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“WELCOME TO THE Holler Bar and Grill, dive bar extraordinaire,” Kyle greeted as he met Anna at her car door. Both had agreed that driving separately was a good idea in case one person wanted to call it an early night. It lessened the pressure for both of them, and Anna was secretly pleased that it meant she didn’t have to shut the bar down if she didn’t want to. She had no doubt he would have gladly driven her back to her car anytime she wanted, but this way she could still have a good time without feeling guilty when she wanted to leave.
The Holler was a typical redneck dive bar. A parking lot settled against the road, placing the nondescript white building back further on the lot. An awning covered the front door, which was brightly lit, illuminating a tight cluster of smokers. Anna hadn’t been to a bar in ages, so she was feeling a bit out of her element as Kyle grabbed her hand and led her through the doors.
Once inside, the smell of humans and beer assaulted her senses. Conversations blended in with the sounds of musicians warming up on stage, wiping both her ability to hear and think. Anna leaned towards Kyle’s ear and whisper-yelled.
“Please don’t leave me alone.”
Kyle smiled tightly at her and softly squeezed her hand. “I won’t. Let’s get beer and fight our way up front. I think I see some people I know up there.”
They stepped together to the bar, and Kyle ordered them both longnecks. Within a minute, Anna was next to the stage, being introduced to Kyle’s friends. All their names passed in a blur as she struggled to hear and process anything through the noise. She finally gave up trying to keep up with the conversation and instead just watched. Kyle’s friends were a mixed bunch. A few of the guys looked like they could be bikers or tattoo artists. A couple of the women looked like life had ridden them hard and put them up wet. All of them just looked like people out to enjoy some music and some beer.
A voice caught her attention over the mix, and Anna turned to face another woman. Lana, she believed the woman’s name was. “Hey, sweetie, I figured I would give you a heads-up.”
Anna looked this other woman up and down. Kyle was deep in conversation with two guys, so he couldn’t bail her out of talking to this strange woman. She thought maybe Lana was the wife of one of the men.
Anna scrunched up her face and concentrated on the dimly lit figure in front of her.
“I have known Kyle a long time, and he is a good guy, but he has a problem.”
Anna groaned at the well-meaning woman. One date in and his friends were already trying to warn her off.
“What is it?”
Lana pointed one long finger towards a knot of people at the opposite end of the bar. There, a young blonde woman stood out, decked out in a black leather vest and tight leather pants. She had on sky-high black heels and venom red lips. The woman looked like one of the many women who hung around all the Harleys at the Harley drags in town during the summer, and she was currently shooting Anna death daggers with her eyes.
“Ummm…” Anna felt uncomfortable under the woman’s stare. Her skin suddenly felt hot and tight. A tough-looking man stepped to the other woman’s side, putting his arm around her and breaking her glare.
“That’s Ariana, Kyle’s evil ex, and her new boyfriend, some wanna-be who likes to fight named Colt. He owns a rival landscaping company, although word is out that it’s failing. Colt blames Kyle for his loss in business, saying he steals it, and shit talks him. Frankly, Colt is a dickhead, and Kyle does honest, good work.”
Anna gaped at Lana. What kind of situation did she get herself into tonight?
Lana patted Anna’s shoulder. “Kyle is oblivious, but the rest of us aren’t. Just thought you should know.”
Lana walked back to her man’s side. Anna suddenly no longer wanted to be anywhere near this bar. She needed a few minutes to herself before the band started so she could process this new information.
Anna tapped Kyle’s arm and leaned up into his ear. “Ladies room. Be back soon.”
Kyle smiled and nodded in acknowledgment.
As Anna walked away from Kyle, she wondered if it was okay to just leave Kyle without saying a word. She couldn’t deny the obvious chemistry they had and the way he made her laugh, but she was honestly scared of his psycho ex. She thought he had been joking about her being crazy, but she could tell now she was mistaken about how crazy this other woman might be. Ariana looked like real trouble, and trouble was not what she needed. Maybe it was time to just cut her losses and bow out now before she got too attached to him.
Anna was deep in thought while in line for the tiny bathroom when she felt a small tap on her arm.
“Hey, slut,” a shrill voice called out from behind her.
Anna turned around with fire in her blood to confront the voice and came face to face with blonde bimbo Ariana.
“Excuse me?” Anna said incredulously. “Do I even fucking know you?” She eyeballed the several-years-younger woman, from her fake tits to her faker shoes.
“You don’t get to know me, hooker, because you are leaving.” The tremble in the other woman’s voice betrayed her seething rage.
“Once again, excuse me, but who are you, Leather Barbie, to tell me what to do?” Anna raised her voice, hoping one of the many bouncers in the bar would hear her and come see what was going on. She wasn’t going to back down now that she had been confronted. She just wanted some backup in case the situation dove straight to Hell.
“I am going to be the one to kick your skinny ass if you don’t keep away from Kyle.” Ariana jabbed a red claw towards Anna.
Instinctively, Anna backed away from the other woman and into the wall. Anna was cornered now and better sense refused to take hold. She was going to give this woman a piece of her mind.
“Bitch, he is a grown man who can make his own decisions.” Anna’s rage grew.
“Did you just call me a bitch, bitch?”
“I think I did, fucking cunt.” Anna didn’t know where the words came from. All her nerves from being confronted poured out of her mouth.
“You did not.” Ariana tossed her cheap hair extension over her shoulder and smiled like a mad woman. “I am going to enjoy messing up your face so you are too ugly for anyone to fuck.”
The first swing connected with Anna across her jaw and took her by surprise. Pure white-hot fury at the unheeded violence being directed at her had her ducking away from the second blow and landing one of her own in Ariana’s stomach. Ariana doubled over in pain, and Anna brought her knee up to crush the other woman’s nose. A sickening crunch sounded, and blood began pooling on the floor below them. Instinct had taken over, and the need to make sure she didn’t get punched again had prevailed.
Big hands gripped Ariana’s waist and dragged her back.
Anna looked up to see Kyle hand the still-doubled over and cussing form of Ariana to a bouncer.
“Bitch,” she spat out behind clenched teeth. Gingerly, Anna ran her fingers over the spot where the other woman’s single punch had landed. It felt like her jaw was swelling swiftly and would leave quite the bruise tomorrow. What were the women at work going to say when she told them about getting into a bar brawl with her date’s stupid ex?
Anna giggled to herself as her legs gave out and she slid to the floor. Hysterical, hot tears began leaking out of the corners of her eyes. Anna simply let the spent adrenaline flow out of her system in a rush. She buried her head between her knees and let the world wash over her.
A few long seconds later, someone was shoving a plastic baggie full of ice under her arms and against her jaw.
Anna looked up and met the concerned green depths of Kyle’s eyes.
“Hey there, my little fighter.”
A small, strangled chuckle escaped Anna’s throat.
“Hey.”
“Sorry I left you alone, even if you were supposed to just be using the ladies room.”
Anna furrowed her brows at the sound of deep regret in Kyle’s voice. Without moving her aching jaw much, Anna managed a few words.
“Not your fault. Jumped by crazy ex. Had to pee. Not now.”
Kyle’s face twisted with concern. “I should have known she would do something like this though.”
Anna reached out her hand and caressed Kyle’s face. “Not your fault.”
When Kyle’s eyes fell away from her face, Anna took his hand in hers, trying desperately to comfort them both.
“I am okay. Not your fault,” she insisted. She took away the bag of ice from her jaw and flexed the joint to test it out. While she knew it would be sore for a few days, she also knew nothing was broken or really hurt.
The gentle touch of Kyle’s fingers along the swollen spot on her jaw nearly had Anna coming undone.
“Do you want to call the police or get to a hospital to check out your jaw?”
Anna shook her head no and began to stand.
“No sense. Too much paperwork, and she is in worse shape than me. I don’t want to call the police after a silly fight over a guy.” Anna smirked as she took Kyle’s offered hand to stand.
Kyle laughed a huge belly laugh and pulled Anna tight against his hard body.
Anna sighed and allowed herself to be comforted by his hard body and his rich, masculine scent. Her body was still consumed by the adrenaline from the fight, and all she could think about being this close to him was the feel of his body against hers. He just felt right. Her lips kissed delicately above his collar as his hands balled into the back of her shirt. She felt him inhale a deep breath and rest his chin on the top of her head.
“No need to fight over me, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere.” His hands began rubbing small, soothing circles on her back. Anna let out a deep breath she didn’t know she had been holding and sagged against him. She was about dead on her feet, and suddenly her bed at home seemed like the most wonderful place on the planet.
“Let’s get you out of here before we make a bigger scene,” he whispered into her hair. Anna simply nodded and stepped out of his embrace. People were still watching them, but only the bouncers were actively making them their business. Anna looped her arm into Kyle’s as two of the big men fell into step behind them.
Once at the door, Kyle shook both of the men’s hands and thanked them for keeping people away while he attended to Anna. She had no clue anyone else had even been around once Kyle dragged Ariana off. She blushed madly and thanked them also for not getting the police involved. They simply nodded and allowed the two of them to step out onto the gravel lot.
Anna breathed big gulps of the fresh night air into her lungs and fought a renewed wave of tears. This was not the way a first date was supposed to go. She had never come to blows with anyone else before, but Ariana had been determined to pick a fight with her no matter what.
“What happened to Ariana?” she asked, listening to the way the gravel crunched under her feet. The bar sounded far away. Maybe the night would soon be far away for her too.
Kyle scoffed and patted her hand with his big calloused one. “Colt rushed up behind me as I grabbed her, and I assume he took her out to his truck and hopefully back to her trailer.”
Anna chuckled to herself. Ariana was a walking stereotype. She was embarrassed for the younger woman now.
Walking around another vehicle to get to where they were parked, both Anna and Kyle were surprised to find Colt leaning against Kyle’s truck.
“Fucking bitch,” he muttered, pushing his lean frame away from the driver’s door. He sauntered lazily towards the couple.
“Really, Colt, you gonna start that shit out here?” Kyle’s voice sounded annoyed as he gently unlooped his and Anna’s arms.
“She broke Ariana’s nose.”
Blood covered the other man’s jean shirt. It was spattered across his thighs, and some was even pooled on the top of his brown work boots.
Anna shook her head. “She threw the first punch. She cornered me. She was the one who started all this shit to begin with.” She could feel her blood pumping again. She wasn’t going to be taken off guard again when the fists start swinging.
Kyle placed a hand against her stomach and stepped forward.
“Ariana probably deserved it, Colt. Now, what I don’t appreciate is you and Ariana disrespecting Anna here.”
Colt laughed. “Bet she’s a fucking slut. Sluts don’t deserve respect.”
Anna fumed as Kyle simply shook his head.
“Apologize, Colt.”
“Bitch can’t even take a real man, so she has to be with some pussy man like you. Ariana always said you had no balls.”
Anna clenched her jaw in frustration. Why was this man, like his girlfriend, trying to start a fight?
“Anna is not a bitch or a slut. Apologize to her.”
Colt laughed madly and stepped another step closer. He lifted his fingers in a vee to his mouth and made rude motions with his tongue. Anna turned her head in disgust and made a gagging noise.
“Fuck you, man. I don’t apologize for telling it like it is.” Colt gave them a one-finger salute and moved again towards Kyle and Anna.
“You have a woman to take care of, but instead you are out here trying to pick a fight,” Kyle stated, shaking his head disapprovingly.
“Fuck you, man. Fuck you for your girl hurting mine. Fuck you for stealing my business and fuck you…”
Anna watched the swing from Colt’s right fist come around in slow motion. She heard her own gasp as Kyle deftly blocked and answered with a single uppercut of his own. Colt stumbled backwards and fell against the truck. Kyle kicked some gravel towards Colt and spit in his direction.
“Get up and go home, loser. I never had to steal anything from you or anyone else. I earned everything I’ve got.”
Colt stumbled up and took off towards his own truck, nursing his wounded pride. Sure, his chin would hurt in the morning, much like Anna’s jaw, but at least he was gone.
Kyle turned back towards Anna and gathered her in his arms. He crushed her to his chest and breathed heavily.
“Don’t smother the life out of me yet, Kyle.” Anna chuckled, pulling him in harder despite her words. She enjoyed being wrapped up in him more than any woman had a right to.
“Bastard still didn’t apologize to you, Anna.” His words were mumbled against her head.
“It’s okay, and we’re okay. I don’t need his empty words.” Anna met his grass-green eyes and marveled at how full his lips were. She couldn’t help but marvel at their softness in contrast to the contoured muscles and sharp tattoo outlines on his body. Those lips were made, she thought to herself, for kissing. Not just kissing her lips, but her nipples and the junction between her thighs. Anna was almost instantly turned on and couldn’t help but imagine all the naughty ways one could use such a sinful mouth.
Kyle pulled his lips up into a crooked smile at the obvious look in her eyes. She knew when his lips dipped to meet hers, there beside his truck, that he must have been reading her mind.
The whole world narrowed for Anna into the meeting of their lips. At first, it was soft and caressing. Just a tentative, soft push, and her mouth opened when his tongue gently parted her lips. She let him control the speed at first, not wanting to rush the kiss. Her body was lighting on fire from her lips down.
When their tongues began to battle, Anna growled low in her throat and pressed herself further into his body. His hands were all over her in response, suddenly everywhere. They settled one on her ass and one in her hair, and he deepened their kiss. Anna could feel Kyle’s response to her through his jeans, which only turned her on more. If her panties could catch fire, they would be burning the two of them, she was so hot for him. She had a moment to think about that as he pulled away, struggling to breathe, before they clashed again.
Anna balled her hands up in his thick hair, keeping his mouth plastered to hers. She wanted to inhale him, to have him mingle with her own life. The feeling was so intense she pulled back, startled by her own raging need.
Kyle pulled their heads back together and rested his forehead on hers.
“We are going to combust if we keep on necking like two teenagers out here,” he whispered against her lips.
Anna kissed him lightly, pulling his lower lip between her teeth for a light nip. Kyle yelped and both of them laughed.
“Let’s go back to my place then,” she suggested.
Kyle nodded, and Anna parted from his arms, knowing in a few short minutes she would have him in her bed.



Chapter Five
‡
ANNA PRACTICALLY JUMPED out of her car when she pulled up to her house. The drive seemed longer than it was, nervous energy filling her with anticipation. She had spent the minutes reliving both fights at the bar and, finally, imagining the man in the truck behind her naked and in her bed. She squealed as she slammed her car door shut and ran up to Kyle’s truck. The instant it was open, Kyle met Anna on the ground, scooping her up in his embrace. Their lips met in a heated clash, tongues battling. Kyle’s hands were all over Anna’s body, leaving searing heat in their path.
“Damn, woman, tonight has been just full of surprises,” he muttered between heavy breaths.
Anna simply nodded her head and giggled. She grabbed his hand and began pulling him towards her house.
“Seeing how well you handled yourself in a fight, I mean, hot damn, that was sexy as hell.”
Kyle pinned Anna to her front door with his bigger body before she could manage to jam her keys in the lock.
“I don’t think my fight was sexy,” Anna replied. “But you defending my honor, now, I might like that a whole lot.”
Anna trailed a finger across the edge of his stubbled jaw and down the pulsing vein in his neck. She watched as the beat of his blood became stronger under his skin. She smiled wickedly at the effect she was having on him. Her fingers inched carefully down to his collar line and toyed with the bones there. Kyle’s eyes closed in enjoyment.
“I like what you’re doing a whole lot.” Kyle groaned.
Anna felt heat flush her body. “Let’s get inside, then, before we end up making a scene on my porch.”
Kyle nodded his head in agreement and pushed away from Anna. She turned rapidly and somehow managed to make her key turn while Kyle’s inviting body pressed firmly behind her. She could feel his hard length pressing into her bottom, even through both of their jeans.
Once inside, Anna simply dropped her purse and keys. She turned into Kyle just as he was kicking the door shut. Balling his T-shirt in her fist, Anna began walking backwards towards her bedroom.
“You. Me. Naked. In there.” Her head motioned in the direction she was leading them.
Kyle scooped her up in the darkness and walked the short distance to her bedroom. Anna yelped and giggled like a little girl. Her arms snaked around his neck for stability, and she found being helpless in his arms made her feel feminine and cared for.
Once inside her small bedroom, Kyle elbowed around the edge of the door for the light and flicked it on.
“No,” Anna said, burying her face in his neck. “Please, turn them back off.” She was suddenly shy and unsure about the whole situation.
Kyle eased her onto the bed and placed his body over hers, careful not to touch any part of her.
“I want to see you when we do this. I want to see all of your body. I need to see you come undone because of me.”
All thoughts of protest were ended the instant Kyle’s lips touched hers again. Her hands dug into his back as she felt every inch of his body along hers. Electricity sizzled her lips, and she could feel her clit begin to throb in need. Their tongues battled back and forth as Anna made low noises of hunger deep within her throat. Anna began moving her aching body under his, trying desperately to alleviate the pressure building inside her body.
“Off,” Anna managed between fevered kisses, tugging at his shirt.
Kyle hastily yanked his shirt up out of his pants one-handed and tossed it over his head. Anna grabbed the edges of her shirt also and pitched it. In a flurry of motion, both of them managed to remove every last bit of clothing.
Anna watched Kyle’s head dip down to her naked breast and take a hardened point in his mouth. She gasped as teeth alternated with gentle sucks, driving her pleasure higher. Kyle moved to the other breast, bringing one hand up to squeeze the now abandoned nipple. Anna arched her back in pleasure and could feel Kyle’s hard length on her thigh.
“Oh god, Kyle.” Anna groaned as his hand drifted lower and dipped between her thighs, teasing her. She dug her fingers into his back, trying desperately to hang onto any semblance of sanity.
“So wet for me,” he mumbled, lifting from his attentions to her breasts and looking into her eyes.
Anna nodded her head in agreement. “All for you.”
Kyle captured her lips again as one of his fingers parted her easily and touched her sensitive clit.
“Please, oh god.” Anna gasped loudly and parted her legs wider to give him better access to her core.
Kyle growled as his finger began to rub against her clit in practiced rhythm.
Anna squirmed. She could feel her orgasm building with urgency. Her gasps were coming in time with each stroke of his finger.
She shattered into a thousand pieces as he bit along the base of her neck and pressed hard with his finger.
Anna rode his hand as wave after wave of her orgasm came with each unrelenting swipe of his finger.
“That’s it, Anna, come for me, baby, come for me some more,” he chanted, never quite stopping his maddening touch.
Anna began to shake from the intensity of sensations he was bringing out in her. She could feel another orgasm being summoned from her depths. With a few small strokes, Anna felt another intense orgasm crash over her. She screamed out his name as her body sank into the black bliss of pure pleasure.
Kyle pulled his finger away slowly, and she felt him move. She felt the loss of his body keenly from behind her closed eyes but was rewarded when she heard a wrapper being opened. She giggled softly to herself.
“You ready?” he asked softly from above her. Anna’s eyes fluttered open, and she nodded. His eyes had gone dark green with lust. She could feel the wide tip of his shaft at her entrance. More than anything, at this moment she wanted him inside her. Anna widened her legs and urged him forward with a rock of her hips.
With one smooth motion, he buried himself deep inside.
Anna cried out and wrapped her legs around his waist. She met him thrust for thrust with her body, enhancing the contact against her hard clit. His long, thick cock hit all the right places, and soon she was writhing against him, trying to reach a third orgasm. Before long, together, they achieved thundering orgasm and melted into a pile of sweating, spent muscles.



Chapter Six
‡
ANNA STRETCHED AND patted the bed beside her in the morning light. No Kyle. Where did he go?
The smells of cooked bacon greeted her awakening nose, and she heard Kyle’s voice from the direction of her kitchen.
“No, Mr. Kitty, we don’t steal bacon from Anna’s plate.”
A plaintive meow sounded in response.
“I will make you a piece if you want, but you can’t steal hers.”
Anna chuckled to herself as she searched around her room for pajamas.
Rubbing sleep from her eyes, Anna stepped through her house to the kitchen. She wrapped her arms around Kyle from behind as he stood at her stove and gave him a quick kiss.
“Mornin’, beautiful,” Kyle greeted. “Bacon and eggs for you on the table if your cat hasn’t managed to steal it all.”
“Hey. He better not have. That’s my bacon, the beggar.”
Anna shooed Chester away from the table where he was pawing the air above her plate, trying to decide if he wanted to take the food or not. She sat down at her plate and giggled when her cat took an open chair beside her to beg for her bacon.
Kyle plated more eggs and brought it to the table, his half-naked body just as tempting to Anna as any delicious breakfast. He sat down on the other side of Chester and shoved a piece of bacon in his mouth.
“I hope you don’t mind that I raided your kitchen and made an extra piece of bacon for the would-be thief.”
Anna tucked into perfectly cooked sunny-side up eggs in front of her and groaned with pleasure.
“Oh my god. Perfect eggs. Yum. And not a problem. I feed my cat bits of bacon, and besides, what lady doesn’t love food after working up an appetite with a sexy man?”
Kyle broke off a tiny bit of bacon and fed it to the cat in the third chair at the table. He looked up and met Anna’s eyes. A wide grin of masculine pride spread across his face.
“I enjoy taking care of a woman’s needs, both in and out of the bedroom. I am a bit of a white knight. Come in, rescue the girl, show her a good time, feed her food. You know, the basics.”
“It’s the white truck,” Anna managed between bites of crunchy bacon.
Kyle laughed and took a bite of egg off his fork. “I come riding in with my truck and tattoos and fix cars and defend your honor.”
“Sometimes it’s nice to be treated like a lady, you know. I could get use to all the pampering, even if I am a bit sore now.” She stretched in the chair. Her body remembered the exact kind of orgasmic pampering he had showed her multiple times during the night.
“I am sorry about Ariana, by the way.” Kyle shoved a bite of food around his plate, careful to keep his attention focused downward.
Anna touched his hand. “Not your fault that she doesn’t know how to let go of you.”
His sad eyes met hers, and she wrapped her fingers in his. “She didn’t use to be that way. When we were in high school, she was a sweet, kind girl, but once she moved out of her parent’s house, she just changed. I held onto her, afraid that if I left, she might end up in a much worse place. The final straw came when I caught her in bed with that piece of work you met last night.”
“I’m so sorry.” Anna gave his fingers a light squeeze. She knew the pain of love lost.
“It was over way before then, so it really didn’t shock me. She just stuck around in the end for the money. I had just started my business and times were good. She met him one day while we were out at a home improvement show trying to drum up business. He was a competitor. It hurt real bad at first, but then I realized they deserve each other. He tries to poach my clients by bad-mouthing my work and calling me names. Has for years. And not just my clients, but other people’s too. When all that shit talk finally started costing him money, Ariana started trying to get back together with me. I put an end to that real fast, but she ends up running off just about any woman I try to get with, either by tellin’ lies or slashing tires.”
Anna felt like smashing the other woman’s nose again. Even though Kyle sounded over the whole situation, she knew it would still hurt to have someone you use to love do those things. “Eh, let her try to run me off. I already smashed her nose once, I can do it again.”
Anna gathered up their finished plates and spoke with her back turned. “She has messed with the wrong chick. I learned to take care of myself after a crazy ex of mine. When we were together, he came after me one night. I knew it was coming, but I kept hoping that if I calmed him and tried not to piss him off he would be better, like when we first got together. He was my first love. That night broke me.”
Anna felt strong arms wrap around her from behind. She leaned into his body and felt light kisses peppered on her neck. His offered warmth and affection eased her soul.
“But I vowed to never let it break me. I started taking self-defense classes and got into therapy. I am still a little shaky when it comes to relationships, but I am so much better.”
Kyle turned Anna around. “Why me? Why did you decide after everything, my drama that I got you mixed up in, to allow me to stick around?”
Anna looked away sheepishly and squirmed between the sink and Kyle. “You aren’t boring…” she said under her breath.
Kyle let out a little puff of amusement and wrapped his arms back around her. “I sure as hell hope I’m not.”
“I have been on so many boring first dates. You have no idea. You not only fixed my car when for all you knew I was some weird creeper, you also hit a man for insulting me. While you do have a crazy ex, I can say I have never had a more interesting time.” Her fingers traced the hollows of his collarbones and the edges of the tattoos.
“Where those the only times you found me interesting?” Kyle asked, his fingers tracing small paths on Anna’s neck. Her body shivered under his touch.
Anna moved her curious fingers further south. With just the tips of her nails, she teased the little silver bars piercing his nipples. A groan slipped from Kyle’s parted lips. She felt his body stir against her.
“I do find these really, really interesting.” Her fingers plucked at his nipples.
“Woman, you are killing me.” Kyle pressed his rigid lower body against Anna’s thighs.
“I hope not. I just got my energy back.” Anna opened her legs around him and pressed her heat against him. Both of them made sounds of pleasure as Kyle rubbed his clothed shaft against her heat.
“I can think of some interesting ways to put that energy to use.” Anna gasped as Kyle scooped her up.
Anna placed her arms around his neck and laughed while he carried her back into the bedroom.
“I bet you can, because you are very interesting man, Kyle Wilson, with some very interesting plans.”



Chapter Seven
‡
MONDAY MORNING CAME too soon for Anna. She yawned as she pulled the front door to the office open slowly, not relishing the idea of working.
“You look beat,” Lesa greeted as Anna slid down into her chair.
“I think she looks thoroughly fucked,” Sam said more boldly.
Anna chuckled and sat her stuff down at her desk with a thunk.
“Thank you for basically saying I look like shit, y’all.”
Laughter surrounded her.
“It’s your jaw, honey,” voiced Lesa. “We can all see that bruise there, despite the makeup.”
Anna simply huffed and deflected further questions. “I had an eventful weekend. I might tell all y’all later, but right now, just let me work.”
The other women made noises about making her tell, but Anna somehow managed to keep the details of her weekend to herself. There was no need to tell them about bar brawls and crazy monkey sex all over her house with the hunk who mowed the lawn for their company. Later she simply made an excuse about being clumsy when asked about the bruise and ignored all further inquiry by popping in her headphones.
She couldn’t, however, ignore the feeling of satisfaction she got from the soreness between her legs. Kyle and Anna had managed to spend the rest of the weekend exploring each other, alternating between watching TV and other, more adult, forms of entertainment. Kyle had exhausted her with multiple orgasms and then somehow managed to refill her energy with snacks and meals from her kitchen. She was glad he seemed to enjoy sex and cooking because she enjoyed it too.
Midafternoon, Anna felt a small tap on her shoulder.
“Your man is back outside,” Sam told her.
Anna’s heart flipped as she skipped over to the window. Once again, all the women in the office were staring out. Anna joined them and stared at the man she had just spent the weekend with. Like the last time she saw him outside the window, he was working shirtless in the heat. Unlike the last time, his muscled back and strong forearms were covered in red scratches. Signs of their weekend of sex were plain for everyone to see. Anna grinned like the Cheshire cat and chuckled.
“He looks like he has been mauled by a tiger,” Liz whispered beside her.
Anna had to repress her laughter and simply nodded at the other woman.
As if he could hear sense all of them at the window, Kyle turned and waved at the group. Instead of running away, they turned collectively towards Anna.
Anna waved and blew a kiss towards Kyle, which he caught and placed on his cheek. Without saying a word, Anna walked back to her desk, knowing exactly what was on the other women’s minds. They should be totally ashamed of their dirty thoughts. After all, that hot landscaper was now hers.
The End
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Jagger and Bianca
Mechanic and Teacher
Laid back and Fiery
Love isn’t easy. Sometimes it isn’t patient, sometimes it isn’t kind, but there’s one thing that will make you appreciate your significant other. The way they make you feel when you come though the other side of a rough patch.



Prologue
‡
FREEDOM! BIANCA HAWKS, or B to her close friends, could taste it. It tasted of ice cream on long summer nights with friends and other members of the Heaven Hill MC and hot summer days sneaking away somewhere with her boyfriend, Jagger Stone. Glancing up at the clock, she mentally counted down the seconds until the bell would ring at 3:30. It was the starting pistol that would signal the freedom she so desperately craved.
The noise level in her classroom was deafening as her students counted down, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. As soon as they’d walked into the school that morning, they’d begun an hourly countdown, and she’d secretly counted down with them. There was something magical about the last day of school. Students passed onto another grade, and teachers were thankful they still had all their hair on their head.
“Five, four, three, two, one!” The screams were loud as were the goodbyes to her as the teenagers made their way out of her classroom.
She waved to a few of her favorites and then went around the room picking up the things she needed to take home. Only what she knew she would need immediately was added to her bag, anything bigger she could always come back for. The only reason she hadn’t left with the kids was because, as an adult, she was expected to have a little more control and not be so anxious for two months of sleeping in. Within fifteen minutes, she had everything she needed and turned off the lights in the room. Closing the door, she smiled happily to herself. She’d successfully survived her first year as a high school teacher, and her third year teaching was now in the books. A mental middle finger went up to everyone who’d ever told her she couldn’t do it. She had done it and done it well if her reports from the principal were any indication.
Now, though, it was time to go get her man. It was her mission to make sure he had as good a time this summer as she did. The last few weeks had been rocky for the two of them, and she knew they needed some relaxation, and if it were up to her, that would start right now.
*
JAGGER STONE WAS pissed, hot, and done with this day. Walker’s Wheels, or “the shop” as most of them called it in passing, was fucking busy and had been for at least two months. They could never seem to get caught up, no matter how hard they tried. They would send one car home with its owner and two more would show up in the lot. It wasn’t a bad problem to have, necessarily, but it irritated him when most of the people needing their cars worked were women who hung around the bay he was working in. He recognized them from various shows he’d given at Wet Wanda’s. He did his best to discourage them, but they always found out where he worked, and they always managed to make themselves a nuisance. They didn’t care that he was happily attached.
“The Jagger Stone fan club is here.” Tyler Blackfoot grinned as he walked over to the younger man, clapping him on the back. “How does B put up with that?”
B. The love of his life and the one who meant everything to him was not a “fan” of his so-called fan club. “She hates it, and doesn’t hesitate to tell me so, but I also hate hers.” He shrugged. “So it tends to even itself out. We’ve both kind of come to the conclusion that we can’t help what we did before we got together, but we can take preventative measures now. That’s why these ladies have no chance in hell.”
“Yeah, I can imagine loving a woman who used to work in a strip club is hard.” Tyler nodded. “Lots of men have seen a lot more than you want them to and probably don’t hesitate to tell you that.”
Jagger stopped turning the wrench he’d been using and stared open-mouthed at the VP of the club. “Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me, Blackfoot?”
“It’s the truth, ain’t it?” It wasn’t a question he asked, it was a statement of fact. Turning on his heel, he moved into the next bay to check on their resident computer expert, Travis Steele.
Huffing, Jagger threw his wrench down, feeling satisfied as it hit the concrete floor and bounced, causing a huge racket. He was tense, beyond tense. Because the shop had been so busy, and he had things going on at night now, he hadn’t been able to play music for going on two months, and it was about to kill him. Running a rag over his forehead to mop up some of the sweat, he realized that the only things he wanted were a cold beer, a cold shower, and the love of one very hot woman. The woman he wanted had just pulled into the lot, parked her Mustang, and was shaking her ass across the blacktop. One out of three wasn’t bad.



Chapter One
‡
BIANCA NARROWED HER eyes under her sunglasses as she caught sight of two women hanging around outside the bay Jagger was working in. She was used to this; he was a good-looking guy who had an amazing presence, whether it be on stage or off, but the women always got on her nerves. Thank the good Lord she’d decided to change into a tight tank top and a pair of cut-off blue jean shorts before leaving the school. She had pulled her hair up off her neck, hoping to entice her boyfriend’s lips when he saw her. Their moments lately had been rushed. It had been a few months since they’d been out on a date and at least three weeks since they’d been intimate—a new record for them. For one fleeting second, she wished she were also wearing a pair of killer high heels instead of the comfortable pair of flip flops she’d opted for. High heels would make her legs look a mile long, something that would boost her confidence against the two women leaning against the concrete structure. It wasn’t that they were exactly beautiful; anyone looking at them could tell they were easy, and as B had heard more than once, why buy the cow when they could get the milk for free?
Normally she was the epitome of self-assuredness when it came to her relationship, but lately she just didn’t feel it.
“Anybody seen my boyfriend?” she asked loudly as she strutted within hearing distance of the two women who were trying too hard. As she got closer, she put an extra sway in her hips and hooked her thumbs in the belt loops of her shorts, pulling them down further on her hipbones. Thanks to her old occupation, she knew women like this, and they were definitely up to no good. She was going to have to play a little dirty.
It was close to ninety degrees, and they were in full makeup and had enough hair spray in their hair to spontaneously combust. Eyeing them as she stepped into the shade of the bay, she pushed her sunglasses up over her head and gave them a look that said they were not welcome.
“Hey, sweet stuff.” Jagger sauntered out from behind the car he’d been working on and made his way over to her. He cut a glance over towards the women, who stood up straighter when they caught sight of him. There was a part of his personality that did like the attention, but he absolutely loved the woman at his side more than he’d ever love anything else he could have on the side. “Did you get everything done this afternoon or do me and some of the guys need to come help you move anything?” He had wanted to be there to pick her up at the end of the school day, but they had needed him at the shop, and he needed the extra cash. Unfortunately, sometimes his responsibilities came first.
She grinned up at him, gripping his shirt with her hand. He grasped her hand in his much larger one, and it took everything she had not to swoon at his feet. He knew every button she had. “Nah, I got it all, but I wouldn’t be opposed to spending the rest of the afternoon with you; clothing optional.” She winked, giving him a saucy smile.
He pulled her fully into his body, cupping her ass with his hands, pressing her against him. There was no mistaking the bulge that greeted her, and he felt her adjust her stance to accommodate him. He groaned, knowing he wanted to kick his own ass. It was hard, but he had to be strong, especially if he wanted to give her everything she deserved. Not wanting the two hangers-on to hear, he put his mouth next to her ear. “As much as I would love to come hang out with you, we’re swamped here. There’s no way I can leave.” His tone was apologetic, his face remorseful.
Bianca pulled back from him, almost as if he struck her. The words had been like a slap across the face. They hadn’t spent as much time together as they normally did the last few months because she had been busy with end-of-year things at school and he had been busy with club business. “But I’m free now.” She grinned up at him, trying to keep the plea out of her voice. “We can go whenever.”
Disappointing this woman wasn’t something that Jagger liked to do, but sometimes he had things that he had to attend to. “Then whenever will have to be in a few days.” He smacked her on the ass and turned to go back to the car he was working on. He hated to disappoint her, but he couldn’t stand to look at her when he did it. He hoped that, in the end, she would understand and forgive him—he was counting on it.
Rejection stung. Especially when the person who rejected you was the one person you had decided to give your heart to. “Yeah,” she waved, “sure.”
Walking past the two skanks was the most embarrassing thing she ever had to do. To save face, she put her sunglasses back on and turned so that she was looking back at Jagger. “See you at home, honey. Be sure and rest up. It’s gonna be a long night.”
That long night never happened.
*
“I DON’T GET it,” Bianca whined to Jessica and Meredith the next day. “Does he not want me anymore? We’ve never gone through a dry spell like this. Has the newness finally worn off? I figured it would be years before this happened. Am I not exciting anymore?”
Given the fact that all three of the ladies were having a hell of a week, they’d decided that lunch today would consist of margaritas at the local watering hole. None of them cared that it was noon; they needed each other, and damnit, when they needed each other, they were there.
“It’s too soon in your relationship to be having those kinds of issues,” Jessica told her friend, taking a drink of her strawberry concoction. “Are you sure there’s nothing else going on?”
“Well you’re the romance writer. Tell her what to do.” Meredith shoved the bowl of salsa back in the middle of the table as she dipped a chip in it. To her left sat her cell phone, with a picture of Tyler and Addie staring back at her. She slid her finger across it to check the time then grinned when she realized they still had a ways to go before the guys got off work.
“Yes, tell me all your secrets. It’s like a switch got flipped, and I don’t know how to flip that switch back.” Bianca bit her bottom lip. “Do you think it’s me teaching?”
Meredith and Jessica exchanged a look that said she was reaching.
“I personally think you need to stop grasping at straws and ask the man in your life what the fuck is wrong, but that’s just me.” Meredith shrugged a shoulder.
Jessica shushed her. “If you want your man, B, take him.”
“That’s the thing, he comes home late, every night. Whatever Liam and Tyler have them doing is taking up a lot of Jagger’s time—or is my boyfriend the only one?” She was suddenly suspicious as the two women again exchanged a glance. This time that glance was troubled. “The rest of you aren’t seeing your men, are you?”
Both Jessica and Meredith shifted uncomfortably in their seats.
“Tyler’s gone late some nights, but normally he’s home before nine. It’s not too late.” She winced because she wasn’t sure how late Jagger was getting home or what he was doing for the club. Even yet, if he was even doing anything for the club; it sounded like something else was going on.
Bianca turned on the other woman. “What about Layne?”
“He’s been getting home later, but not overly so.”
A sinking feeling took over Bianca’s stomach, and she broke out into a cold sweat. Three nights the past week he’d gotten home close to midnight, and two nights the week before. Thinking back, she couldn’t remember a time in the past few months he’d been home before nine at night. She had assumed he was doing club business, but now she wasn’t so sure. She hadn’t paid much attention because she’d been so busy with the end of the school year, but now she wanted answers. “What’s he been doing that your guys aren’t doing?”
None of them knew.



Chapter Two
‡
BIANCA WAS DRUNK, that was beyond a shadow of a doubt. The afternoon with friends had been much needed, but maybe they shouldn’t have spent so much time with the margarita pitchers. It was painfully obvious she wasn’t going to be able to drive herself home. In the past whenever she’d had a little too much to drink, she’d called Jagger.
“I need to call Jagger.” She giggled as she picked up and then dropped her phone. He wasn’t going to be happy with her at all, especially since he was at the shop. At least, he was supposed to be. After her conversation with the ladies, she wondered if that’s where he really was. He always seemed to be mad at her lately when she needed him to do something. Well, maybe that wasn’t right; it wasn’t necessarily that he was mad, but he was put out. Almost like he had other things that were more important to do rather than help her.
That thought sobered her up, and she fought against the tears that filled her eyes. She wasn’t usually teary, and it made her angry that she was now. She’d never been the kind of woman who cried when the going got tough. These things happened to other women, not Bianca Hawks. In the couple of years that she and Jagger had been together, she had never questioned their relationship; not once. It pissed her off that she was doing it now.
“I gotta go to the bathroom,” she whispered as she clumsily put her phone back in her purse and got up from the table. It took every ounce of her concentration to walk without stumbling to the ladies room, but she did it. After doing her business, she slowly walked over to the sink and took a good look at herself. Sure she was a few years older than she had been when she and Jagger had met. Maybe she’d put on a few pounds and quit making sure she was made-up at all times, but she wasn’t horrible to look at by any means. Being comfortable with each other was the hallmark of a good relationship. Isn’t that what she’d always heard from all her friends? Had they steered her wrong? Because she’d never been so proud as the day she’d woken up with Jagger next to her when she was sporting raccoon eyes from the night before. He’d told her she was beautiful no matter what, and she had believed him. When had that changed? Sighing deeply, she walked back out to the table and had a seat.
“Jagger called my phone while you were in there; someone saw our cars parked here.” Meredith rolled her eyes. “He’s coming to get you, Tyler’s coming to get me, and Layne’s coming to get her. We can’t have any fun,” she pouted.
That pissed Bianca off; back when they had first started dating, she would be damned if she sat somewhere waiting for Jagger to come get her like she was a kid who was in trouble. She didn’t know when that had changed, but it didn’t sit well with her. “So we’re supposed to sit here and wait for them to come to our rescue?” She folded her arms over her stomach.
“That’s what Tyler said. He and I have to go pick up Addie, anyway,” Meredith referenced the young girl that she and Tyler were trying to adopt.
Jessica’s mouth tilted in a grin. “Looks like we didn’t have to wait long.”
Turning around in her seat, Bianca saw the guys walking their way. It took her a minute to focus, but she finally did successfully and sat back to watch the other couples. Tyler walked into the place like he owned it, heading for his lady like it was his mission in life. Layne shared a hot little grin with Jessica; promises of dirty things were behind those eyes that sometimes flashed with fear and anger, but that promise was enough to make Jessica squirm in her seat. B could see it out of the corner of her eye. And then there was Jagger. Instead of being amused like the rest of them appeared to be, he looked put out, just like he had every other time she’d asked him to do something with her for the past few months.
“Sorry to ruin your afternoon,” she verbally poked at him. This was the old Bianca coming through, the one who didn’t smile and go with the flow just to keep the peace.
“Get your stuff, you’re making me run behind.” His tone was rude, his face was hard, and the grim set of his lips told her that he wasn’t playing around.
She wanted to ask him what she was making him late for. Why did it matter so much when obviously he was doing something he didn’t want her to know about? Tilting her chin up in defiance, she turned her back on him. “I’d rather call a cab than go home with you. Leave me the fuck alone.”
*
WHERE WAS THE young girl who hadn’t wanted to cause issues? The one who had only wanted to spend time with him? Why was Bianca testing his patience? Jagger was not in the mood for this. He had places to be at certain times, and if he wasn’t there to get what he needed to get, he wouldn’t be paid.
“Not only do I not have time for your shit, I’m not in the mood for it either.”
He knew that his voice was harsh, he knew he was treating her badly, but he only needed a few more days. Just a few more days, and God, he was so tired. The long nights were really beginning to take their toll on him. Being an asshole wasn’t his normal MO, but it’s what he appeared to default to when he was exhausted.
“I wouldn’t want to put you in or out of a mood,” she was saying as she pushed her blonde hair over her shoulder.
Trying to be nice, he held out his hand to her. “Can we not make a scene, please?”
Glancing over to her left, she saw the girls who had been at Walker’s Wheels the day before. “Don’t want to disappoint your adoring public?” she asked, the liquor loosening her lips.
He watched as she threw some money on the table, grabbed her purse, and made her way out of the establishment. When he looked around, everyone was staring openly at him. It made him uncomfortable, and he did what he always did when he was uncomfortable—he pulled his cut closer to his body and retreated further into himself. Knowing that he had to catch up with Bianca, he hustled outside and saw her at the door of her Mustang.
*
“SHIT.” BIANCA LEANED her forehead against the roof of the car when she tried for the third time to put her key in the door. Like most things in her life, something was broken. This time it was the key fob that allowed her to unlock the door.
“Let me help you.”
The tone he used wasn’t the smart-ass one he’d used in the restaurant. This one said he was counting in his head in order not to lose his cool with her. It was patient in the way a parent losing their cool was patient. It made her even madder. “I don’t need or want your help.”
He rolled his eyes because he knew she couldn’t see him. “Stop being so fucking stubborn, B, and let me help you. I’m not the enemy here.”
Closing her eyes, she gathered all of her strength and turned around to face him. “Oh really? What are you then, because you sure as fuck aren’t acting like my boyfriend either. So, I wonder, what does that make me? A wife without the ring? We’ve settled in a nice little routine haven’t we?”
Anger coursed through Jagger, unchecked. She had unknowingly hit on a hot button. These were the kinds of words his mother had said to his father when they thought no one was listening. To know that their relationship had turned into this turned him inside out. It was ridiculous. Reaching behind her, he popped the door open.
“It wasn’t even fucking locked, B. Get in, climb over the console, and buckle up. We’re going home.”
The old B was tired and half-way passed out. All she could do was scowl and then follow his instructions, but she promised herself that once she was awake and sober there would be hell to pay.



Chapter Three
‡
JAGGER BREATHED A sigh of relief when Bianca finally gave into the effects of the alcohol and passed out in the passenger seat. He no longer had to listen to the silence buzzing in his ears; it no longer had to be so painfully awkward. He fought with himself, wondering if he should tell her what he was doing, wondering if he should ruin the surprise. They were open in most of their relationship, but sometimes, he had things that he couldn’t or didn’t want tell her, and this was one of them. He wanted so badly to see the surprise on her face, to hear the catch in her breath that he knew would be there when he was finally able to let her in on the secret. He’d worked so hard to make it this far, and he didn’t want to give up now.
A part of him wanted to tell her; he hated to be at odds with Bianca, absolutely hated it. She was his best friend, his lover, and she deserved the best of everything. She was his reason for living, his reason for keeping this secret. If she could just hang on for a few more days, everything would be ready for him to be completely truthful with her. He wasn’t sure she could wait though. He wasn’t sure they could wait. He was afraid his good intentions were going to blow up in his face.
Rolling his head on his shoulders to relieve some of his tension, he drummed a beat on the steering wheel and turned the radio up. A Brantley Gilbert song came on and he had to grin. So many people compared him to the singer, and he knew that his B loved her B. Singing along, he felt the tension start to leave his body. There were three ways he dealt with the tension that sometimes gripped him tightly: riding his bike for pleasure, singing to a crowd, and burying himself balls deep in his girl. Unfortunately his day job and his night hustle were taking up all of his time. He hadn’t done any of the above in a very long time. It was almost enough to drive him completely over the edge. Pulling up to their apartment, he glanced over at her, not wanting to wake her.
He was sick of arguing, and the more he tried to keep from her, the more they argued. It tore him apart, ripped his stomach to shreds. He wasn’t used to arguing with her; they had their tiffs, but they wouldn’t normally go to bed angry with one another. That was something his parents had done, something they’d used to punish one another. It was something he’d told himself he’d never do once he found the right woman. They had gone to bed angry three nights this week.
“Jagger?”
He jumped, not having realized she’d woken up. “Yeah?”
She sniffed, running her hands over her cheeks. “What’s going on with us?”
The tone she used gutted him, and he almost broke his promise to himself in that moment. “Nothin’, sweetheart, nothin’. There’s just some things I can’t tell you right now.” He ran a hand over his couple of days’ worth of beard growth. “Trust me when I say I would never do anything to hurt you.”
Pushing her blonde hair back from her face, she shook her head as her bottom lip protruded out. It wasn’t a pout, it was a firm measure to try to hold in the emotions that were threatening to spill forth. “You’re hurting me now because I don’t know what you’re doing, and until you can be honest with me, I don’t think you should stay here.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” He felt like he’d said those words in an overabundance over the last few weeks. People were losing their minds.
“No.” She shook her head, feeling sober, even after all the alcohol she’d consumed. Her moods were all over the place, sad one minute, pissed the next. She didn’t know how to process any of it. This, however, seemed like the easiest way to get him to leave her alone. “In fact, give me my keys, right now.”
“You’re not doing this to me,” he growled, jerking the keys from the ignition. “I’ve about had it up to here,” he pointed to his head, “with you and your being a brat. There are things I can’t tell you, and you act like I’m ruining your life.”
“Well I have had it up to there with you, John Edward,” she spat.
Using his given name was a low blow, and they both knew it. He hated it, hated everything that it represented. He sat back against the seat, breathing slowly as he tried to get his anger under control. Being tired and pissed were not a good combination for him, and he would hurt himself before he hurt her, but they had never fought like this before. They usually weren’t the couple to count on low blows and name calling in order to win arguments. They weren’t juvenile.
Bianca waited for a few seconds and then under her breath mumbled, fucking typical, before yanking the door open and heading up the steps that he’d fixed with Tyler when he’d first come to live with her. She got to the top and realized that he still had the keys in the car. “Great.” She ran her hands through her hair as she boosted herself up on the railing to get the spare they had hidden inside the gutter.
As she climbed down, she saw that he still sat in the car. “Sleep down there for all I care,” she yelled down, not caring who could hear her. She was completely over this, and all she wanted to do was get away from him for a little while. Unlocking the door, she glanced back at him one more time. The need to flip him the finger was there—but again, that wasn’t how they did things. Instead she gave him a fake smile and a little wave.
With a satisfying slam, she shut the door to the apartment and marched to the shower. She needed to think, and the shower was the best place to do it.



Chapter Four
‡
BIANCA STAYED IN the shower until her fingers pruned and the water ran cold. Considering the water heater that fed their apartment was old, it probably wasn’t as long as it could have been, but it was long enough to give her a clearer head. As she turned the faucet off and stepped out, wrapping a towel around her body, she listened for sounds that Jagger had come into the apartment and wasn’t still sitting outside in her car. Never before had they had an argument where she sent him away, but the feelings coursing through her weren’t good. The way he made her feel wasn’t good. That was a revelation, because no matter how much they hadn’t seen eye-to-eye in the past, he’d always made her feel like she was the most important thing in the world to him. That feeling was no longer in the pit of her stomach.
She opened the bathroom door slowly, looking around for the man who’d become such a fixture in her home and in her life over the past couple of years. When she didn’t see him, her heart dropped. She hadn’t expected him to take her seriously. It was stupid, she knew, but she expected him to understand she was doing this for the attention. Just like children at school who acted out—bad attention was better than none at all.
Crocodile tears fell again, and she had to hold her arms across her stomach to hold in sobs as she made her way into the bedroom.
“Please stop crying. I can’t take it.”
Her scream could probably be heard across the street, but she hadn’t expected him to be sitting on the bed. He’d scared her to death, especially when she’d been successfully wallowing in her misery. He had laid his cut on the dresser and taken off his motorcycle boots. If they weren’t in conflict with one another, it struck her just how normal this scene would be on any other given night.
“You’re the reason I’m crying,” she argued.
He took a deep breath, mentally counting to try not to lose his cool with her. As sick as she was of everything, he was just as sick of it. Only a few weeks, was that how long it took to unravel everything they’d worked so hard for? It all seemed so tenuous, and that scared the shit out of him. “What’s wrong with us?”
“You.” She pointed her finger at him. “You don’t touch me anymore, you don’t even act interested. Do I disgust you?”
“Goddamnit Bianca,” he roared, leaping up from the bed and stalking the few steps it took to stand in front of her. “Not everything is always about you. The reasons for my actions don’t always concern you.” Except this time they did, and he didn’t want to be honest, especially if she were having second thoughts about them. His plan would be shot to hell.
“At one time I was your top priority,” she yelled right back at him.
“You wanna be my top priority? Then you can be my top priority.” He advanced on her, turning her so that he was pushing her towards the bed. It had been weeks, and his body hummed with the knowledge of what he was about to do.
“Jagger,” Bianca breathed as he got all up in her space, holding her neck with his hands. She fisted his shirt into hers and pulled him closer to her. “I want this.” She closed her eyes so she didn’t have to see the anger in his. “However you wanna give it to me, I want this.” She swallowed roughly against the lump in her throat.
He would hate himself in the morning, he knew this. Hell, he would probably hate himself in a few hours, but he needed her, anyway he could get her. Gone were all the reasons he needed to keep her at arm’s length for the next few days, gone were the secrets that he couldn’t wait to tell her. In this moment, he was a man in need of his woman.
Usually he asked for permission; this time he didn’t as he reached up and untucked the towel she had secured at her chest. Her skin, still wet from the shower, glistened in the soft glow of the bedroom. Because it was almost summer and in the early evening, the sun had yet to set, and it cast an ethereal look around the room. Letting the towel drop, his eyes feasted on her body.
She stood before him unashamed, not bothering to cover her body. They had been together long enough that there was no reason for her to be embarrassed; she knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t afraid to take it. In the bedroom, the two of them were equals. It didn’t matter what was going on outside of this room. Sliding her hands down his shirt, she gripped the waistband of his jeans, only stopping when her fingers met each other at the buckle of his belt.
“It’s yours, babe. Take it if you want it,” he told her, kissing her on the forehead before moving his hands to cup the back of her neck, pushing her head back so that he could bury his lips in the curve of her neck. Lightly, he nipped with his teeth, appreciating her deep inhale of breath every time he did so.
*
THIS WAS THE Jagger she knew and loved. Even angry he was going to give her what she asked of him. She was sick and tired of wondering if he wanted her or not. It wasn’t in her to lie back and wonder, and that’s what she had been doing for far too long.
“What are you waiting on? Come and get me.”
“This time, baby doll, you come and get me.”



Chapter Five
‡
THERE WAS NO mistaking the challenge in Jagger’s voice. She knew she’d set herself up for this, making demands and telling him that she felt rejected and neglected. With shaking hands she reached down and grasped the hem of his shirt, lifting it over ab muscles that had grown tighter and more defined in the past couple of weeks. Again, it made her question what he was doing at night, without her. Shaking her head, she told herself that those thoughts had no home here. They had no business being in these special moments with one another.
“I’m here,” he told her, grasping her chin and pulling her back to him.
Her mind had wandered too long, and she realized if this night was like any of the previous ones of the past few weeks, she didn’t have much time with him. Grasping him around the waist, she pulled him to her with enough force that he stumbled. “And I’m here.” She stood on tiptoe to connect their lips. “I don’t know where you’re going at night, but you better remember who you have at home.”
The words were spoken a breath above a whisper before she attacked him. Removing her hands from his waist, she burrowed them into his hair, grasping the ends and manipulating his mouth how she wanted it, taking control against the strong pull that he normally had over her.
Putting her hands back at his waistband, she yanked the edges of the belt apart and unbuttoned his jeans, pushing them down past his hips. With more force than she meant to use, she pushed him back against the bed. Refusing to be pushed to his back, he sat on the edge, motioning for her to come closer to him.
“I’m in charge here, remember?” she whispered as she straddled his hips.
“You might be in charge, but I can give you what you want and need,” he whispered right back as he claimed her lips and without preamble ran his fingers along her core, coating them with the moisture that had already gathered. Both of them moaned as he shoved those fingers deep inside her body. “Fuck, you’re tight.” He breathed heavily, smearing his lips down her neck.
Bianca tried unsuccessfully not to rock her hips against him, not to pant as he curled his fingers inside her. None of it worked; her hips were rocking and her breath was coming in huge gasps. “It’s because my boyfriend refuses to fuck me.” She grinned at him, throwing her head back as he sped up and let his mouth take the peak of her breast.
If he were honest with himself, Jagger had missed this more than anything. This was the most intimate relationship he had ever had, and he missed being with Bianca, he missed the way he felt close to her after she gave her body and pleasure over to him. It was more than anything he’d ever hoped for in his life, and she did it without question. He felt like an ass that he seemed to be pissing it away.
“Hey.” She grabbed his head. “Don’t let any crazy thoughts in this moment.”
He nodded; she was right. They couldn’t let anything come into these moments together. If they did, then they really were on the verge of ending. Grasping her hips, he pulled her down onto his length, shivering as he felt her body tighten against his. Being inside her was like coming home; it made him want to shout out to the world and cry at the same time. Nothing in his life had ever made him feel like this. He felt her nails score his shoulders as she picked up her pace. He wondered if it would always be like this, and as he felt his body speeding towards the finish line, he knew that it always would.
Grabbing her around the waist, he directed her over top of him, pushing her down harder on him.
“Jagger,” she breathed out his name in time with the way he thrust into her body. “I’m so close.” She twined her arms around his neck. “I’ve missed you so much. I love you.” It felt like a lifetime since the two of them had exchanged those words. It tore something apart in both of them.
He opened his mouth to tell her that he loved her, and he’d missed her too, but an inaudible scream left his body as he felt his warmth spill into her, triggering her release. As they rode out the waves that washed through their bodies, Jagger realized this was what had been missing. This closeness, this need to be everything she needed him to be.
Only a few more days—and then he knew that he could have her for life.
*
BIANCA WOKE UP as she heard the front door close. Reaching over, she felt the warmth of the bed where Jagger had been lying. She was sick of this, and now she was stone cold sober. If she didn’t do something to change their relationship, then they weren’t going to have one. If that meant confronting him and getting other people involved, then so be it. Having him in her life meant that much to her. Grabbing up her cell phone, she pressed a couple of buttons as she got out of bed and started getting dressed.
“Hey, Christy,” she answered in way of greeting when the other woman picked up on the second ring. “Your brother is pissin’ me off, and it stops now. I need backup. Would you be able to help me with that?” She took time to explain what she needed.
A few minutes later, she was dressed and watching the clock to make sure she’d waited enough time for him to leave. Impatiently she glanced up at the clock and figured she’d waited long enough before going and getting in her own car.
It was time to figure out what in the hell was wrong with her relationship, and if that meant getting a little sneaky and a little dirty, then so be it.



Chapter Six
‡
“TONIGHT SHOULD BE the last night.” Jagger breathed a sigh of relief as he sat in the office of Walker’s Wheels. “B is startin’ to get very suspicious of where I’m goin’, and I’m sick of arguing with her. At some point, she may decide I’m not worth arguing for, and then all of this will be for nothing.”
“I’ll happily put someone else on rotation whenever you want me to.” Liam, the owner of Walker’s Wheels and the Heaven Hill MC president, laughed as he looked at the computer. “Although I highly doubt B is gonna get rid of you. That girl may chop your balls off, but I don’t think she’s gettin’ rid of you.”
“When she finds out I’ve been doing this for her, maybe she’ll cut me some slack, but right now, she’s truly about ready to cut my balls off.”
“You never mess with your lady, but you’re young, you’ll figure that out.” Liam cursed as he motioned for the computer to hurry up. It was lagging big time and had been for a while. “Steele was supposed to put more memory in this fucker so it would load quicker, and it feels like it loads slower. How the fuck does that work?”
Shaking his head, Jagger situated himself in the chair so his feet rested firmly on the floor. “Can I ask you a question?”
“You know that you can ask me anything you want to. I’m not gonna bite.” Liam started clicking away on the computer.
“How did you do it with Denise?”
A small smile played on Liam’s face. It tilted the corners of his lips up and softened his whole expression. It turned him from a man who took leadership to a whole other level to a man in love with his wife. “On the back porch, with her own cut and my property patch.” He grinned.
“Nice.” Jagger ran his hand over his head. “I don’t know how I’m gonna do it.”
“Well, my brother, you better figure it out, ’cause with the commission on this one, I think you got enough.”
Liam turned the computer screen so Jagger could see what he was seeing. He whistled between his teeth. “I think so too; where the hell is that?”
“Over on Clay Street. Don’t ask me how someone who lives on Clay got the bank to give them a loan for a motherfucking Hummer, but if you want it, then I’ll go with you, just in case.”
“I appreciate that, and I do think I want your help.”
They left the office, walking over to the tow truck they used to do repos. Repos weren’t a huge part of their business, most of their legit money was made with the day-to-day operations of the shop, but when they needed quick cash and wanted to go about it in a legal way, bank repos were the way to go. Jagger walked around the side of the tow truck, checking the chains, making note that the work wasn’t as hard as it had been a few weeks ago when he had started. He’d definitely need to work out with the chains more often; they kept him from getting too soft.
“Everything look good?” Liam asked as he had a seat in the passenger side.
“Looks good,” Jagger confirmed as he hopped in the driver’s seat and they left the shop, heading towards Clay Street. The part of town they were going to had a lot of working-class people in it, but it also had its fair share of not-so-savory people, and they were both glad that this was the last call for a while.
*
“HOW ARE WE supposed to know where he’s going?” Bianca asked Christine, the woman she wanted to one day call sister-in-law, as she picked her up at the clubhouse.
“Easy peasy. I asked Steele a couple of questions, ya know, pretending that his brain was turning me on, and he let me know that the tracker app they used for you is on most of the bikes and all equipment at the shop. I swiped the master password and turned it on to Jagger’s frequency. I am in so much trouble when he finds out.” She threw a saucy grin at B that said she wouldn’t mind to be in the kind of trouble she had coming to her. “Jagger’s bike is at the shop, but a tow truck just left.”
“He’s doing repos?” Bianca questioned, surprised. That was the only thing that made sense; they made no money when it came to an actual towing business, and they only had the one tow truck. It wouldn’t be feasible financially for them to do anything besides repos, and usually the one doing the driving was the one getting personally paid. “They only do that when they need quick money. I wonder what he needs quick money for.”
“Your guess is as good as mine, but there’s only one way that we’re going to find out if that’s what he’s really doing or not.”
Christine was right. Bianca could only hope she wasn’t going to get in trouble with Jagger too, or anyone else for that matter. What the hell had he done to cause him to need quick cash? She knew that they talked about a house, about moving from their apartment, but it wasn’t something they were planning on doing in the next year, even. It made her stomach uneasy, and it made her question just how well they had been communicating lately.



Chapter Seven
‡
DRIVING CAUTIOUSLY WASN’T in Bianca’s nature, but she was worried as she pulled off of Porter Pike and onto Louisville Road that she would run into the Walker’s Wheels tow truck. The tracking device they were using was showing they were very close to each other. But neither she nor Christine could be sure how reliable this GPS was. It wasn’t something they had been able to ask before Christine had stolen the device.
“If he sees us, he’ll probably kill you first and then tell Steele on me,” Christine mumbled as she messed with the GPS, trying to get a more accurate read, unfortunately she wasn’t as gifted technologically as her boyfriend.
“Shit.”
Bianca ducked her head as best she could. The tow truck was two cars in front of her at the stoplight at the intersection next to the Kentucky Street police station and the railroad tracks. It was dark and growing darker by the minute, and she hoped that would help keep them under cover.
“This has bad idea written all over it. Why did I agree to help you with this?” Christine asked as she ran her hands over her arms. She had an uneasy feeling; one she hadn’t had in a very long time.
“Because you’re sick of me bitching about how your brother never pays any attention to me, and you know that he’s good for me and I’m good for him. Sometimes, I just get ideas that really need to be knocked out of my head,” B huffed out on a breath. This was obviously one of those ideas she should have been talked out of.
As they crossed into a rougher part of town, next to the university, she thought about turning back. She knew now that Jagger was doing repos, and it had nothing to do with him stepping out on her. “Do you think we should turn back?”
“I think they’re heading to Clay Street, and this Mustang might be more than a little conspicuous there. You know what he’s doing, now you need to find out why, and that’s something you can do in the comfort of your own apartment.”
Bianca heard what Christine was saying and decided that she was right. Instead of turning when the tow truck did, she accelerated and continued on straight to make a loop that would take her all the way around Bowling Green and back to where she’d started in the first place.
*
“THANK GOD THEY didn’t turn in,” Jagger breathed as he and Liam made their way towards the house where they would be picking up the car. Regardless of what Christine and Bianca thought, they were about as incognito as a woman with hot pink hair. The longer they had trailed behind the tow truck, the wetter his palms had gotten and the faster his heart had beat. There was one thing he’d never want to do and, that was put B or his sister in any kind of harm’s way, and them following the truck into this neighborhood would be going into the belly of the beast.
He knew when this was all over he was going to have to have a serious talk with the both of them.
“I know,” Liam agreed. The vehicle they were about to repo belonged to one of the more well-known drug dealers in the area. The police must have really been on his ass if he couldn’t make a couple of car payments, and he would think nothing of using a couple of women, who had no idea what they’d gotten themselves into, for leverage. “This might get ugly, and I didn’t want to have to be worried about the two of them.”
The part of town they were in was working-lower class. Just like any other neighborhood, there were homes that were well maintained and others that looked like they were falling in at the studs. A few of the houses had children’s toys and playsets in the front yard. A yearning took hold in Jagger’s chest, and he had to physically rub it away. He hoped that one day he and B would have children. He knew they would, but first he had to get through this, and then he had to convince her that he had been doing this for the good of their relationship.
Pushing further into the neighborhood, they passed a couple of homes where they knew families lived; one in particular caught Jagger’s eye. “Why didn’t Cash tell us that the gutter fell off their place?” Cash was a college kid who did odd jobs at the shop, and they had all taken him under their wing.
“Too proud. I’ll send somebody out here to fix it tomorrow.” Liam grabbed his phone and fired off a text. “It will be done.”
As they got closer to the residence they needed to be for this night, Jagger turned off the headlights on the tow truck and hoped like hell they were going to be able to get out of this situation with the hair on their heads and the skin on their back still intact. This neighborhood didn’t take to outsiders well, and even though they wore patches on their backs, that sometimes made for an even bigger target.



Chapter Eight
‡
“YOU GOT IT?” Liam whispered to Jagger as they pulled the Hummer up on the back of the tow truck. He considered them lucky that they’d gotten this far without being detected, but he didn’t want to hang around anymore than he had to.
“Yup, just gotta secure it,” Jagger told him as he went about hooking up the vehicle so that it wouldn’t come off the back. He was hooking up the very last part when the door to the house opened and a man came out.
“Liam Walker, don’t even think you’re takin’ my ride.”
Liam cursed, glancing back at Jagger, mouthing for him to continue hooking up the vehicle. “Now, Dice, you and I know that I gotta do what the bank tells me to do.” He’d known the other man since high school, and while he knew that he was sometimes dangerous, he did tend to have a level head on his shoulders most of the time.
“You can drop it right there,” Dice told him, pointing his finger in a downward motion. “I don’t want to have to hurt you or the pretty boy.”
Jagger was tired, really fucking tired, and under no circumstances did he want to mess around. He wanted this car, he wanted it now, and he wanted to go home. Liam was all about being this dude’s friend, and Jagger was all about getting the hell out of Dodge. Reaching behind his cut, he grabbed his gun out of his waistband, pointing it at the other man. “Bro, I’ve got no beef with you, but I’m tellin’ you this right fucking now. We are takin’ your ride, and you’re more than welcome to come to the shop tomorrow and see if it’s still there or if the bank has taken it. I’m in a real bad mood, and you’re about to be on the wrong end of it.”
Liam watched the younger man with wide eyes. It took a lot of Jagger to lose his shit. In fact he’d only seen it a couple of times. Jagger wasn’t ice cold, the way Layne could be, but he was nice to have around when things got messy. He usually had a good head for solving problems and for getting them out of jams, not getting into them.
“Hey, hey.” Dice held up his hands, backing away, his eyes wide. “No reason to pull out the heat. I got a daughter inside, man. I understand you gotta do what you gotta do, but put that shit away.”
“I’m not in the mood. Get your ass back inside.” Jagger palmed the gun and pointed towards the front door. “Your beef ain’t with us, it’s with the bank. Take it up with them.”
*
WITHIN MINUTES THEY were back in the tow truck, headed back towards Walker’s Wheels. It was quiet in the cab of the truck, and Jagger rolled his tense neck around on his shoulders. He hadn’t meant for that to happen, but sometimes things escalated, and for him, they had this night.
“You’ve never lost your cool that quick,” Liam commented as they pulled back onto Louisville road. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate you taking care of things when you need to, but I don’t want you flying off the handle just because you have a lot on your mind. Do you need to take some time off?”
“No, it’s been a rough couple of days, and like I told him, I wasn’t in the mood. I just wanna drop this thing off and head to bed. I need to decompress.”
“Is that bed gonna be at the apartment or at the clubhouse?” Liam asked gently. With the way Jagger was speaking, and the fact that Bianca had to follow him to figure out where he was going, things were even worse than he had assumed they were.
They stopped at a red light, and Jagger pushed his head back against the seat. “Probably the clubhouse. I need a little time to figure out what I’m gonna do, and to be honest, the time that B and I spent together earlier today wasn’t the best. We weren’t exactly nice to one another.” It didn’t make him proud to know that they’d used sex to mask their problems, but he knew they were human and sometimes things happened.
Liam nodded, his mouth set in a grim line. “Don’t let misunderstandings come between you. It’s easy to do, and in the end, and it’s not worth it. Those misunderstandings build on each other, and then you have no trust. You and Bianca have a kick-ass relationship. Right now you’re going through a rough patch. We all do it; it’s how you come out on the other side that matters.”
Jagger knew that the older man was right, and that was exactly why he was going to stay away from the apartment. He knew Bianca had questions she wanted answers to, and he was too tired to give her any. For this night, they would have to be apart. In the end, he hoped they could learn to appreciate each other and what they had built together more.



Chapter Nine
‡
JAGGER WOKE UP the next morning with a huge sense of relief. He knew that he no longer had to keep any secrets from the woman he loved, and even though the secret had been self-imposed, it still felt good not to deal with it any longer. He’d known for weeks exactly what he wanted to buy her with the money he was stockpiling; that was the reason he had been pushing so hard. Sitting up in the bed, he glanced at the clock, realizing it was early afternoon. Checking his phone, he saw that he had a few text messages, but the one he was most interested in was the one from Bianca.
I’m sorry I doubted where you were at night. I followed you last night, and I’m ashamed of myself for it. Please come home, I miss you.
Even reading it, he felt like he could feel her loneliness. He wanted to tell her he would be there soon, but honestly he didn’t know how long it would take him to complete everything he wanted to get done. He’d taken off the next three days at the shop, and he couldn’t wait to spend those days with her. It had been way too long.
First thing was first; he needed a shower, breakfast, and then he needed to head downtown to complete the second part of his plan.
*
“HAVE YOU HEARD from Jagger today?”
Bianca shook her head at Meredith. She was volunteering at the CRISIS house to get her mind off of things. “No, not today. I can’t tell if he’s angry about other things or if he’s upset about the way we left each other yesterday. This isn’t something I have a lot of experience with when it comes to him. Usually he and I are on the same page in everything we do. It’s killing me that he seems to be pulling away from me.” She bit her bottom lip, trying to keep her emotions in check.
“Relationships grow and change, they ebb and flow. I’m sure nothing is as bad as what you think it is now. I can’t see Jagger ever giving up on what the two of you have together,” Meredith reassured her.
“I don’t know, I haven’t felt this alone since he and I started dating. I feel like I did after he had his wreck, when he tried to push me away. I hate that I had doubts and pushed him, and now he’s pushing back.”
“I have a feeling that nothing about the situation is as it seems.” Meredith offered her a smile. “I honestly have no idea what’s going on, but call it a gut feeling. I know him, he’s not leaving you.”
“I hope you’re right.”
And Bianca did hope she was right, but in this moment, she had her doubts. There was a large part of her that was worried she would go home and find he’d moved out of the apartment and back into the clubhouse.
*
“ARE YOU SURE this is the one you want?”
This was the one thing Jagger hadn’t second-guessed. He’d known the minute he’d walked into the jewelry store on the square that the art-deco 1920s estate ring was the one he wanted for Bianca. It was everything that she was to him, all rolled into one. Classy, with flash, and a subtle hint of elegance. It was unique. He’d done some research on the internet with the help of Travis, and he’d only found one other ring that looked remotely like it. That made it all the more special to him; a way to prove how special he thought she was.
“I’m sure.” He took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
“Do you have a special lady you’re gonna give this to?” the older woman behind the glass counter asked.
He had to give it to her, she hadn’t shrunk away when he came in wearing his cut, the beard he still hadn’t shaved, and boots that pounded loud against the hardwood floors; she’d treated him just like any other customer.
“I do.” He nodded, for the first time in a while thinking all of this would be okay. As soon as he could give this to B, she would understand. “I have the perfect lady to give this to.”
She smiled a genuine smile at him. “I’m glad, I truly am. This ring should be on the finger of a woman who knows her worth.”
Bianca wasn’t sure of hers right this moment, but Jagger was going to make sure she knew just how much she meant to him, very soon. “She does, and she will for the rest of her life.”
The sales lady nodded. “Now how will you be paying for this?”
“What’s the total?” he asked, wanting to make sure he had enough cash on him.
“Six thousand five hundred, sixty-five dollars and forty-two cents.” She showed him the receipt that included the cleaning package and warranty he’d purchased.
“Cash,” he told her, pulling out a wad of bills. “I’ve worked hard for this.” He grinned across the glass at her.
The grin always got women, and she was no exception. “I’m sure you did, young man, I’m sure you did.”



Chapter Ten
‡
AFTER VOLUNTEERING WITH CRISIS, Bianca went back to the apartment and showered, changing into her favorite pair of shorts and tank top. Grabbing her e-reader, she settled onto the couch to read the newest book that Jessica had put out. She had texted Jagger earlier, but it had sounded like he was busy, and she didn’t want to disturb him. Whatever they had going on between the two of them, she knew they would work things out. It would be a matter of time and patience.
An hour later, she was getting to a good part in the book when she heard the roar of his motorcycle on their street. Her heart sped up, as it sometimes did when she knew that she would be seeing him. It was the small things like that that let her know the fire was still there, the passion was still there. They weren’t done with each other, they were just going through a rough patch.
His motorcycle boots stomped up the stairs before he let himself into their apartment. Glancing up, she couldn’t believe what she saw. He was wearing a nice button-down shirt underneath his cut and held out a bouquet of fresh-cut flowers.
She opened her mouth, and he reached out a hand to stop her. “Before you say anything, I’d like to do some talking, if that’s okay?”
Speechless wasn’t something that happened to Bianca Hawks normally, but all she could do was nod an affirmative to his request.
“I know you’ve been wondering where I’ve been going at night.” He blew out a deep breath. “Actually I already knew that you and Christine followed me last night, which I have to tell you wasn’t exactly the smartest thing in the world you could have done. I’m willing to give you a pass though, because I know I haven’t been very forthcoming to you in the past few months. You have to know,” he ran a hand through his hair, “I’ve had my reasons.”
He had a seat across from her on the couch, handing her the flowers and wiping his hands on his jeans. “These are for you by the way.”
She finally found her voice. “Thank you, Jagger, they’re gorgeous.”
“So are you.” His voice was little more than a whisper. “I’ve got to be honest with you. I wanted to tell you so many times what I was doing at night, but I didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”
“What surprise?” she asked, not able to stop herself.
“I said let me talk, remember?” This time, when the words were said, they were accompanied by his easy smile, not the harsh facial features he’d been sporting of late.
She made the motion of zipping her mouth and throwing away the key.
“As you found out, I’ve been doing the repos for the shop. What you don’t know is for the past three months I’ve been doing every repo, which is where I’ve been most of the nights, why my nights are later, and why I’ve been a bit of an asshole. What you also don’t know is why I’ve been doing it.”
Bianca sat on her hands to keep herself from asking questions. She wanted badly to ask him why he’d been doing these things and why he’d felt the need to keep them from her.
“Repos pay the most money in the shop, and since I’m still one of the newer members of the club, my share isn’t the biggest when it comes to pay. Granted, you and I are more comfortable than we’ve ever been, but I think we both know there’s not a lot of money to play around with,” he spoke to her clearly and honestly. “So, when I was visiting Christine at the hair salon on the square a few months ago, I took a walk and went into the jewelry store. There was an amazing ring there that I loved. I knew right then that I wanted to get it for you, but when they told me the price, I knew there was no way in hell I’d ever be able to afford that ring.”
Her eyes watered as she realized what this man she’d given her heart to was telling her. She wanted to blurt out that she loved him, but she knew she had to see this through, she had to let him get this all out.
“I went back to the shop and asked the guys if it was okay if I took the repos. I explained to them what I wanted to do, and they all supported me. They took a pay cut so I could have an increase for you. Do you know how much that means to me?”
She did, because it meant a lot to her too.
“Last night was the final repo I needed, and today I walked into that jewelry store and bought this ring with hard-earned cold, hard cash.”
Bianca watched as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring box. He set the box in her hand and then slid off the couch, getting down on one knee.
“The reason I wanted to buy this ring was because I wanted to ask you to marry me. Really and truly. Take my last name, be my partner for the rest of my life. Have kids with me, grow old with me, ride on my bike with me until we’re so old we can’t stay upright, wear my property patch until the name fades so badly that I’m the only one who knows what it says.” He was breathless as he said the last words. “Marry me because I love you and I can’t see my life without you. The last few months have shown me what that could be like, and damnit, it’s a shitty life.”
She tried hard to speak around the lump in her throat and the tears in her eyes, but she couldn’t. All she could manage was to nod before she threw her arms around him, tackling him to the ground.
“Is that a yes?” he asked, his eyes boring into hers.
“Yes.” She nodded, her voice cracking with emotion.
“Thank you God,” he breathed, kissing her head, inhaling deeply, and throwing his arms around her to hold her tight.
After a few moments, he pulled back. “Don’t you want to see the ring?”
“I do, but I want you to put it on me.”
He pried the box from her fingers and opened the lid, revealing the ring inside. Her gasp was everything he had hoped it would be, and he couldn’t help but give himself a pat on the back. Sliding that ring onto her finger was the happiest moment of his life.



Epilogue
‡
Two Days Later
“YOU KNOW, I thought sliding that ring on your finger was the happiest moment of my life,” Jagger told her as the two of them lay in bed. It was mid-afternoon, but they were on nobody’s timetable except their own. “I was wrong.”
“You were?” she questioned, turning so that she rested her head against his bare chest. “What was the happiest moment of your life?”
He pulled her hand to his lips, placing a kiss there. “When I slipped this ring on your finger, earlier today.” He indicated the plain gold band they had exchanged at the courthouse.
As with most everything to the two of them did, they were on their own time frame, and they had decided they’d waited long enough to make it official.
“I think that’s the happiest moment of my life too.” She grinned up at him.
He pulled her so she was tucked underneath him when he turned them over. “I’m looking forward to making sure you have many more happy moments in your life to come,” he told her, promise in his voice as he captured her lips with his. He’d already had her twice, but he wanted her again. When she made room between her thighs for him and he slid home, he knew that this was the best, most right thing he’d ever done in his life.
“You’re gonna get sick of this,” she taunted, reaching up to thread her fingers through his hair.
“Making love to my wife?” He shook his head. “Never.”
His wife. Bianca loved the sound of that, and she told him so as she moaned her approval at the way he moved inside her body. Running her fingers down his neck and around to grasp his shoulders, she threw her head back, giving her body over to him.
As he shuddered against her, she hid a small smile against his neck. If there was one thing this experience had taught her, it was that it would always be worth it to work on their relationship, and sometimes the best thing in the world was a rough patch.
The End
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